
Launch of Josephine Clarke’s ‘between white’ 
 
I have the greatest pleasure of saying a few words on the occasion of the 
launch of Josephine Clarke’s new chapbook, ‘between white’ which has been 
published by the vibrant Mulla Mulla Press. It’s a handsome little book to hold 
in the hand, illustrated with great care for the content by Sara Clarke, and one 
can appreciate the clean aesthetic of Coral Carter in the overall design.  
 
Twenty exquisite poems from Ms. Clarke who continues to surprise and 
delight us, I would even say, disarm us, with the integrity of her work.  Here is 
a sensibility you can trust to lead you into a world that you want to know 
about. These poems will shake you gently but firmly out of any self-occupation 
and swab you with a cloth that’s been soaked in something both sweet and 
pungent, before inviting you to make movements, to stretch yourself into other 
lives, to hear the blood humming its new world music. 
 
Josephine Clarke grew up, as she says, ‘Italian in Pemberton’, absorbing the 
unspoken losses as well as tools for survival from the stoic women in her 
family. She is not only the respectful chronicler of the immigrant experience, 
and so a voice for many, but a shaper of that destiny.  
 
Josephine Clarke’s voice breaks through the silence of generations of women.  
This book with its careful ordering of the poems is a journey from silence to 
speech, from loss to connection.  
 
In the superbly crafted poem, ‘The Silent Nonna’ we encounter a grandmother 
wandering the hills of Pemberton at night, easing her way through barbed wire 
fences, the woman is whispering in the dark, before treading softly back to the 
patriarch’s bed. This poem, which was highly commended (actually, it was 
only Commended.) in the 2015 Tom Collins Prize, demonstrates the power 
Ms. Clarke has to summon language, to call it to attend to lives that have 
been reduced to whispering, or nodding.  
 
These are women who have coped with the loss of village life, the loss of a 
valley echoing with bells, echoing with rural ritual and song. The language is 
spare; images unfold with tight precision. There is not too much, not too little, 
an example of the fine balance that Josephine Clarke is able to create in her 
poetry, as if her language is weighed on a set of scales. This finely tuned 
sense for balance leaves the reader with a great sense of freedom; the poetry 
never assaults us, but leads us inside empathy, inside compassion. No small 
feat in these strident times.  
 
As a depth chronicler, Josephine Clarke uses memory in a very particular 
way. There is nothing casual in her process. She does not offer us 
‘rememberings’, but acts of not forgetting. Acts of not forgetting are stronger, 
they gird experience, mark it, make hardship manageable. In the bloodline 
there is war, hunger, privation, and Josephine offers us poems that are like 
blood returning rhythmically to the heart: acts of not forgetting are woven into 
daily and seasonal rituals in the new country. The poems titled Advent 
Sunday, Cumquats, Pruning, and The old hay rake, are viscerally alive, and 



they become a salve for a whole generation. Yesterday, Kevin Brophy spoke 
about the role that poetry performs in giving us back our histories in a form 
intelligible to our whole human experience. I feel the necessity of Josephine 
Clarke’s poems in the oeuvre of West Australian literature. They not only 
stabilise, bring continuity by connecting the pre-war past with the reality of 
living in Western Australia, but they give me the nutrition of lived experience. 
Lived experience that has been digested by the poet and made into a 
language we can assimilate in a direct transfusion of meaning.  
 
But this collection goes further: Josephine Clarke steps into the story of loss, 
the story of silence, and creates a new story. Poems begin to glisten in the 
light of her connection with country. The woman who is granddaughter, finds it 
beautiful to be in this place. The poem Pemberton to River Road describes a 
walk through the forest where the Karri are ‘freshly skinned’ and where, ‘by 
afternoon we have no room for other landscapes, past selves’. 
 
In the poem Red Tailed Black Cockatoo the bird’s cry sweeps away any last 
cache of silence, and images of dance arise, the bird wheels across its dance 
floor sky. The natural world wears the garments of the dancer or the 
bridesmaid. The Karri hazel is ‘bunched custard cream tulle’ and, it is 
important to note, there are long pins in the petticoats.  
 
How Josephine Clarke coaxes the sense of touch to serve her artistically, how 
she coaxes texture to speak its metaphors is a marvelous affair. This is where 
she disarms us: her diction has a needle-like accuracy and she inserts us into 
the polarity of pin and fabric, of mother and daughter, the froth of costume, the 
prick of words. 
 
There is a piercing simplicity in the poem from which the book takes its title, 
‘between white’, which explores the mother-daughter relationship where both 
are pinned to their roles, but where the will to overcome pain and the past, 
finds the most intimate expression in the collection.  
 
When you read these poems you will learn how to move inwardly, how to stay 
in movement, and you will earn how to live! Liana Christensen speaks truly 
when she says this collection can be savoured, when she says ‘every phase 
of its musical fragrance can be relished’. Your mouth will water; you will have 
complex olfactory experiences. You may crave rice cooked in stock and wine, 
with butter and cheese added at the end. And it will be very good for you, this 
Italian food. 
 
You will not subside in your senses though; there is never a danger of being 
satiated. Her sense of balance again comes to the fore. While life runs with 
the juice of harvests, the hands hold tools that cut. Herbs, potatoes and fruit 
must be cut with sharp knives. The image of the blade, like the image of the 
long pin, is present in many poems. Josephine’s language has this edge it will 
not let us go to sleep. We must be kept alert so we can imbibe the subtle 
discoveries that the celebration of the senses can lead us to. Like the 
beautiful discovery at the end of the poem called ‘This smile’:  
 



‘I make myself porous to hold you in’.  
 
If the most important organ for the poet is the ear, then Josephine has a 
musician’s ear: here is language free of any sclerotic tendency, it is lithe, 
rhythmic, and the sparse insertion of Italian words in the text reinforces the 
musicality.  
 
If you journey carefully through these pages, and I do suggest with this 
particular collection that you read from cover to cover, in order, you will 
encounter the arc of the journey, which begins in Pemberton and then ranges 
further afield to Dwellingup, Perth, to Halls Creek and Canberra and then in 
the last poem we find that Italy returns in a haunting poem called ‘Venice’. 
Here La Serenissima hovers over the body of the poet like an incomplete 
dream, a memory and a myth, and at the same time, a fully sensed reality. It 
is masterful imagination.  
 
In the centre of this journey, there is an important poem, an event, which is 
the meeting with the snake. Those who are place sensitive will recoginse the 
archetypal nature of this meeting in the poem. The snake is always more than 
its body and in this poem Josephine seems to sing its power to transform us. 
 
There is more to come from Josephine Clarke, so watch out; here is a poet 
who is in movement in every way. Congratulations, Josephine, your book 
‘between white’ is launched. 
 
 
 
 
 
 


