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Environmental Humanities Symposium
This symposium will highlight the potential of the environmental humanities in Western Australia today by bringing
together a diverse group of scholars to exchange ideas about interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary ecological
research in the Southwest region, the State and internationally.

Speakers:
• Andrea Gaynor (The University of Western Australia)
• Rod Giblett (Deakin University)
• Tony Hughes-D’Aeth (The University of Western Australia)
• John Ryan (The University of Western Australia and the University of New England)
• Robin Ryan (Western Australian Academy of Performing Arts and Edith Cowan University)
• Laura Skates (The University of Western Australia)
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Programme
1pm

Welcome

PART I: Environmental Humanities Presentations
Chaired by Rod Giblett
1.05pm-1.25pm

Tony Hughes-D’Aeth (UWA)
Wolf Willow and Wild Card: Memoir and Ecology in Southwest Australia and Southwest
Saskatchewan

1.25pm-1.45pm

Andrea Gaynor (UWA)
Perth in Declining Rainfall: A More-Than-Human History

1.45pm-2.05pm

Laura Skates (UWA)
Beauty and Horror: The Cultural History of Carnivorous Plants

2.05pm-2.30pm

Questions and answers

2.30pm-3pm

Afternoon tea

PART II: Forest Family Presentations
Chaired by Tony Hughes-D’Aeth
3pm - 3.20pm

Rod Giblett (Deakin)
Family Trees: Jarrah, Karri and the Gibletts of the Balbarrup-Dingup Area

3.20pm - 3.40pm

John Ryan (UWA, UNE)
From Burls to Blockades: Artistic Interpretations of Karri Trees and Forests

3.40pm - 4pm

Robin Ryan (WAAPA, ECU)
Sing the Karri, Sculpt the Jarrah: Sustaining Old-Growth Forest Through the Arts

4pm - 4.30pm

Questions and answers

Launch of Forest Family (Brill, 2018)
Chaired by Andrea Gaynor
5pm-5.15pm

Attendees convene in Institute of Advanced Studies Seminar Room

5.15pm-5.30pm

Book Launch by Andrea Gaynor

5.30pm-5.35pm

Thanks by Rod Giblett and John Ryan

5.35pm-6pm

Closing, book signing, drinks
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Papers:
Part I
Wolf Willow and Wild Card: Memoir and Ecology in Southwest Australia and Southwest Saskatchewan
Tony Hughes-D’Aeth (UWA)
Wallace Stegner’s Wolf Willow (1962) and Dorothy Hewett’s Wild Card (1990) are two of the more significant and celebrated
memoirs in the respective twentieth-century literatures of America and Australia. Both Stegner and Hewett were towering
figures in their national cultures and these two famous books have captured the imagination of generations of readers. In fact,
even though one takes place in the prairies of Canada and the other in the wheatbelt of Western Australia, the books share
a common experience. Each book describes a childhood spent on recently formed wheat frontiers in the years between the
wars. In this paper, I draw together these two works to show how books that are typically conceived as being expressive of
national experience and traditions are in fact united, symptomatically, by their connection to a global eco-event; namely, the
planetary colonisation of temperate rangelands during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries for the production of grain as a
globalised commodity.

Perth in Declining Rainfall: A More-Than-Human History
Andrea Gaynor (UWA)
While we conventionally think of cities as thoroughly humanised and cultural places, they are better understood as morethan-human assemblages. Some urban plants and animals provide benefits for human residents, including clean(er) air and
water, microclimate regulation, and recreational and spiritual resources. In recent years, urban authorities worldwide have
recognised this fact and invested heavily in urban greening and restoration. While these initiatives often attend to water
availability, as we face increasing dry years it is worth considering how non-human urban life has fared within the human water
regimes imposed under conditions of water scarcity.
Cities are (among other things) machines for moving water around, with politics, infrastructure and the environment
combining to determine at a macro scale how much water—and what kind of water—goes where. The prioritisation of
particular water uses (and users) over others is thrown into stark relief in conditions of drought and declining rainfall. This
paper traces the tensions that have arisen between water for people and water for urban wildlife and forests in Perth since the
1970s, with a focus on groundwater, pines and Carnaby’s black-cockatoo.

Beauty and Horror: The Cultural History of Carnivorous Plants
Laura Skates (UWA)
Characterised by their prey-capturing leaves, the carnivorous plants of the world have long been associated with contrasting
narratives of both beauty and horror. In the 17th Century, Carl Linnaeus rejected the very idea of plants being carnivorous,
stating that such plants would “go against the order of nature as willed by God.” On the other hand, Charles Darwin revered
carnivorous plants as being some of the “most wonderful plants in the world” and detailed their unusual nutritional strategy
in his 1875 treatise Insectivorous Plants. These two views are apparent throughout popular culture, with carnivorous plants
often portrayed as either wonders of our natural world or as horrors from another planet. In reality, carnivorous plants are an
incredibly diverse group, with significant ecological, socio-cultural and economic value amongst ecologists, conservationists,
cultivators, collectors and the wider public. Unfortunately, natural populations of carnivorous plants are under threat by
the loss and disturbance of habitat and the illegal collection of wild plants. With people and the fate of carnivorous plants
so intertwined, it is important that we understand how these narratives shape human interactions with plants and examine
whether we can utilise these narratives to help protect wild populations.
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Part II
Family Trees: Jarrah, Karri and the Gibletts of the Balbarrup-Dingup Area
Rod Giblett (Deakin)
Using pioneering family history from the nineteenth century as a narrative thread woven through the history of, and linking
together, the forest and the family, as well as drawing on a range of archival and contemporary sources, such as the cultural
and natural history of jarrah and karri trees and forest, Western Australian botanical texts, and management policy for the
karri forest, this paper traces some aspects of the environmental and settler history of the lower Southwest region of Western
Australia, centering on the area around the hamlets of Balbarrup and Dingup near the town of Manjimup, and on the Giblett
(pronounced with a soft “g” like George) family who were amongst the first European settlers of this area. Giblett family history
is related briefly, and is then placed within the context of the natural and environmental history of the eucalypt jarrah and
karri trees and forests of the area. The paper argues for a dialogics of nature and culture within which the natural environment
and non-human context shaped family history and which the family shaped by felling trees, clearing bush, building houses and
churches, farming land, and so on. Built and other cultural heritage is discussed in greater detail in chapter 5 of Forest Family.

From Burls to Blockades: Artistic Interpretations of Karri Trees and Forests
John Charles Ryan
Karri trees and forests have captivated photographers, painters and other artists since the colonial beginnings of Western
Australia. The natural charisma of Eucalyptus diversicolor—its remarkable size, striking verticality, trunk textures, colour
patterns—continues to inspire and challenge today’s artists attempting to devise vocabularies for translating their experiences
of karris to a creative medium. Whereas historical commentators have been inclined to dismiss the aesthetic virtues of jarrahs
and marris, with their wild asymmetries and strange exudations, karris have been extolled in more consistent terms for having
classically beautiful qualities: smoothness, sleekness, gracefulness, grandeur, sublimity. As one of the tallest eucalypt species
in the world, second only to Victoria and Tasmania’s mountain ash (Eucalyptus regnans), the karri tree—as evident in its earliest
written and visual representations—enlivens a public environmental imagination that longs for solitude, serenity and a
glimpse of the divine in nature. However, in stark contrast to the appreciation of karris as inspirational beings, late nineteenthand early-twentieth-century photographs of surveying and logging activities convey a much different story. The perspective
on karris, instead, reflects ideas of utilitarianism where massive old-growth trees are resources to be exploited or behemoths
to be overcome for the sake of settler progress.

Sing the Karri, Sculpt the Jarrah: Sustaining Old-Growth Forest Through the Arts
Robin Ryan (WAAPA/Edith Cowan University)
In presenting the arts as a model for ecological relationality, this presentation targets a decade-old “Understory Art in
Nature Trail” adjoining the small town of Northcliffe south of Manjimup, Western Australia. The pristine forest setting
nurtures the creativity of artists, writers, and musicians working symbiotically with nature and dialogically with indigenous
and settler senses of place. The works are inextricably linked to Northcliffe’s ill-conceived foundation, turn-of–the-century
logging dispute, industrial decline, and, more recently, its close escape from a colossal bushfire. The chapter considers art’s
generation of respectful conservation of land through intentionally cultivated inspiration and minimalist intervention. Based
on the premise that karri (Eucalyptus diversicolor) and jarrah (Eucalyptus marginata) possess their own artistic agency, tall
timber country imagining in the album Canopy: Songs for the Southern Forests (Southern Forest Arts, 2006) is critiqued in
counterpoint with works featured along the meandering 1.2 km sculpture trail. Adding to its economic benefit, the culturalised
narrative of nature contributes laterally—through ways that only artists can—to sustaining old-growth forest.
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