
The Archetype and the Local: A productive tension in Oral Telling and Mythic Fiction

It was Wednesday.  Exactly which Wednesday was never recorded.  Only later, when the mud 
had been mopped out of houses and scrubbed from the steps of government departments, did 
we realise the skin of the old world was gone. And so I must go back to the very beginning. To 
what actually happened. To a small house. In a long street. In Brisbane. It’s a city you might 
never have heard of. But never mind that. It did exist once. We can look at a map of Australia 
later.

Novel Manuscript in Progress, Alexandra McCallum

An investigation of the ways in which fairytales, folktales or mythic stories can be told or written 
in the Australian context is immediately beset with a problem of definitions. What is folklore? 
Which elements of oral traditions – when they are incorporated into contemporary creative work 
– maintain their connection to the older source material? Perhaps, just as complex: what makes 
a story Australian? Is it a setting – whether that is suburban Sydney or Broome? Stories that 
reflect Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander experiences?  Reference to unique landscapes? An 
event drawn from history?  The experiences perspective of a particular language or cultural 
community? A motif drawn from cultural anxieties such as a child lost in the bush? If archetypal 
characters are inherited from the folklore of other countries at what point do they become 
Australian?  Does an Australian creator or creative team qualify even where the subject matter 
of the work is not specifically Australian? How does the way Australian-ness is represented 
change in an increasingly globalized and connected world?  No doubt all of these things can be 
considered Australian in some sense, and I look forward hearing other contributors reflections 
on these and other topics. In this paper I would like to consider them in the light of mythic 
representations of a specific Australian city – Brisbane – in oral telling and mythically oriented 
fiction. Although, as I hope will become clear, I intend the ideas to be of interest, and perhaps 
even of use, to tellers and writers in other Australian places.   

Brisbane provides a practical example for me – because I live, tell and write there. Brisbane as 
a place does not always feature in my work, but particularly as I work on a novel manuscript 
attempting to combine “mythicity” (Gould 3) or mythic atmosphere and fantastical events with a 
Brisbane setting; these questions have become of increasing interest. Many oral stories 
combine archetypal characters and the audiences’ existing knowledge of real places – such as 
Istanbul or London – to add tone, strengthen our engagement with the story, explain the 
creation of a specific place and to promote the connection between the daily and the mythic.1 
What are the implications of this use of place in contemporary Australia and specifically 
Brisbane; a city which is less well known and has a largely realist representation in 
contemporary and literature and story? Does its relatively low profile leave non-local audiences 
with insufficient reference points to engage with a mythic representation? In this paper I will 
examine various strategies for the representation of Brisbane, touch on the impact of 
“identity” (Ommundsen 510) and “post identity”(Ommundsen 510) frameworks on the 
acceptance of mythic or fairytale representations, and settle on Gould’s concept of 
“mythicity” (3) as the entry point to a series of practical strategies for writing my novel in 
progress. 

This paper will argue that while a tension certainly exists between a desire to represent the local 
and a desire to use the power of archetype or mythic atmosphere; given the right strategies the 
tension can actually be a productive one – pushing the writer or teller to towards fresh imagery 
rather than relying on well known cultural tropes and promoting a focus on a precision in the 
way sentences and plots are constructed – rather than viewing mythic language as a series of 

1 As example of the use of specific places in folktales, rather than creation stories, please see 
the following story set in Bagdad. http://www.storiestogrowby.com/stories/ali-cogi.html



stock characters or formulas such as “….and they all lived happily ever after” which if they are 
used in a text, produce mythic atmosphere automatically. Approaches to practice-led PhDs are 
varied – but in my case – the writing of the manuscript has raised questions best fed by 
academic reading and research and the perspectives I uncover in the research are of use in 
both my academic and creative writing.         

It would be nice to begin with an example of spectacular storytelling success. However the most 
interesting questions often come from the times when things don’t go as planned. In September 
2009 I joined other tellers at the Museum of Brisbane to perform at their community history day. 
The format of the show was one we had borrowed from the Tasmanian International Storytelling 
Festival. In Hobart, we had been given objects from the collection of the Tasmanian Museum 
and Art Gallery, we were able to look at them closely, in some cases we were told the story of 
the object, and in others it remained a mystery. We then went away for a day, created fictional or 
speculative stories about the objects which we told to an audience. The audience were asked to 
guess which of our stories were based on real events and which were not. After they had 
guessed, we heard from a curator at TMAG who related the true story of the object. Although 
the curator often presented their story in a less performative way – the audience was already 
very much in a storytelling mood and highly engaged in both modes of telling. From my 
perspective the fictional stories played an important role in reminding the listener that behind 
every object were human beings and that these people lived and loved and worried just as we 
did. The curators presentation, by providing exact details of the object reminded the audience of  
the way the past, in the form of material heritage, is an exciting connection to the present.  

The Museum of Brisbane were interested in running a similar session in Brisbane, but instead of 
using objects with known histories they decided to use objects where the history was uncertain. 
I worked on a story about the construction of the Storey Bridge. My Nanna always talked about 
walking down with friends from teachers’ college and checking on progress of the bridge. In my 
research I discovered that quite a few men were injured during construction and since my 
grandma met her husband around that time I decided to combine the two stories into a fictional 
love story between my Nanna and a construction worker who lost a hand in an accident. This 
construction worker is pure fiction, my Nanna married another student from teachers’ college, 
but it seemed like a good fit for a ‘not quite true’ story – close enough to real life that the 
audience may guess it was real, and yet close enough too, in my mind at least, to all the stories 
of shoemakers and other tradesmen in folktale traditions to fit in a mythical, not just fictional, 
framework. Even the displaying of the object at the end of the story seemed to me to fit with the 
ritualized ending type where the end of the story is signaled by displaying a single prop and 
saying something like: ‘And so I danced at their wedding, and here is one of the shoes.’

I happened to be performing first, and my head was so full of story that I only half noticed that 
the compare had not introduced the idea that the audience would be asked to guess whether 
the story was true or false. I tell stories with a detailed plan, but not a script, I like to hold my 
words lightly and respond to the reactions of the audience in the way I tell. One sentence of 
introduction me could have solved the problem. I could even just have altered my first line. 

“Once there was, or yet there was not,...”

But telling is a moment by moment business. And in the moment I plunged in to the story 
without any such introduction. The story was very well received. But it was received as a true 
story. And when, afterwards, I had to reveal that only part of the story was based on my 
grandmothers’ life, the atmosphere in the room was palpable. It was worse for the curator who 
then had to stand up and admit that the object I had used was a complete mystery to the 
museum, up until this point I had assumed there was a juicy theory about what it had been used 
for, but it turned out there was not even that. Thus I think the audience felt cheated. Later in this 
paper I will discuss what I have learnt from Barbara Foley about the way in which an 



agreements are created between author and reader through narrative techniques within the text 
but at the time I was simply horrified and told my next story in a haze. If this were a different 
kind of paper, I could talk about relationship building and briefing processes in community 
partnerships – but that is not my subject here. 
 
Sitting in the strange atmosphere of the audience after the performance questions about 
Brisbane occurred to me. Many representations of Brisbane – Hugh Lunn’s Over the Top with 
Jim or Melissa Lucashenko’s Steam Pigs which features both Logan and Brisbane are realist 
and semi-autobiographical. After the reaction to my story I wondered whether a non-realist 
representation of Brisbane? (rather than a generalized picture of a city which has a few 
elements of Brisbane in it) of interest, or even welcome? And if it is unwelcome, what makes it 
so? Is this a phenomenon that has any relevance to other parts of Australia?  

While Brisbane has an active community of speculative fiction writers their work is rarely set in 
Brisbane. Two short story anthologies curated by Brisbane Writers’ Festival specifically called 
for submissions set in Brisbane. One of the collections is called Fantastical Journeys to 
Brisbane and a review begins “.My first thought when I saw the title to this book was: 
“Fantastical Journeys to Brisbane”?! I mean, it’s not the city that would have first sprung to mind 
for such an idea.” (Pierce 2007). While the reviewer is mostly keen to make the point that she 
doesn’t see – in the realist life of Brisbane – the same seeds of the fantastic as exist in other 
Australian cities this has not been a concern for my work. Gwen Harwood’s early letters 
(Hoddinott ed. 1990), which feature a farcical account of Brisbane’s War Damage Commission 
and fictional German professors who pop unexpectedly into Brisbane of the 1940s are an 
excellent example of use of the non-realist modes.  Nicole Watson’s crime novel The Boundary 
(2011) the author draws on her experience as both as a practicing lawyer and as a Birri-Gubba / 
Yugembeh woman to write a plot which includes contemporary Aboriginal experience often 
influenced by “spirituality” and a sense of the supernatural. (Heiss 2012) This paper will suggest 
that the ambivalence towards the fantastic has more to do with a broader ambivalence about 
identity in Australian creative work, and, the uncomfortable feeling that archetype is close to 
stereotype than it does with any lack of useful source material.

In their 1995 anthology of Queensland writing Nigel Krauth and Robyn Sheehan Bright note a 
tendency for Queensland authors to move away from representations of Queensland as 
different or exceptional and emphasise elements common to urban experience in much of the 
first world. (2) Television productions filmed in Brisbane such as Fire and Medivac (Davies 168) 
have taken specific advantage of Brisbane’s relative anonymity and set their dramas in a 
generalised version of a city. In contrast, where specific place names or events are mentioned 
there tends to be a preference for realist representation suggests Ina Bertrand, who like Davies 
has an interest in Australian identity in film and TV, notes a tendency for audiences to value the 
perceived “historical accuracy” (5) of a series over other qualities. She posits that, particularly in 
representations of relatively recent history, “judgement of the programme (by critics and viewers 
alike)” is “limited to these issues”. Using the example of the TV series The Dismissal, which 
covered the dismissal of the Whitlam government, she makes the interesting point that while 
“very great care” was taken promotional material to emphasize the historical accuracy of the 
series – it in fact relied on a great many “national paradigms” amongst which she nominates 
“stereotypical views of politicians of the right and left, ambivalent attitudes to independence from 
Britain” but she says that these remained “hidden” in the discussion and promotion of the series. 

In this context it is also important to mention The Death Works series by Trent Jamison in which 
the character of death, and ghosts from the underworld appear in the book. Death is 
represented as the head of corporation which manages the transition from the world of the living 
to that of the dead. On his website Jamison says,



“Brisbane is also the centre of Mortimax Industries’ operations in Australia, much to the chagrin 
of Sydney, the mortification of Melbourne, and the considered resentment of Canberra. Adelaide 
does not deign to offer an opinion. Hobart says it doesn’t matter. Darwin, well no-one’s sure 
where the Darwin offices are, and Perth runs its own thing, quietly efficiently, and sometimes 
forgetting that there is even a head office anywhere else.” 

The books themselves make very frequent mention of Brisbane landmarks and street names. 
For example, “we’re out of the [Wintergarden] food court and down Elizabeth Street. In the 
open, traffic rumbling past, the Brisbane sun a hard light overhead.” (Jamison 2) Jamison has 
produced a map so that readers can do a walking tour of the place that both “is and isn’t” 
Brisbane. 

I can think of many times when I have used the same strategies in oral telling. Audiences, 
especially kids and teens, appreciate the appearance of an evil icecream monster in their local 
MacDondalds. The round up of capital cities mentioned on the website is an enjoyable briefing 
on Australian regional politics. However, when thinking about writing my own fiction I recognize 
in myself a certain discomfort with too many local references. It is perhaps because these 
appear on the printed page – rather than being given more specifically and in the less 
permanent form of the spoken word and in direct response to the number of local references 
that audience is likely to appreciate. I also feel that place name that is less known is bound to be 
more obvious when repeated because the reader will not have as much prior knowledge to 
about the place and it’s very blankness makes it noticeable. I am wary too, however much I 
enjoyed Jamison’s summary, of talking only about these well known regional spats; how much is 
this just talking more about what Brisbane isn’t, (isn’t the capital of Australia, isn’t one of the two 
larger cities, isn’t isolated enough to do its own thing without anyone noticing) rather than what it 
is (a place where the sun is harsh). However Jamison is, as with the TV series’ and short story 
authors mentioned above, deliberately emphasising the fact that Brisbane shares many aspects 
of urban experience – like shopping centres - with other places. His point seems to be that 
Brisbane is just as useful as a setting for urban fantasy as anywhere else and that it’s very 
ordinariness provides an excellent contrast to the story of impending apocalypse. 

It is interesting to consider how this discomfort with identity has been investigated in literary 
criticism. Wenche Ommundsen (505) discussing Asian Australian authors says the twin 
tendency – to either de-emphasize the specificity of Asian Australian experience that is, to 
emphasise the ways in which it is similar to the experiences of other Australians, or to value 
specific historical detail over generalized representations, appears to be a way of discussing a 
community’s shared experiences while avoiding being completely defined by them. He cites 
Alice Pung’s Unpolished Gem which starts: “This story does not begin on a boat.” and goes on 
to describe a “seemingly carefree” (505) life in the Melbourne suburb of Footscray which is full 
of hidden complexities. In fact, Pung’s grandmother did arrive on a boat, but leaving this story 
until later in the book “allows Pung to tell two personal narratives at the same time: asserting her 
difference from the accounts of trauma which have dominated the popular genre of Asian 
women’s writing and at the same time telling her own version of that story.” (505) While the 
focus of her paper is Asian Australian writing Ommundsen suggests that a “the profoundly 
ambivalent attitude towards personal and national past, and to the politics of representation” is a 
characteristic they share with “numerous other Australian writers”(507).     

Thus, we have uncovered two preferred modes of discussing Australianness, not just in the 
sense of Australian place, but I would argue, Australianness as it relates to all the questions with 
which I began this article. These strategies sit on either end of a continuum. The first is to 
emphasise commonalities between life in Australia (or a specific Australian place or community) 
and the life of other places and communities often by leaving the setting unnamed. The second 
is to focus on the “historical accuracy” as a desired quality, and, to focus on the detail of 
individual histories and the things that mark them as distinctive – even within stories of a broadly 



similar type. This “post-identity thinking” (Ommundsen 510) is a subject of international 
discussion – rather than a unique feature of the Australian creative landscape, but it is a key 
feature of the Australianness I hope to discuss here. The dance between the two ends of the 
continuum is understandable – and both of these modes can work well. But how much do they 
preclude the creation of new fairytale or mythic stories set in specific Australian places?   

In an attempt to answer this question it is important to consider the defining qualities of myth. As 
a performance storyteller, writer, listener and reader I am often asked how storytelling as an oral 
performance differs from stories which are transmitted through the writing, film, theatre, TV or 
online environments. In everyday usage, no less than in the dictionaries of copyrighters  who 
write advertisements for these things the words story and storyteller can be used to describe 
any of them. This is a positive thing – it speaks to the human love of story – whatever the form. 
And yet, when I stand in front of a group of people and tell a story; I feel, with the literary scholar 
Eric Gould that oral telling as a medium and “the nature of mythic performance as ritual, 
narrative or archetype” (Gould 30) produces a very specific atmosphere. If I think about what 
brings me back to storytelling as an artform – it is not any particular story or setting – as 
marvelous as these are; rather I am attracted predominantly to the sense of responsive 
connection between teller and audience which comes from the lack of the theatrical convention 
of a fourth wall and the practice of making changes to the way I tell a story based on audience 
reaction in real time change what I am saying in reaction to the mood of the audience. Even 
where these changes are small; I believe the sense of openness to each other is the thing I 
value most. For me storytelling is a shared enchantment produced when we pause our lives and 
sit in the story together. This is what I seek to create when I perform and what I seek to preserve 
when I include mythic elements in my written fiction. 

The process of transferring “mythicity” (Gould 3) into fiction is, for me at least, less a discussion 
of genre than it is one of adaptation between forms. Adapting what I have learned from oral 
telling into the form of a novel can be compared to the process of adapting a favourite book into 
a TV series. Each form makes different demands on the creator but to be successful some 
essence of the original must be maintained. Further, the new form, in this case the novel 
manuscript, presents certain advantages which can contribute to the successful adaption. Just 
as, for example, the ability to see the characters in a book represented by real actors on screen 
can be enjoyable – even if it does mean hard decisions for casting directors who must choose 
an actor whose appearance and performance is acceptable to fans of the book who have 
already created their own mental image of the character.   

Gould calls this mythic atmosphere or quality “mythicity” (3) and posits that it is created by 
“linguistic” (12) or narrative technique, rather than by the presence of any particular story type or 
character from the oral traditions.  His work is particularly focused on how novelists have 
successfully transferred a sense of “mythicity” (3) into their work, creating a distinct type of 
fiction in which he includes examples by James Joyce, D.H. Lawrence and T.S. Elliott. By 
producing mythic atmosphere, he says, their work provides a connection to, and continuation of 
the oral traditions of the past. 

Gould, an American scholar writing in 1977, does not mention the major revival of interest in 
folklore and oral telling in that country at the time2 or refer to living oral traditions in other places. 
However, in spite of this I believe Gould’s “mythicity” (3) provides a framework which allows 

2 The first (US) National Storytelling Festival was held in Jonesborough Tennessee in 1973 which 
lead to the founding of the National Association for the Preservation and Perpetuation of 
Storytelling. For more information on storytelling in the US please visit http://
www.storynet.org/about/index.html. For a contemporary academic perspective on  oral and 
performance storytelling The Centre for Studies in Oral Tradition is a good starting point. 
http://www.oraltradition.org/

http://www.storynet.org/about/index.html
http://www.storynet.org/about/index.html
http://www.storynet.org/about/index.html
http://www.storynet.org/about/index.html
http://www.oraltradition.org/
http://www.oraltradition.org/


tellers and writers to maintain the heart of folktale traditions and yet gives maximum flexibility to 
exploit the “adaptive nature of folklore” (AFTS 1).  I would suggest that a primary focus on 
“mythicity” (3) as a defining characteristic and on linguistic/narrative techniques to create this 
mythic atmosphere will allow creators to add to the “wealth of Australian fairytales” (AFTS 1) 
long into the future without slipping from archetype into stereotype. It also provides a space for 
non Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander Australians to consider Australian identities and 
contemporary experience without resorting to cultural appropriation or the kind of disconnected 
work of much earlier authors like John Jacobs, who, as the AFTS points out, though born and 
brought up in Sydney was motivated by a desire to retell the English folktales of his childhood, 
uninfluenced by that life experience.  

What then, are the linguistic or narrative techniques that define mythic atmosphere and what 
have my experiences of telling or writing in or about Brisbane revealed about “mythicity” (3) in 
specifically Australian context? To answer these questions it is best to begin with an introduction 
to Gould’s ideas. He posits that mythic is a direct response to the “gap between sign” (34) and 
”meaning” (Gould 34) – that is, the fact that words (signs) and never represent our experiences 
in a truly accurate way. Mythicity, he says, is one attempt to close this gap – to make our words 
communicate our experience more accurately through archetype, symbol and mythic logic. 
Archetypes, he says, “suggest that they are always open to interpretation” (Gould 44). He says 
this, not because they are can mean anything (something that can mean anything is after all, 
quite close to something that means nothing) (Gould 26). Rather, he says that,

“Myth, as the narrative of archetypal significance, is not an objective fact, nor a mere focus on 
informing primordial image, nor a matter of received knowledge, but a working proposition, an 
unfolding of understanding which persuades us of its logic.” 

Gould Mythical Intensions in Modern Literature p.44 

By filling the gap between word and event with symbols and images that are constantly on the 
edge of transformation – the gap itself is “shortened” ( Gould 44). This obvious slipperiness of 
image and meaning is a way in which “mythic thought can be recovered in the novel” (Gould 
12). In practice for writers, this means using a number of narrative techniques to produce mythic 
atmosphere. Using Joyce’s Ulysses as an example he says that this recovery “is achieved less 
by a simple reuse of motifs from The Odyssey and other quest mythology than it is by Joyce’s 
clever entry into the logic of mythological plotting… plot transformations tend to the absurd 
(while preserving the dialectical reasoning of the original myth) and solutions to social 
compromise are rearranging patterns of experience into constantly changing sign systems. So 
myth insists that reality is not static, but a changing systematic, and this is recoverable in 
Joyce’s logic of the pun the epiphany and the multilayered plot.” (Gould 12) 

He also mentions sentence by sentence techniques inherited from oral language such as the 
prominence as rhythmic language and use of lists. (Gould 137). It is important, especially when 
thinking about the practical application of these ideas to creative work, that Gould is not 
suggesting that references to pre-existing archetypes or myths should not be included. Rather 
that it is not their presence alone that creates mythicity. In The Absence of Myth Sophia Heller, 
objects to Gould’s definition of myth as slippery or true only in complex sense. She objects to 
Gould’s connection of the myths of traditional belief systems to myth in more contemporary 
fiction or film. She defines myth in traditional societies as fundamentally different because it is 
absolutely understood to be true within the belief and ritual systems of those societies. “Myth is 
more than telling a good story,” she says, “ it is the reality of truth of lived life, expressed in the 
form of narratives that are held to be sacred” (Heller 2). It hardly needs to be said that our 
relationship to truth, in a multifaceted, multicultural, media saturated and more secular time is 
different than it once was.  Indeed, even tales more often seen as fairytales for entertainment by 
a modern reader were often initially encoded with ritual knowledge and significance. Robert 



Chandler says that “many magic tales do in fact reflect traditional rights of passage”. He uses a 
Russian folktale as an example and plot summary he provides would seem to place it more in 
the form of a folktale for entertainment in contrast to myths of the Greek gods or stories from the 
Dreaming of Aboriginal communities which are generally understood to carry religious or ritual 
knowledge.     “A girl is sent out into the forest by a cruel stepmother … [and is] required to play 
blind man’s bluff with a murderous bear” a mouse helps the girl and eventually the bear admits 
defeat. Chandler shows how the story was enacted in rituals at peasant weddings of which 
accounts were recorded as late as the 19th Centaury. (xi) He also discusses cultural restrictions 
of the telling of folktales, namely, that they were to be told only after dark, and only by men. 
(Chandler xx)

I am not qualified to comment on myth in traditional societies, my experience cross-cultural work 
with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander elders and my conversations with Scottish traditional 
storyteller George Macpherson are a subject best left for a different paper, and a paper I am by 
no means ready to write. Considering the sacred in the sense of monotheistic religions however, 
I note a sense that God is both absolutely true and influential in people’s lives but at the same 
time multifaceted and unable to be fully comprehended by the human mind. In Job 36:26 for 
example “How great is God, beyond our understanding”. Thus, while traditional societies 
perspective on myth or religious story is very different to that of secular people, it also allows for 
changeability within truth. 

Barbara Foley’s work also supports the idea that it is linguistic or narrative signals which 
indicate to a reader how a story or text is to be received. Writing about the differences between 
non fiction and documentary fiction she supports the postmodern perspective that all language 
is an 'abstraction' (Foley 34) of lived experience; that there exists a what Gould referred to as a 
“gap”(Gould 34) between lived experiences and the way are represented in words. Foley does 
not agree, however, with critics who say that this renders distinctions between genres irrelevant 
because nothing using words can ever be a true representation of experience. As empirical 
evidence that the distinction between fiction and non-fiction remains relevant she cites the 
public reaction to autobiographies like Roots by Alex Hayley which were later revealed to be 
fiction. Foley says that if readers felt the distinctions between fiction and nonfiction were largely 
irrelevant there would have been no such outcry. (Foley 35).

Instead she examines how the experience of genre is created by narrative strategies within the 
text which signal to the reader whether the story should be received as fiction or non-fiction. 
Using examples of narrative techniques which were popular at different times in the history of 
the novel as a form, she demonstrates that the signals of genre have changed over time. Film 
scholar Steve Neale has a similar perspective on the nature of genre. Neale suggests that 
genre is best understood as a ‘process’ (Neal 56) rather than a static category. Neal references 
the work of Charles Musser (Neal 55) which investigates The Great Railway Robbery. Musser 
says that audiences were not reading the film as a Western (this term did not exist at the time of  
the film’s release)  that it was references to the ‘chase film’ (Neal 54) ‘railway genre’ (54) and the 
‘crime film’ (54) contributed to the film’s popular success. Thus, in all texts, not just those 
considered to be mythic, specific linguistic signals and techniques signal to the audience how it 
should be read and trigger a sense of atmosphere or expectation, and the fact that the way 
these signals have changed over time gives contemporary tellers and writers to be flexible in 
how they create a sense of the mythic. 



This theoretical background also sheds light on my experience at the Museum of Brisbane. 
Australian uncertainty about representing our Australianess aside – the main reason for the 
audience reaction was that my when I told the story I did not use markers (a simple example of 
which is a ritualised beginning like “Once there was…”). These would have marked the story as 
mythic for the audience and avoided later confusion. Although I saw connections between my 
invented tradesman and the shoemakers and workers in folktales – there was nothing in what I 
said to indicate these to the audience. This was deliberate, since I thought they were going to 
be asked to guess whether or not the story was true, but since they were not asked this 
question, and so many representations of Brisbane are either realist or based on actual events 
– it’s understandable that they felt cheated when they found out the tradesman was my own 
creation.

Questions about whether my novel manuscript is fiction or non fiction is not likely. The novel 
features a fictional flood, and imagines that during the resulting confusion, an entirely new 
language emerges and becomes dominant in Australia. I am interested in reflecting on 
characters whose lives are changed by large historical events which are largely beyond their 
control, and sometimes even beyond their comprehension. I am likewise interested in 
representing multilingual and multicultural experience – and on the way language and culture 
interact. I wanted to give all my characters the experience of speaking another language and I 
am using the emergence of a new language to make this possible. I specifically wanted to avoid 
references to real examples of historical upheaval, since a focus of the interest for me is in 
considering how these unusual events would leave Australia of the near future – not into a 
utopia or a dystopia – but into a different version of itself. 

Considering the long history of floods in Brisbane – including the 1974 flood in which my parents 
met, it might be supposed that a Brisbane setting is essential to the telling of the story. The flood 
is, however, not intended as a retelling of any specific historical event. In keeping with the 
feelings of ambiguity about representing identity earlier in the essay – I am interested in using 
what Brisbane has to offer as a specific setting – but without being caught up in stereotypical 
representations of Brisbane weather, Brisbane as the “large country town” (Davies 174) or 
specific parts of Brisbane’s history whether that is Expo ’88 or the Bielke Peterson government. 
At the 2013 Australian Association of Writing Programs conference I was asked by a Melbourne 
based academic – originally from Brisbane – why it was necessary to name Brisbane in the 
book. He suggested I could avoid triggering stereotypical thoughts in the reader’s mind and/or 
writing a book of mainly local appeal by leaving the city unnamed. 

I did not set the story in Brisbane as an attempt to comment in Brisbane as a place, although 
the finished product will undoubtedly do this. Using Brisbane, where apart from an enthusiastic 
amount of traveling, I have lived my whole life does however give me a large well of images and 
experiences on which to draw. Since the fantastic/mythic element of the plot requires me to 
invent so much about the language and its impact and a series of other supernatural 
happenings, it is useful not to have to invent a fictional city as well. But more than that, it is 
important to what I would like the novel to say about the nature of historical change. The way it 
creeps up on the characters’ ordinary lives; the fact that big changes can and do happen to real 
people. The impact of this point, I feel, has less power if the setting is anonymous. Setting the 
manuscript in a different Australian or even international city would definitely be possible – but 
would have required more research. The academic I was taking to expressed a desire, and an 
inability to get his experience of Brisbane, especially in the 1960s and 70s – out from under his 
skin. I think this is the experience of a number of people of my parent’s generation. My 
experiences of Brisbane are different. As a result I view the positive and negative aspects of 
living in Brisbane as facts, but not as something to be gotten out from under my skin. When 
thinking about setting the novel in Brisbane, and naming the city, and adding mythic elements to 
the plot the question I asked myself was not “Why?” but “Why not?”.



 What are the practical strategies I have uncovered to combine the local with the mythic?

1. A focus on narrative technique rather than genre. I suppose, if pressed that I would 
classify my manuscript as literary fiction. But these classifications are best made after a 
book has been completed, if at all. For me as a writer, it is important to focus on the 
ability of the words and the plotting to signal “mythic atmosphere” to the reader.

2. Rather than using the powerful but formulaic expressions of oral storytelling. “Once in a 
land as flat as a tablecloth, there was...” (Chandler 23) because I am using Brisbane as 
a specific setting, rather than a ‘land far away’ I am unable to use these formulations. 
This inadvertently helps me avoid the difficulty of translating the full power of formulaic 
beginnings and endings to the written word. (Without the assistance of facial expression 
and tone of voice there is always the risk that ‘Once upon a time…’ may seem like a 
cliché.) This does not mean I think that the formulas can never be used successfully in 
writing and indeed, I have maintained this sense of mythic uncertainty in the quote at the 
beginning of the paper by using uncertainty about the day on which the first drop of rain 
fell, and by hinting that the Brisbane you may or may not have heard of in some sense 
no longer exists. 

3. Similarly, I have allowed Liz, my narrator, sections of reflection in which her the tone of 
the writing seeks to combine contemporary written language with a sense of the oral. 
The sense that she might be sitting across from you telling the story. 

4. The language I use, however, although designed to feel oral, is very different than the 
language I would use to tell an oral story. I have recently transcribed a recording of 
myself telling a children’s story, with the idea of adapting it into a picture book. And the 
words which have worked over and over in performance appear clunky on the page.  

5. Naming Brisbane has also made me extremely keen to avoid stereotypical images of 
Brisbane and Queensland. This forced me to think about real experiences that have 
evoked in me a sense of mystery or the mythic. Thus, my approach has been, rather 
than looking for local mythic archetypes that already exist, appropriating ATSI myth or 
adapting overseas examples to local settings – to think about my own experience and to 
focus on communicating the sense of the mythic in the everyday. A good example of this 
is the experience of sitting on my front steps and watching the flying foxes at sunset.

It’s not difficult to understand. It is not foreign. You’ve done it yourself.

Remember that week when you hardly stopped for lunch? The week when you ate cold 
lasagna because everyone else was hogging the microwave? The week you saw a dog 
die on the footpath on the way home from work. The week everyone except you seemed 
to be having a crisis. And the week when, just after you saw the dog, there was the most 
beautiful flight of bats. You stopped and stared. They had a strange and wonderful 
heaviness. It was a flight of joy.

And on Friday.when you got home someone said, “How was your day?” or even “How 
was your week?” And you stopped for a moment.

“It was …” but instead of finishing the sentence you just made a noise. It wasn’t “ah” or 
“um” or “eh” but something in between. It meant nothing and everything. But in the 
moment you both understood.



This is what it has been like. We’ve been in so many situations – seen so many things 
for which the old words – the English words - no longer seemed to fit. For a while we 
made do with noises like everyone else. They seemed to work. And they bonded us 
together. But then the rain came. And the nearly everything we had to say was new.

6. I am relying on the quality of the writing, rather than the use of well known images to 
evoke recognition in the reader, whether they have had a similar experience or not. In 
doing this in this I am specifically using an advantage of the novel as a form. The novel 
says the Nobel prize winner Orhan Pamuk, gains its evocative power by introducing us 
to a very specific person (rather than an archetype) having a very detailed and specific 
experience (he uses Anna Karenina trying to read a book on a train as an example.) He 
says that while we may never have been to Russia we can recognise other “sensory 
experiences” (Pamuk 45) – the movement of the train, the experience of reading etc and 
it is this conglomeration of specific detail that allows us to identify with, and enter the 
mimetic world of the novel3. In the above example I am relying on the readers’ 
experience of busy weeks and microwaves.

7. I am sure the mythic happenings of my novel will draw on existing archetypes in some 
ways. Connections with archetypal/biblical floods for example, and with the floods in 
Brisbane’s history – which loom with near mythical significance over the life of Brisbane 
cannot be avoided. But, as the book is not intended to be a retelling of any of these 
things I have attempted to acknowledge their power while distinguishing my story as 
separate. 

But anyway the point is that I didn’t grow up with the sense that somehow intertwined with this 
business of living and dying were great sweeping stories of the sacred. So when interviewers 
asked me if I felt like a passenger on Noah’s Arc or whether I felt the shadow of Babel falling 
over us as we struggled to fit our mouths around the changing shape of the language. I just 
said,

“Not really.”

I didn’t tell them that in the English of my house – God  and Jesus – were just comfortingly mild 
swearwords. Suitable for public consumption. At least for the type of public that made it into our 
lounge. 

Don’t get me wrong. There are times when only a sacred truth will do. When only that billowing 
tent of a story can contain the unexpected moments of magic or slavery that happen even 
today. But those stories don’t fit ours. It has a different shape. You will come to see that 
eventually.

8. Gould writes specifically about the logic of mythical plotting – which uses repetitions and 
reversals to add to mythicity. (Storytellers will be very familiar with characters in many 
European stories going through a process three times before they reach their goal.) I am 
currently in the process of restructuring my plot around three lies. Although a lot of 
theses structural decisions are designed to be inconspicuous to the reader – I hope they 
will give the action of my story a rhythm in keeping with the mythic content.  

3 Interestingly Pamuk says this quality of the novel is in direct contrast to the flat, generalized 
characters of folklore, which is for him, less powerful by comparison. Although as a teller, I feel 
that the there tiny sensory details – while they don’t always appear in story summaries or 
collections, are added in by the teller in a similar way to local place references. As a way of 
connecting with the audience. 



9. I have mainly used contemporary, realist dialogue “translated” by my narrator into 
English with only small glimpses of the new language. Thus the dialogue is intended as 
a point of connection for readers between their lives and those of the characters. In his 
play The Golden Age Louis Nowra very successful creates a new dialect which carries a 
large proportion of the story, but he has at his disposal the body language and skills of 
actors in a live performance. In my particular project I feel contemporary dialogue has 
more impact.       

10. From the practical perspective of the teller and writer the idea that even the tales we are 
used to thinking of as “fairy tales” or “magic tales” can sometimes be part of a rich 
system of ritual knowledge also be of use. Thomas Pavel suggests that these narratives 
feature “condensed symbol” the sense that a certain object or character has an aura of 
great symbolic significance even where the details of that significance are unknown to 
the reader. Particularly for writers keen to develop a sense of the mythic in places, or 
about things that do not traditionally have one, it is useful to think about creating this 
sense of condensed symbol. That the way the place or object is represented in your 
story is only part of its larger mysterious meaning. I am still working on techniques to 
achieve this as I write, but at this stage Gould’s concept of mythic uncertainly and of 
symbols constantly on the edge of transformation, seems to facilitate this. It way even 
suggest that using places and things which are less well known can facilitate, rather than 
hinder a sense of the mythic.    

These suggestions and solutions are not definitive, as I hope is obvious, they have been 
developed according to the specific requirements of my manuscript. However, I hope they will 
provide stimulus for other tellers and writers looking to take advantage of the tension between 
the local and the archetypal in their work.  
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