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Figure 1 Axelsson, S. (2019). Going in close  [digital 
photograph] and Claudine (2018). Unfurl [water colour and 

pen] rearranged by Schaller, K. (2020).

“The poet who with her dredging net must 
haul up difficult things and return them to the 
present”(Winterson, 1997, p. 115).

presence
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Dropping into words

My husband died in 2010. 
It was a short illness which caught us unawares.  

His death left me the sole parent of four young children.

At the time of his death, I was not a complete stranger 
to writing. I was working as a beginning academic and 
I was nearing the end of a Masters of Experiential Arts 
Therapy where he and I were co-participants inquiring 
multi modally into our experience as foster parents. I had 
gathered the data, our images and scratchings generated 
in our evenings together around the kitchen table as our 
children slept soundly (mostly) in their beds. His terminal 
diagnosis and the due date of my first draft aligned on our 
calendar. Only one appointment was met.

Immediately after his death a supervisor suggested I 
write; unedited, non-judging words touching on all that 
I needed to say about the dying, the death, the feelings—
everything. And so, I did. And before I knew it, I had 
50000 words. Stream of consciousness words had poured 
out from me onto the keyboard. Then I put them away…
mostly forgotten. 
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Time passed and my thoughts returned to writing up 
the data we had created together. But I could not. Each 
reading of the shared hopes and dreams threw me back 
into the pain of his loss, and the loss of what would never 
be.

When I felt able to return to my studies it was with a 
different focus. Now I was curious about the experience 
of what I called ‘presence’ which had held me fast when 
my husband lay dying and until we buried him. It seemed 
that when I was parenting our foster children and nursing 
my husband, being present, as I understood it, meant that 
I could manage the potential avalanche of pain that came 
with the portent of loss. When I was present there was no 
loss, there was just now. What a marvel was presence. I 
sought to understand it better, to know it and to have it 
again.

I was in the midst of this unpacking, inquiring, getting 
to know; and on one of the many summers in the middle 
of this inquiry I sat outside my house in my stuckness and 
confusion and with pen in hand I wrote and I wrote and I 
wrote. And so began the season of reading and writing.

At first the words came out across the page in lines, left 
to right, line by line, paragraph by paragraph. Paragraphs 
became pages, pages became chapters but then the words 
developed will and no longer wanted to be formed in lines 
across the page. They dropped mid-sentence to the line 
below. They refused capital letters, they jumped to the 
centre of the line. They chose where they wanted to be. It 
became almost impossible

to

write

in
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lines

         across

a

page.

I would read back over my writing and recraft 
paragraphs into stanzas. And soon I accepted I was 
writing prose and poetry. I had no choice.

Poetry cuts deep to the bone, makes vivid 
the flesh and sounds of the world and the 
pilgrimages of the mind and heart. Poetry 
asks me to ask bigger questions, to take 
down the names of ghosts. Poetry asks 
me: what on earth are you doing here? 
It asks me to be fully in the world, to be 
compassionate, and to be clear. (Neilsen 
Glenn, 2012, pp. 100-101)

DROPPING INTO WORDS
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Poeticing into presence—waking up 31.12.17

7 years, 1 month and 6 days since he died

and

today i cleaned out the fridge

how can I have been asleep for so long?

each jar

each item

date checked

chucked

some are 9 years old

bought by him, not me

held in his hand

why have I kept them?

why have I not thrown them away?

how have I not noticed

or cared?

each item from long ago tells of what 

he liked to cook
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and what I don’t

curry pastes…tons of them

fish sauce

garlic paste

and then i tackle the pantry

vinegars

sauces

dried peas

teas kept in ancient tins

and now i am listening to the cd

he made

for the children

for road trips

in a time when recording cds took time and effort

it has his neat careful handwriting

it is called favourites for the children

the beatles

the monkees

mash ups

POETIC INTO PRESENCE - WAKING UP
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angelique kidjo

i try to skip the christmas carols 

but not before being transported back, 

for just

a

moment

in

time

to a christmas road trip

to he and i and those two…

he was so caring to put this together for them

what a loving act

combining two loves, music, and his children

i would never have the energy for such a thing

i wonder if they will come downstairs 

when they hear this music

i wonder if they will remember

the two young ones will not know

this music

this enactment of love

but the older ones might remember…
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there are moments when I can see the scenery

outside the car window 

as we drove and listened

i remember us all singing together

and I am filled  with 

the sadness of the

loss from our lives

of the giant hole he has left

in me

in them

in our lives

and it is over.

the last song.

i am glad I have kept the cd.

i feel I have let my children down

i have been asleep

i have not paid enough attention

i feel so guilty for not being more available to them

i have just been getting by

i want to go back and do it again with them all

POETIC INTO PRESENCE - WAKING UP
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all four

pay more attention

be more present

be more

be

more

i wonder at the damage I have caused

this person who didn’t notice use-by-dates

who didn’t throw away old never used items like

beans for soups I never desired

chutneys for curries I never made

christmas cakes for celebrations I never wanted

this person who doesn’t make cd’s

of favourite songs for children

doesn’t go on road trips

doesn’t make jokes

doesn’t do so many of the things 

he would have done

they have missed out on so much because he is not 

here.
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and yet

...

he is so here in this music

and I miss him so much

and I haven’t cried for so long

and then here it is and here I am missing him still

letting the pain find a place to land with each song

each note

each lyric

On Ophelia, Natalie Merchant sings

“life is sweet in spite of misery” (1998, 1:34).

Merchant, 

mournful like a siren

she says be grateful

that life is short

it will soon be over

what am I doing with it?

and each of us

medicating our pain on our own

all on our gadgets

one has found companionship in youtubers

POETIC INTO PRESENCE - WAKING UP
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one in sport

one in a computer game

one in foreign language soap operas

and me...work and the research of presence.
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listening to the mcgarrigles 31.12.17

this

           evening

                i

           could

      listen

     to

             the

     mcgarrigles

the sweet sounds of Kate and Anna could 

meet my ears in harmony and promise

not pain and loss and thoughts of what 

might have been

even though these tunes were firstly his

even though mcgarrigle rolled off his tongue 

long before it found its 

familiar place on mine

this evening
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i listened as they 

“went back to Harlan” (McGarrigles, 1996)

and i was more than soothed

i was enlivened

my creative self was nourished

by the lyrics and the tone

and ideas came fast

ideas about this very thesis.

an idea about its structure came to mind via these  

eloquent sisters and the lighting of my synapses

3 threads:

the present and my research

the immediate past touching on my pain and loss,  

in prose,

the long since passed, 

my journey into my genetic heritage

trolling records of unknown relatives 

seeking stories, reasons, reflections in relatives, 

an obtuse answer to ‘why me’
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but in what format?

trees? graphs? images? 

stories of what might have been.

this evening i was able to listen to the mcgarrigles

as though they were mine

and i let them in to speak to me

prose and poetry

it seems a logical choice for part of my thesis 

at the very least

for it is how i think

and how i like to write

i am amazed i hadn’t thought of it before

minimum words on a page

suggestions

prods

metaphors

poetry

it is description

it is key words

LISTENING TO THE MCGARRIGLES
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it is bracket* in, bracket out

it is inner responding

lower case…seems to fit

i like the look and feel of lower case

i like that it does not brag

that it is humble and non-hierarchical

it horizontalizes all the words

none more important than the other

and certainly not the i

i will be karen szydlik

or will i?

perhaps i will be karen schaller

or perhaps i will be karen rose

or perhaps in my poetic journeys into

the long since passed

and immediate past and 

the present

*bracketing in and bracketing out are procedures of the MIECAT 
process of inquiry. It requires recognising and then making a choice to 
include or put aside for the moment.
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Reflections on writing 
‘listening to the mcgarrigles’

This writing from a deep place of knowing in a poetic 
form was new to me. Or was it old, ancient, long forgotten, 
hidden under years of schooling and expectation? Was 
this the voice that made itself visible in Miss Caithness’ 
grade five class, when at last a poem of mine ‘The Storm’ 
made its way to the prized place—the classroom window? 
Where was this writing coming from? What was its 
purpose?

i will discover a new name for myself

and a new past and

consequently,

a new

present.

perhaps a reimagined karen will emerge

from this inquiry into presence 

poetic expression giving voice to head and heart

leading to meaning-making 

and therapeutic healing.
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In an interview with Maureen Scott Harris, Neilsen 
Glenn described her process 

The poem itself is the trace of the process—
some might call it thinking, or praying, or 
feeling, or celebrating, or being in a kind 
of flow state –a pupal state where a lot is 
going on. But the process of writing poetry 
goes so far beyond thinking that I don’t 
have a word for the realm. It’s a song the 
whole body sings, really, and it seems to 
come from the old brain, not from the 
busy, detail-frenzied and clock-hammered 
forebrain. (Neilsen Glenn, 2008, para.7)

And I wondered at the words that came from me in 
‘listening to the mcgarrigle’s’ and the connections my old 
brain and present experience made, when dropping these 
words one by one onto the page, drop, drop, drop, drop. 
The process was visible. In the present moment listening 
to music, a deep connecting with the lyrics, an emotive 
heartfelt expression of longing and sadness, and then a 
return to the present where I reflected on my current 
experience where a new knowing emerged.

Sometimes a phrase had been tumbling around in 
my head for a while. Around and around it went until it 
would not be silent—and I put it on the page. This was my 
starting point—it mostly told itself from there. And just 
as when I speak, I think my writing worked it all out as it 
went along. A dropping in and a coming out in both places.
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Every time I get a glimpse of a brighter

Than normal light through my east facing

Windows

I stop.

‘It must be a full moon tonight’, I think.

‘Again!’

A wonder!

Always.

More often than monthly it seems.

I stop

And I search and find her in the sky.

‘Kids, come and look at the moon,’ I screech.

I look at the moon

Sometimes I take a photo and I post it on

Facebook

Images of the moon come in from all over

The planet.

My moon.

The full moon 09.11.18
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Our moon.

My moon makes me stop

And look

And feel

Connected to people all over the planet

Connected to the universe

Connected to …myself

Dropping

 Down

 Down

 Down

To reach

 Out

             Out

      Out 
Full.

I was drawn to poetry and poets and I searched my 
shelves for more. I rediscovered long lost books like 
Condolences of the Season by Bruce Dawe (1971), the book 
of poetry for my final year exams as a high school student. 
But this book was not my original, dog-eared copy. I found 
this dusty edition at a second-hand bookstore and it fell 
comfortably into my hands as if it were my own.
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Bruce Dawe’s and Condolences’

Influential words seduced me into poetry

Seduced me into my putting my words on my page.

Karen as poet.

Bruce Dawe

Of my time

Of my country

Of my city

Writing of suburbia

And family

And footy

And children

Of my life.

Making arts as endeavour all the more possible

Each page is familiar

Each title an old friend

The arrangement of words triggers memories

From long ago

Ode to Condolences of the Season  25.08.18
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Of hours in classrooms

Of passionate teachers

Of struggles to fully understand...and

Pleasure.

And yet this book was not mine originally.

This one was bought retrospectively

Out of need to own it again

Out of need to be connected, yet again

To this book

These poems

These words.

Book Barn Lake Daylesford.

$2.50

Inside cover GARY SCOTT

Did Gary Scott love Condolences as much as I did?

Did Condolences lead Gary on a romance

With poetry and the written word?

Flattened between pages 62 /63

An assignment task

Typewriter written—blue ink

Form 6 ENGLISH

Due Date October 15th
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Discuss 2 poems

(October 15th, my husband’s birthday—curious).

I wonder if Gary got it in on time.

I wonder which two poems Gary chose.

Condolences of the Season, a familiar friend

Still sits comfortably in my hands

I am amazed that this interested 

The 16-year-old me.

ODE TO CONDOLENCES OF THE SEASON
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I was reading Jeanette Winterson’s Art objects, (1997)  
and writing at the same time, “The book does not 
reproduce me, it redefines me, pushes at my boundaries, 
shatters the palings that guard my heart” (p. 26), she said. 
And as I wrote, Natalie Merchant, chosen by me, played in 
the background, intruded. I could not ignore her anymore. 
Whether it was the tune or the lyrics or the solitary violin 
or the familiarity of the song or the memory of the times 
we listened to the tunes together I cannot say. But it 
shifted me and stirred me. Each song hit a cord. And then 
another and then another and then another until it was 
almost torture; picking at a scab until I bled from the eyes 
and nose and brain and heart. This album Ophelia (1998), 
how many times did we listen to it together, he and I, how 
many times did we smile across the table at a favourite 
lyric, how many times did we catch the other singing “I 
know that it will hurt”. I miss you. I miss this. I miss the 
shared experience and the in-tuneness, the harmonising, 
the music we made together. I miss you. You brought so 
much music into my life

and then

the violin gave way to the trumpet and I could

finally bare this…

but that album

a direct line to my heart.

Winterson and Merchant—a duet 22.11.18
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A key that unlocked the memories

and the missing

and the longing.

This is why I couldn’t listen to her 

 for such a long time after…

and then that song

the song that makes me weep…
Farewell-

make way for the last King of May,

raise your voices up…

make a hole in the sky for him …

drink to his long life,

to his long life

(Merchant 1998)

and I wept.

Her voice reached my depths. It knew all the hiding 
places, it snuck past the ‘palings’ and into my heart and I 
screwed up my face in sadness and I felt like me, for the 
first time in a while. This felt like me. I was me, the old 
me, not the other me that I had become. I was the me that 
was. I miss me. I touched my forehead and finger-soothing 
myself back and forward, I recognised the touch of my 
skin…and I was ‘one’.

This song always felt like a dirge and I would weep. I had 
no idea what it was about. I wondered and I discovered 
that Ophelia, the album was dedicated to Allen Ginsberg 
who died a year before its release, and the song, “King of 
May”, was written to capture his life (Merchant, 1998 a).

WINTERSON AND THE MERCHANT - A DUET
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King Of May 

Farewell today  
Travel on now  

Be on your way 

Go safely there  
Never worry  

Never care  
Beyond this day 

Farewell tonight 
To all joy and to all delight  
Go well and go peacefully  

We can’t keep your majesty  
Be on your way 

Make ready for the last King of May  
Make a cardboard crown for him  

Make your voices one 
Praise a crazy mother’s son  

Who loved his life  
Who loved his life

Farewell today  
Travel on now  

Be on your way  
Can’t bear the very thought  

That we could keep your majesty  
Be on your way
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Make ready for the last King of May 
Make a hole in the crowd for him  

Raise your voices up  
Lift your loving cups  

To his long life  
To his long life

Make ready for the last King of May  
Make a hole in the sky for him  

Raise your voices up  
Drink your loving cups  

To his long life  
To his long life 

 
(Merchant, 1998)

The Wintersons and the Coles, the Dixie Chicks and 
Williams and Merchants and all the others were my 
companions. They provided the intimacy I craved. 
They gave me the touch I missed. In them I found 
understanding and community; accessible at the flick of 
a switch and the turn of a page. I was present with and to 
them. “When the fiction or the poem has a powerful effect 
likely to be lasting, the reader feels personally attached to 
both the work and the writer” (Winterson, 1997, p. 25). With 
them I found an easy presence. They demanded nothing of 
me unlike those who tell me, ‘it is time, move on, presence 
is the way, in the present all is OK,’ and I attached myself 
to them.

WINTERSON AND THE MERCHANT - A DUET
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I spend the morning in uncomfortable lethargy.
My body is yearning for stillness and rest
My mind infects this desire with guilt and disquiet.
A list of chores, unmet for months, some for years
plays over and over in my mind.
I remind myself I have weeks of holidays ahead,
A day of stillness and rest is ok.
But this is not balm enough.
I waste time flicking through Facebook
further fuelling my guilt.

Eventually armed with a cup of tea 
and Coelho’s Aleph (2011),
I relocate.
Perhaps being outside and ‘doing’, ’reading’
will drag me out of this space.
I sit down in the new chairs, 
made together with my son and an Allen key.
I drag another chair closer for my feet.
I take the book in my hands
and notice the vine has grown—overgrown.
It is threatening 
to wind itself around the downpipe.
It is threatening to take over the back wall,
roaming too high,
out of my reach.

Boxing Day 2018—in and out of 
presence knowingly
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That means hiring ‘a man’
That means money.
I need to keep this wayward vine at bay.
And yet
I like its unkempt form.
I like that it grows at a whim.
Here,
there,
everywhere.
Tendrils leaping off the wall…

And here I am in the moment, in the present 
moment through this writing. I sat down to write 
about avoidance and distraction and in the writing, 
I find myself in the moment together with self, 
comfortable and for a moment alive and happy.

Tendrils leaping off the wall,
Growing their own way
Unpredictable, save that it is fed by water and sun  
and seeks the light.
I head to the shed for the shears and begin to cut,
careful not to be too brutal,
careful not to cut the fairy lights that are 
intertwined and hiding in the vine.
I am happy with the north wall.
It is still soft, no harsh lines.
I turn my attention to the south wall.
I find a few significant sections and snip them 
strategically.

Then I pull at the base and the long vine that has
grown metres up the wall loosens its hold and

BOXING DAY 2018 - IN AND OUT OF PRESENCE KNOWINGLY
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comes away.
It is satisfying.

My haphazard, unplanned way of working has its  
limitations.
I cannot reach some sections and I can’t be   
bothered getting the ladder.
The now-cut-and-unattached vines lie in piles on  
the decking.
I can’t be bothered tying them in neat bundles.
Not today anyway.

Eventually I return to Coelho.
I tried to start him last night 
but thought it might be too ‘preachy’.
I read the first chapter “King of Kingdom.”

“Oh no not another ritual” he starts.
And as I read, 
I feel this might be just what I’ve been looking for.
A companion to my distaste for people telling   
people how to live!
At the bottom of Pg. 1, I find a phrase, 

“What am I doing here, trying to make my way in 
a spiritual tradition whose roots are in a remote 
past, far from all the challenges of the present 
moment?” (p. 1).
Not quite my word, not my presence

…but the present moment.

Is Coehlo wrestling with presence 
in the present moment?
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But I don’t stay with Coelho.
I am restless
I am avoidant.
I move again,
to the west wall.
The vine on the wall of the house.
It is difficult to reach anything here.
And I notice now that the vine has started
to tangle itself around the shade cloth.
And so, I relent, and I get the ladder.
I must.
I reach and cut and pull and deface the wall
And whilst I am happy with the work of it,
The job done,
I am sad that the greenery has gone.
I resolve that if I am ever in a better financial 
position I will let it grow to cover the house in a 
thin green veil and pay to have it maintained.

I return to Coelho once again
And again, I am rewarded as he articulates his
experience of learning and forgetting with his
Master J:

“Whenever J teaches me something new, I think that 
perhaps this will be the last step required to reach 
the top of the mountain, the note that justifies a 
whole symphony, the word that sums up an entire 
book. I go through a period of euphoria, which 
gradually dissipates. Some things stay forever, but 
most…end up disappearing down a black hole. Or 
so it seems” (p. 2).

BOXING DAY 2018 - IN AND OUT OF PRESENCE KNOWINGLY
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Sharp reflections.

   A mirror

The search

The research

Am I still aiming for the top of the mountain?

Am I still searching for the one way?

“Poetry holds up a mirror and rips off the mask: it shows 
me when I am wallowing, faking it, being precious or 
insincere. It reminds me I know nothing” (Neilsen Glenn, 
2012, p. 101).
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Jason died

Alice left.

So distraught she could not stay.

Saturday evening at his side,

her lover of eight years

died.

An accident.

Sunday morning

Alice

distraught

Alice

alone

Alice so deeply unable to be with her present pain.

Alice left.

No accident.

I wept.

Alice and the present Boxing Day 2018
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Stop

Break

Walk

Wonder

Is it even possible to

be

present at the same time as

inquiring into presence,

whatever presence is…

or can I only be present to the inquiring?

Types of presence

Ways to be present

established, discovered, experienced 

there are many.

Some would insist there is only one.

Wonderings
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I can be

Present to breath

Present to touch

Present to self

Present to other

Present to feelings

Present to thought

And now I wonder is it possible to 

not be present to something?

Is this struggle of mine, this inquiry, 

really about the definition then?

Is it about trying to find one definition?

Is it about my ongoing desire to support a theory of

many,

different,

varied,

diverse,

multiple

all

Not ONE...

WONDERINGS
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To be

       whatever

Live

        wherever

Dress

         however.

To

          think my own thoughts.

…the larger part of the practice of writing 
is an endless getting over yourself, a 
peeling off of masks; it’s a stepping out of 
the disguises in which one lives, in which 
one has, to some extent, to lead, one’s 
daily lives. Writing entails working your 
way back to who you really are and how 
you really speak about whatever it is that 
counts for you in your very own original 
voice. (Tredinnick, 2014, n.p.)
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Today I opened the cover of a book on my shelf 
The name on the cover caught my eye,
Philosophical problems. Stoddard.
I wondered if there would be something on the pages 
which might 
push my ‘inquiry into presence’.

I knew it was one of Richard’s books.
It is dated. He always named and dated his books
Richard, 7 May 1981.
1981 would be post Uni days…but the receipt stub,
masquerading as a bookmark says
Melbourne University Book Room,
And suggests otherwise...
perhaps this was the year he went back after a year off.
He is not here,
I was not there,
I am relying on my memory of his stories
Instead of reading Stoddard’s text, I find myself reading 
Richard’s delicate pencil annotations in the margins.
I want to know what he was thinking then, Richard at 27.
His handwriting is so familiar.
I run my finger over the script, caressing it.
His hands,
the way he held a pencil,
his handwriting…

present

past

present
past
past

present / past

Philosophical problems across time 28.01.19
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all so alluring to me.
There is something so seductive about a person
doing their job
well,
applying their craft with finesse.
As I read his words, I am aware 
that my sadness has lifted
No not sadness,
it has not been ‘sadness’ that has been
lingering,
it is something, but not sadness.
I have no name for what has
caused
the
lethargy
that has been weighing on me
but I know it has shifted.
Still, as I read his words, something else arrives.
It is a deep regret that our children have not,
and will not,
have this man
and his thoughts and
his wisdom and
his consciousness
in their lives
For this I am beyond sad.

present

immediate past

present
future

forever
past, present, future, forever
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I didn’t write for months after he died. I didn’t read 
either or listen to music. Nick Sousanis (2015) wrote

Stories sustain us and offer places of 
freedom They let us reach across time 
and space to share in another’s viewpoint, 
Touch another’s thoughts And make them 
part of our own stories. To be clear, by 
stories, I don’t mean only wonderous tales, 
but that most human of tales, the framing 
of experience to give it meaning. (p. 95)

Could this be what I made in the writing? A bridge 
to cross from one world to the other. A bridge from the 
present into the past. A bridge from me to you. 
Is that what the arts are for me? 
Is that what the writing enables for me? 
Was this a passport for crossing liminals.
Piercy (1976) offered “We seek not rest but transformation. 
We are dancing through each other as Doorways” (p. 32). 
The magical liminal space from which something new 
emerges.

One night I spoke about the complexity of presence, over 
a cup of tea to a new friend at our dance class. She said 
she thought that my doctoral thesis might help others to 
be aware of the differences between superficial presence 
and deep presence...alert them…

Reflections on writing 
‘Philosophical problems across time’
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During the class, the dance teacher had used the term, 
my term, dropping in. It was an echo of my experiential, 
emergent discovery of this term in relationship to 
presence, dropping in, dropping down…

When I look at the poem above and the story it tells 
again, I see all this is there. The dance across time, the 
dropping into the past, dropping into the present, the 
presence in it all, presence across time, being present 
to the memory, present to the thoughts, present to the 
feelings, present to all that is offered, dropping into it all. 
Dropping into the sea of life; the sea of experiencing and 
I am being reborn, I am coming alive. Winterson (1997) 
wrote, “Art does not imitate life. Art anticipates life” (p. 40).

And I am here; in all its complexities that here offers. 
Here! Dancing across time; past, present, future! This 
revelation, and this is not too strong a word in this 
moment of writing, is a revelation. I haven’t felt the 
tingling sensation of aliveness like this for eight long years. 
I cannot wait to get out in the world. Dropping in, to come 
out again! “Writing, for the writer, is a way of coming true. 
It’s a way of ‘being alive in the world’. And I think I’d add: 
of coming alive to the world” (Tredinnick, 2014, n.p).

And yet, when I wrote ‘Philosophical problems across 
time’ I was so entangled in the search, so entrapped by 
the pain of loss that I was unable to recognise that type of 
presence.
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I purchased another book: Poetry of presence; an 
anthology of mindfulness poems. I was curious.

What made a poem a presence poem?

I would not have bought this book if only the word 
mindfulness was in the title. I bought it because of 
presence—and in spite of mindfulness. I hate it when 
things of deep and complex meaning become buzz words. 
I hate that people bandy this term ‘mindfulness’ around 
as though it is a new invention. Perhaps what I dislike so 
intensely is the distilling of the intent, the appropriation 
of the state—the commodification and commercialisation 
and that it has become yet another way for someone to 
make money somewhere.

And yet this was a book of poetry and poetry is my 
friend. It was a book of presence and presence was my 
conundrum and so I knew there must be something here 
for me.

I decided to scan the titles first, searching for keywords 
which would lead me to something about my inquiry, 

On reading Poetry of presence; 
an anthology of mindfulness poems 

(Cole-Dai & Wilson, 2017)
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searching always as I do for signposts, directions and 
metaphors of significance.

I landed on “The Moment” (Attwood, p. 178) and flipped 
to the page. I read the poem and I found it didn’t fill me 
with a sense of presence and I changed my strategy. I 
decided to read them all (one hundred and fifty of them) 
and monitor my response; I would notice when I felt or 
experienced presence.

I knew this might come unexpectedly as it had when I 
read Trace Balla’s graphic novel, Rivertime (2014). I had 
dropped onto the couch with her book in my hand, to 
flick through the pages, no expectations. But her words 
and illustrations had transported me just as the canoe 
transported Clancy and Uncle Egg. And as I floated with 
them down the river, I noticed a feeling of ‘slowing down’ 
and ‘dropping into.’

In Rivertime (2014) she tells the story of a boy and a 
man who leave the city for some time in a canoe on the 
river. The first time I read it, I felt my body and mood 
change as I turned the pages. As Clancy and Egg leave the 
city behind and head to the bush, I felt the tension and 
stress leave my body…I dropped into the story as I read 
the gentle dialogue between man and boy...I slowed down. 
The author has made the ordinary extraordinary. The 
languid conversations brought me into their moments, 
and they became my moments, bringing me into the 
present, the place for presence (is this the only place for 
presence I wonder). The image of the two in their canoe 
on the river conjured in me a sense of calmness. I dropped 
into presence and my senses felt heightened…I felt more 
connected with the world in that moment. In the following 
piece the words of Balla’s characters are italicised.
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Clancy:  Wonder what time it is…

Uncle Egg:  Aah…must be rivertime...You know that  
  gap between breathing in and breathing   
  out…It’s like that with the tide in this river… 
  There’s a time between the turning tides  
  when it’s completely still Zzzzzzzzzzzz

Clancy:  sigh... It’s like the whole world has   
  stopped…Even the birds are quiet…I listen… 
  Nothing…just breathing…It makes me feel  
  so small, but part of it all…and I realise how  
  glad I am to be right here. (pp. 38-41)

And then Balla’s next book Rockhopping (2016) where

Uncle Egg asks   Where are you going kid?

And Clancy answers,  Nowhere, just here.

And then he reflects,  That’s just it.    
   I’m not going anywhere, 
	 	 	 or	trying	to	find	anything. 
   I’m just being here, 
   just being me, no shoes, no socks, 
   a boy with a beating heart 
   hopping among the rocks…(p. 66).

….in in in goes the reader…along with Clancy and Uncle 
Egg for the ride.

I returned to Poetry of presence and at the very 
beginning I was seduced by the title of the introduction. 
It is called “An invitation”- I felt welcomed and free 
to step into the text, not coerced….and perhaps I had 
found allies in editors Cole-Dai and Wilson (2017) when I 
read “mindfulness is a buzzword these days, whether in 
health and wellness, parenting, education, the workforce, 

ON READING POETRY OF PRESENCE
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counselling, spirituality…but what does it mean?” (p. 17). 
‘Yes’, I scream at the page. Yes, it is promoted as a reductive 
simplistic buzzword, presented as a solution, the solution 
to all life’s ails.

I was now in…agreeing here, disagreeing there…I was 
comforted by the terms I am familiar with, ‘presence,’ 
‘distraction.’ I had a strong negative response to “We 
cultivate our mindfulness throughout our days by 
returning to the present moment, again and again. This 
allows us to actually live our lives instead of just going 
through the motions” (p. 17). I wanted to scream ‘NO! 
Sometimes being in the present moment, when the 
present moment is filled with pain and sorrow and loss, 
is not the place to be to enable living life’. Am I wrong? 
Am I missing the point? Has no one else ever felt that to 
be in the present moment would be debilitating, would 
render them useless to go about the tasks of their lives to 
which they MUST attend; the getting up, the washing, the 
breakfast making, the school lunch making, the dressing, 
the driving, the taking to school, the earning a living, the 
talking, the thinking, the eating, the sleeping, of life…this 
cannot only be my experience. And of course I know it’s 
not because I have recently discovered Lee Scheingold’s 
One Silken thread, poetry’s presence in grief (2013) and in 
her words I heard that I was not alone and in Tuan also, I 
have a companion.

I feel a reassuring oneness with other 
people when I find that even my most 
intimate, anguished, socially inadmissible 
emotions and desires are known to others…
Kindred souls-indeed, my selves otherwise 
costumed-turn up in books in the most 
unexpected places. (Tuan, 1999, p. 62)
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There was a time when, to have been in my present 
moment, meant being trapped in a great well of sadness, 
loss, and pain. I simply could not go ‘there’. I can now. I 
went ‘there’ in the dying and the death when my sight was 
so firmly on the other. And I went there to be present to 
the other as advocate and death doula, when my focus was 
purposeful, and my aim was ushering in a good death.

But then, after those heady, early days had passed, after 
the dying and the death had passed, after the funeral…
and after some time, I’m not sure when or how long, 
then I could not be in the present, for that was a place of 
deep absence and sadness and I had stuff to do…as have 
billions of people before me. The stuff of getting on with 
life in all its drudgery and ordinariness and bill-paying 
and dish-washing kind of unfulfilling boringness. I could 
not be frozen in mourning. I bracketed out me; the me 
that wanted to spend all day thinking about the past. The 
me that might have liked to spend the day in bed crying 
and releasing. I bracketed out the feelings of sadness. I 
had space for the functional me: the mother, the employee, 
the neighbour, the daughter. The wife had died, and with 
her death and his death, went intimacy and in their place, 
loss.

And so, when I read this invitation from Cole-Dai and 
Wilson, I wondered about this call to be present all the 
time and that to do so “allows us to actually live our lives” 
(p. 17) and I questioned it. It made me angry and I thought 
about survivors of rape and abuse and survivors of war 
and I wondered if being present was possible for them; or 
rather, was distraction, a life raft for them, as it had been 
for me?

ON READING POETRY OF PRESENCE
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What is it to be present?

To be present to the dying

To be present to the living.

What is it to be present 

to the avoiding, the absences, the distractions,

in a non-judgemental way,

holding self with positive regard as self moves

in

and out

of all the ways of being we have available to us?

In, out, over, under, in between.

The life raft of distraction allowed us to float over the 
pain and still get us to our destination, like Clancy and 
Uncle Egg on their river (Balla, 2014). Can we still traverse 
the ocean of life, looking on from the safety of the raft…
still there…staying (Cole, 2018) not leaving?

I continued reading and Cole-Dai and Wilson (2017) were 
writing about the “coupling of poetry and mindfulness” 
(p. 17). I was curious about this. I had been wondering 
about my writing of haikus and poetry, like a return to my 
teenage self when I wrote poems of love and loss in my 
diary. 

In Rilke (n.d.) lies a clue, a connection between reading, 
writing, being and dropping into a dark space he loves.

I love the dark hours of my being 
 

I love the dark hours of my being.

My mind deepens into them.
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There I can find, as in old letters,

The days of my life, already lived,

And held like a legend, and understood.

Then the knowing comes: I can open

To another life that’s wide and timeless.

 (p. 131)

It made me think of Scheingold’s (2013) reference to 
internal space and space in general. I thought of how she 
talked about her interior space being “small, collapsed, 
confining” (p. 2) after her husband’s death and how even 
if she could have, she would not have wanted to make it 
bigger…and I surmised that she could not allow Rilke’s 

“knowing” as this would “open to another life” and we, she 
and I were not ready for that other life. I/she were still 
firmly attached to our/her previous life; our partners, 
ourselves of that previous life. To enter into that space, to 
make it bigger, to imagine the opening and the life that is 

“wide and timeless” is the goodbye that we were not ready 
to say. I liked my other life. I liked my other self…

To step off the threshold and move out of the liminal 
space into presence and the place of pain, to experience 
it, and release it, would feel like the final goodbye. I was 
so pleased to have Scheingold, she was fast becoming my 
wise companion.

It was curious to me that I had continually, accidently, 
spelt presence as pressence. Paolo Coehlo said, “A mistake 
repeated more than once is a decision” (Coehlo, n.d.)  
and I could not disagree. Presence weighed down on me 
pressing onto me daily. I started to hate the very word. For 
a time, whenever I read ‘presence’ and heard ’pressence’ 
it pushed me down further. Words like those from Dilgo 

ON READING POETRY OF PRESENCE
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Khyenstze Rinpoche, “Do not encumber your mind with 
useless thoughts. What good does it do to brood on the 
past or anticipate the future? Remain in the simplicity of 
the present moment” (Rinpoche n.d.) felt like an impossible 
demand.

There seemed to be no space for me and my experience 
of presence in these quotes and missives and directions 
from others. To unencumber my mind, to not think about 
the past was neither an option nor a possibility. If this was 
the way to be present, then to be present would not be 
achievable.

Scheingold, Balla and Rilke and the others offered 
me other spaces to find presence. My presence was 
a presence of pain, a presence of sadness, a presence 
of acceptance, my present moment was not echoed in 
Rinpoche’s simplicity of the present moment. My present 
moment was complex and dynamic and difficult.

In an effort to create more space for myself emotionally, 
and more space for an alternative knowing of presence I 
considered more consciously the way I created space on 
the page with and for the words that I wrote for the reader, 
the words themselves and for me.

Perhaps if I created an outer spaciousness by placing 
words on a page in a certain way, I could imagine an inner 
spaciousness. Poetry offered me spaciousness. Poetry 
offered me options.

Consider the Space Between Stars 
 

Consider the white space

Between words on a page, not just

The margins around them.
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Or the space between thoughts:

Instants when the mind is inventing

exactly what it thinks

And the mouth waits

To be filled with language.

Consider the space

Between lovers after a quarrel,

The white sheet a cold metaphor

Between them

Now picture the brief space

Before death enters, hat in hand:

Vanishing years, filled with light.

(Pastan, 2017, p. 156)

If as Tolle (2005) says, “Presence is a state of inner 
spaciousness” and that “When you are present, you ask: 
How do I respond to the needs of this situation, of this 
moment?” (pp. 238-239) then I am not surprised that I was 
unable to find inner spaciousness in the midst of grief. 
And then as I wrote and read and poet-ed I knew this 
space had opened and I wondered at his claim that “all 
creativity comes out of inner spaciousness”(Tolle, 2005, pp. 
238- 239).

I saw that Gibran was included in Cole-Dai and Wilson 
and I flicked to page 184 and I was met with a surprise, in 
fact two! “On Pain” and on the opposite page “The Joins” 

ON READING POETRY OF PRESENCE
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(p. 185) by Chana Bloch, which is about the Japanese art of 
Kintsugi. Such synchronicity! It felt like I was on the right 
track if two poems about presence were about Kintsugi 
(Appendix 1) and pain, and my doctorate included both.

I dug for more treasure….and it was there just below the 
surface in verse two of Kahlil Gibran’s “On pain”…

…Much of your pain is self-chosen.

It is the bitter potion by which the physician within

you heals your sick self.

Therefore trust the physician, and drink his remedy

in silence and tranquillity:

For his hand, though heavy and hard, is guided by

the tender hand of the Unseen,

And the cup he brings, though it burns your lips, has

been fashioned of the clay which the Potter has

moistened with His own sacred tears.

(Gibran, 2017, p. 184)

On reading this I swore out loud, I felt seen by Gibran in 
these words. His words have stretched out across decades 
and I felt seen by him. I knew I could trust the wisdom of 
these poets of the past, they are not sullied by quick fixes. 
I felt like Gibran and I knew something that the editors 
did not; this was about pain, not presence. This was 
something else…and yet was I not brought into presence 
by his words?

And now to, “The Joins” (p. 185) about Kintsugi. This 
metaphor had a deep and private meaning to me. Doty 
(2010) says “Metaphor is an act of inquiry (not an 
expression of what we already know)” (p. 81). “The Joins” 
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harked back to a moment from my past (Appendix 1) but 
played out time and time again. A moment I rendered 
using paint and brush to sew up my broken heart making 
the stitches visible. My cracks and my joins for all to see. 
My gold.

ON READING THE POETRY OF PRESENCE

Figure 2 Schaller, K. (2015). Repairs made visible  
[water colour and pen].
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Bloch writes in verses four and five:

We glue the wounded edges

with tentative fingers.

Scar tissue is visible history

and the cup is precious to us

because

we saved it.

(Bloch, 2017, p. 185)

This was what I was waiting for, the day the cup once 
again felt precious, this was what I wanted from presence, 
but perhaps what was happening through the inquiry 
into presence was that I was saving the cup, gluing the 
wounded edges with tentative fingers…  
I was starting to get a glimpse that this may be possible…  
Trust the physician, trust the potter, trust the poet, trust 
the process.  
And I wondered…how will this ‘work’, (my doctorate), 
represent and capture complexity, for presence was 
beginning to feel increasingly complex and convoluted, 
crossing from past into present and opening out 
into everything, and sometimes I was as nothing and 
sometimes I was as everything.

Island 
 

It’s dark because you are trying too hard. 

Lightly child, lightly. Learn to do everything lightly. 

Yes, feel lightly even though you’re feeling deeply. 

Just lightly let things happen and lightly cope with them. 
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I was so preposterously serious in those days, 

such a humourless little prig. 

Lightly, lightly—it’s the best advice ever given me. 

When it comes to dying even. Nothing ponderous, 

or portentous, or emphatic. 

No rhetoric, no tremolos, 

no self conscious persona 

putting on its celebrated imitation of Christ or Little Nell.

 And of course, no theology, no metaphysics. 

Just the fact of dying and the fact of the clear light. 

So throw away your baggage and go forward. 

There are quicksands all about you, sucking at your feet, 

trying to suck you down into fear and self-pity and

despair. 

That’s why you must walk so lightly. 

Lightly my darling, on tiptoes and no luggage, 

not even a sponge bag, 

completely unencumbered.

(Huxley, n.d.)

What was it about poetry and bearing the soul, I 
wondered? Editors, Cole-Dai and Wilson (2017) wrote, 
“Poetry invites a different kind of reading than prose. 
The white space around the text slows us down. Like an 
island on the page, its shape appeals to the eye. It begs for 
attention. It wants to be heard” (p. 18). But this was about 
reading poetry, not writing it, so I wondered still.

ON READING POETRY OF PRESENCE
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Pages of p words

I struggled with the search for presence. I tried to find 
something definitive to say about it. I played with 

the word presence through alliteration, verbs, nouns, 
adjectives appeared. Then I wrote a list of p words 
about presence, and I began to get an inkling about its 
complexity and semantic contextualism. This list changed 
everything for me. It opened up nuance and possibility, 
it embraced multiple perspectives and post-modern 
epistemologies.

probes into presence
prying into presence
probing into presence
pixelated presence
pods of presence
pushing presence
pulling presence
posies of presence

piles of presence
particles of presence
pieces of presence
pictures of presence
presence poetica
prefixed presence
paradigms of presence
packaged presence
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preparing for presence
presenting presence
performing presence
performative presence
pots of presence
playing with presence
pages of presence
packs of presence
points of presence
peek into presence
paths of presence
proxy presence
printing presence
prying presence
posting presence
punching presence
promoting presence
poems of presence
prose of presence
pursuing presence
putting off presence
pure presence
perfect presence
public presence
private presence
proving presence
prickly presence

plumes of presence
policies of presence
policing presence
pulsing presence
plenty of presence
penned presence
peopled present
prattling presence
painted presence
pencilled presence
patter of presence
parked presence
parade of presence
panels of presence
preferencing presence
privileging presence
publishing presence
paradoxes of presence
parody of presence
prophets of presence
protecting presence
proudly present
processing presence
process of presence
prolonging presence
prompts of presence
posing presence
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peaceful presence
packages of presence
parcels of presence
puddles of presence
paddling in presence
puzzling presence
pulsating presence
puzzles of presence
punitive presence
provoking presence
poisoning presence
poleaxing presence
pokiness of presence
polarising presence
polarity of presence
providing presence
pluralist presence
protocols of presence
punctuating presence
preambles of presence
pointless presence
particles of presence
political presence
poetising presence
protesting presence
postulating presence
plunging presence

promising presence
products of presence
positing presence
positioning presence
postures of presence
postulating presence
popular presence
pondering presence
pioneers of presence
piercing presence
periods of presence
perplexing presence
pages of presence
peeling presence
pretending presence
pebbles of presence
peaks of presence
passing presence
paradox of presence
pangs of presence
parapet of presence
pulsating presence
panacea of presence
palates of presence
partners in presence
pageful presence
paddling presence

PAGES OF P WORDS
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pluming presence
placing presence
pivoting on presence
panoramas of presence
paralysing presence
pandered presence
paradise of presence
proliferation of presences
paranoid presence
parental presence
parties of presence
parking presence
painful presence
pastimes of presence
passionate presence
patterns of presence
pillars of presence
pillows of presence
plastered presence
pastiche of presence
pervading presence

permeating presence
prevailing presence
permeating presence
penchant for presence
porous presence
platforms of presence
presiding in presence
proposing presence
projecting presence
proposals of presence
pontificating on presence
producing presence
prelude to presence
presuming presence
pretence of presence
proclaiming presence
probably presence
possibly presence
powerful presence
provisional presence
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These combinations of words of presence, types of 
presence, nuanced presence are a revelation to me. With 
each reading, presence becomes transformed, presence 
cannot be defined in a simple meme, presence is multi-
facetted. Presence shifts and slips and emerges as a 
complexity of concepts undefinable—felt, experienced, 
diverse…

When I feel the complexities of a situation, 
I am feeling the many sidedness of it, not 
the obvious smooth shape, grasped at once 
and easily forgotten. Complexity leads to 
perplexity. I do not know my place. There 
is a clash between what I feel and what I 
expected to feel. (Winterson,1997, p. 113)

This list relieves me of my search for ‘the one’, and it 
reminds me that there is presence and there is absence 
and eventually I remember there is everything in between. 
It also makes visible the tension I hold, the struggle 
between old paradigms and new. Is presence a place 
(noun), an object (noun) or my process (verb)? And if so, 
where are the adverbs?

Could I possibly, peacefully, passionately, playfully, 
profoundly and powerfully, presence?

PAGES OF P WORDS
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absence

looms large and

lovingly

brings a more

gentle

touch…urgency

dissipating

pressure to be present

disappearing

acceptance of

whatever

emerges

Absence
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Presence absence and everything in between

Birth death and everything in between

Here there and everywhere in between

Breaking free of binary thinking into new 

ways of being

Opening spaces to the possible

Opening spaces to myriad possibilities and 

ways of being

Ways of being present

Ways of making art

Ways of grieving

Ways of being a widow

Ways of being a companion in arts making

Myriad ways laid possible…

through and in-between

You, me and the intersubjective

Welcoming absence
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From press to pres 09.02.19

I have stopped obsessing over presence.

No more the furrowed brow and intense gaze.

Now a gentle curiosity has emerged

A soft wondering

A light inquiry (thank you Aldous Huxley)

Why?

Because to be present to myself no longer means 

only pain.

The potential possibilities of presence have

broadened

To include present to self!

And now I can be present to the other

Present to place and present to myself

with more than the pained consequence of

presence.
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I have written myself into presences

I have inquired myself into presences.

And now I can dance

   and sing

    and act again.

I can be all the shades of me.

I have a full palette of presences.
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A puzzling poetic presence  
(revisited)

Pieces of me and

presence

make themselves known

From sessions around the kitchen table

From reading and listening to the words of others

From quiet reflection

From writing

Tiny little pieces of a much bigger whole.

Each piece dropped in…

Finding its place

Dropping into its own place of presence

multiple presences,

coming together

in the service

of
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  complexity

One by one

pieces from art making

pieces from supervision,

pieces from reading a text from others

pieces from my writing

pieces from inner responding

 pieces from around the kitchen table

Thousands of pieces of presences

My presences

Each in its own time…

And eventually a picture of complexity emerged

And Jan gives me feedback

‘this metaphor?

this puzzle?

Do you want one telling?’ she asks

‘Or many?’

Have I returned to my old worldview yet again?

One puzzle

One truth

One me

The cage of the universal?

A neat concise conclusion?

It is a good question.

This desire for a neat finish is strong.
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This desire for ONE answer, ONE thing…

The simple answer.

I find myself here again!

In the struggle between old and new.

Yes, there are pieces and yes, they are dropping in…

But into what?

Into a puzzle?

Into a proforma?

Into a frame?

Where is the space in the puzzle for what is yet 

to come?

Where is the space for the unknown?

Where is the space for others?

  Where is the space?

Pieces feels right

But pieces of what, making up what?

  Where is the space?

I don’t want to tell people what to do

A puzzle it has been

But then I stumble on the word mystery…

And yet here I am offering a puzzle to complete.

This will not do.

Unless the puzzle is the world?

Unless the puzzle is so huge that it is life itself?

A PUZZLING POETIC PRESENCE (REVISTED)



66

THE SEASON OF READING AND WRITING

Unless it is the universe?

Unless it is the word in the world? (Freire, 2005)

The world in a grain of sand

Nothing and everything…

Going   in, in, in

to come

  out, out, out.

Is the puzzle really a mystery?

And Esther Perel (2019)

speaking of freedom and rights says

“These are not questions with answers. These 

are existential dilemmas and paradoxes that you 

manage not problems that you solve” (51:52).

This line offers me so much space.

Manage not solve

I am starting to see space open up metaphorically

and actually.

The weight of a solution, a definition,

a simple thesis is removed 

and there seems room for

complexity,

            confusion,

   unknowingness…

How will this look?
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Expanses 

of blank space 

for the reader’s expression?

Presence cards which are open and abstract

leaving

  space for exploration.

Poetry as a form of expression which relies on 

the reader 

for meaning-making,

a format which allows for space

for mediation,

for a margin perhaps?

An old-fashioned margin down each page

inviting

the reader to make their mark along with mine.

  In the margins.

Could that be the name?

Margins are spaces.

Liminal spaces

Intersubjective spaces

Spaces to drop into—to be present.

Spaces for more words.

And I wonder now about pieces and spaces…

And I am thinking so much about space now…

A PUZZLING POETIC PRESENCE (REVISTED)

Spaces to horizontalize my thoughts with the readers’ thoughts.
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Spaces for me and others to be

to grow

to flourish.

Not Kafka’s cage that Stan Grant (2019)

reminded me of the other day

“A cage looking for a bird?” 

(personal correspondence)

This will be no puzzle to be solved

no frame to be filled

nor a cage.

I want my doctorate to fly…off into space

I don’t want it to be dogmatic

I don’t want it to dictate

I want it to be the wind beneath the wings

I want it to hold the arm of the other to help them 

leap higher into life

Just as happened to me 

all those years ago in my dance class.

I leapt across the room alone,

Jumping as high as my skills would allow

And then a light touch

A support under my arm

*Stan Grant is an Australian journalist
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And I leapt again…

the light touch gently lifting my arm

And I flew higher than I had ever flown before

And I went home and said to my beloved

‘Yes, I will marry you’

This is what I want to do in the world.

With my writing

With my work.

I want to be that holding person

Holding until you are ready to leave the ground to

leap

And when you do, I will offer that gentle lift up…

And oh, the joy you will experience as

you

fly

higher than you ever have

into that open space.

I want to be that.

I want my words to do that... hold, hold, hold, lift...fly

A PUZZLING POETIC PRESENCE (REVISTED)
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I was in flow.

I was body, I was mind, I was in the moment.

I was present to that moment and many more, for as 
Cole-Dai and Wilson (2017) say, “To compose a poem, after 
all, (you) must stop whatever else (you’re) doing and give 
it (your) utter attention, start to finish” (p. 18).

I had something to say to the bereaved.

The past, and present came together with ideas to 
put out as words intended for others. In a moment of 
certainty, I felt a connection with everybody who had 
lost another. I felt expansive and borderless “beyond the 
usual boundaries and limitations of time and space” (Grof, 
nd, p. 49). Scheingold (2013) said “…if a poem accurately 
pictures my emotional state, then I find myself in it and 
feel more spacious, even held” (p. 8). Had I created a space 
to hold myself? In that holding moment, in the moment 
of stopping, in the spaciousness I was compelled to write 
to others who knew death. It was no longer just about 
me. Perhaps I was no longer alone. I had a clear sense 
of what needed to be said and how to say it. “Creativity 
occurs in the moment,” says Cameron (2002), “and in 
the moment, we are timeless” (p. 139). Is this part of 
my “creative recovery”? (Cameron, 2002, p. 139). I stepped 
outside of myself and I could see beyond this time and 

Reflections on writing  
‘A puzzling poetic presence’
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space, and in this newly-arrived-at-place of clarity I wrote 
three booklets one after the other. I could not stop. I was 
driven to write ‘A companion for widows and widowers 
and all those who know loss’, ‘A companion for good 
enough living’ and ‘Valuing and fostering presence in early 
childhood relationships,’ one booklet after the other, and 
I hoped they were “Spaces for the unknown Openings for 
imagination To spill into” (Sousanis, 2015, p. 150).

I realised that “A puzzling poetic presence”, would 
always be unfinished. With each re reading I saw 
something different. Each time I returned to it, it wanted 
to be changed. It was the representation of my shifting 
knowing of presence. It will always be perfectly imperfect.

REFLECTIONS ON WRITING A PUZZLING POETIC PRESENCE
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On reading The Artists Way;
A spiritual path to higher integrity 

(Cameron, 2002)

Each time I picked up a book my eyes scanned the 
index for the word presence in my continued search 

for a deeper, more satisfactory understanding. Then 
if it was there, I’d flick back through the pages to see 
what was written. Often the word was not there, even 
in books where one would expect it. I became adept at 
applying synonyms. I searched for ‘moments’, ‘time’ and 
‘mindfulness’ in the more contemporary texts.

I went through the same practice with The Artists Way 
(Cameron, 2002). I searched for ‘presence’ and it was not 
there. Knowing the text superficially I felt certain that 
Cameron would refer to it. I wondered how she named 
presence.

In the index I found

Moment, living in, 82, 108, 117, 139

Time, 19

Will these be what I call presence?

I started to see that what I was drawn to, what I stopped 
at, what I wrote down, told me what I thought presence 
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was without even knowing what Cameron had to say, 
without even flicking to the pages.

And then I found

Dropping down the well, 118

Could this be my ‘dropping into’?

Flow of life, sense of, 85

I was drawn to this, but presence is not quite flow for me…
or is it?

I found a quote from Krishnamurti (1998, as cited in Cameron, 
2002), “Learning is movement from moment to moment” (p. 
161), and I was reminded of my own sketching:

Meditation had many entries. I felt my resistance 
immediately, but I supposed I ought to dip in, even if to 
reassure myself that this was different from what had 
emerged in my inquiry.

Meditation,

And insight, 14-15

Figure 3 Schaller, K. (2017). From moment to moment  
[paint and ink].
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I went

         down

  into a space  

         a place 

       a tube

                          a rabbit hole.

   

                                   I liked it here.

I grabbed a glass of wine and some food for company 
and sustenance along the journey. Some of my cynicism 
about this book, the god stuff, the spirituality stuff, 
was starting to fall away. I found space in my thinking 
to accommodate some of the quotes. Was it the wine, 
softening my edges, or had the words found a way 
through my wall of cynicism built up from life’s blows?

“Make your own recovery the first priority in life,” 
(Norwood,1985, as cited in Cameron, 2002, p. 38). Yes, that made 
sense to me. The knowing had an understory; it meant I 
knew I had to recover from something.

Pulling focus, 6. I was curious about this. I had been 
exploring focus, and close-ups and the relationship 
between the close-up and presence, and so I scan for 
pulling focus…

When we engage in a creative recovery, we 
enter into a withdrawal process from life 
as we know it. Withdrawal is another way 
of saying detachment or non-attachment, 
which is emblematic of consistent work 
with any meditation practice.

ON READING THE ARTISTS WAY
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In movie terms, we slowly pull focus, 
lifting up and away from being embedded 
in our lives until we attain an overview. 
This overview empowers us to make valid 
creative choices. Think of it as a journey 
with difficult, varied, and fascinating 
terrain. You are moving to higher ground. 
The fruit of your withdrawal is what you 
need to understand as a positive process, 
both painful and exhilarating. (Cameron, 
2002, p. 60)

Was Cameron’s withdrawal, my distraction I wondered? 
Or was this my dropping in? Or was this why presence 
was so hard for me when I was still so actively grieving?

I wandered to page 171 and found Meister Eckhart who 
told me “truly, it is in the darkness that one finds the light, 
so when we are in sorrow, then this light is nearest of all 
to us.” I read the word sorrow and that was enough to 
take me back to the death that had introduced me to my 
deepest sorrow. In that sorrow I had felt, paradoxically 
more alive than ever, juxtaposed to this non-alive. I was 
present to sorrow and loss, nearest to light and nearest to 
the dark.

Moment, living in, 82, 108, 117, 139

People frequently believe the creative life 
is grounded in fantasy. The more difficult 
truth is that creativity is grounded in 
reality, in the particular, the focused, the 
well observed or specially imagined. As 
we lose our vagueness about our self, 
our values, our life situation, we become 
available to the moment. (Cameron, 2002, p. 
82)
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And then I saw the connection to my ‘dropping in’, to 
focus, to close-ups.

Cameron told me that “Art lies in the moment of 
encounter: we meet our truth and we meet ourselves” (p. 
82) and that “Art is an act of tuning in and dropping down 
the well. It is as though all the stories, painting, music, 
performances in the world live just under the surface of 
our normal consciousness” (p. 118). Is this the same for 
presence I wonder?

I want to discover what is just below the surface,

just under knowing.

How can I make space for this in me?

And space for others?

Figure 4 Schaller, K. (2015). Dropping in  [ink].

ON READING THE ARTISTS WAY
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Company and comfort

A song from my childhood was playing over and over in 
my head. “Let’s take a walk, dum-diddy-dum, hand in 

hand, dum-diddy-dum, let me show you a wonderland…” 
(Leonetti and Beck, 1968). I remembered all the lyrics. Why 
this song? It was a song sung by a father and his young 
daughter. It was perhaps the soundtrack to my nine-year-
old self, and I was certain my father and I sang it together 
too. It was a time of family and safety and promise. I felt 
both comforted and saddened by this song. In this song 
there is a meeting of the promise of childhood and the 
reality of adulthood, my adulthood. There is something 
about the idea of walking alongside another that is 
so appealing. I find I have to use the word comforting 
again, to capture the warmth and equanimity of the 
side-by-side-walk, the companioning. I wondered could 
I offer the metaphor of ‘a walk’ to a reader of my words? 
I wondered would the reader be as sad as I am when I 
read them, would they need a companion? I felt a sense of 
responsibility and protection and so I wrote…
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Come,

walk with me a while.

I have something I’d like to show you.

Here is my hand should you need holding

Here is my shoulder should you need 

a place to rest your head…

I have been meandering 

and I need a witness to my travels.

I am nervous about this showing

This opening

This public display of reflections.

It is not always clear and

I ask that you trust me for a while.

Let’s take a walk 22.04.19
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The path was not well sign posted

and like me you may wonder at times 

where we are going,

where I am taking you.

I got lost

   many a time

And discovered Alice’s rabbit hole for myself.

    Down

             down

           down

I went.

But I want you to see and feel this too.

I want you to see it all.

The doubt

The confusion

The obsession

The rage

The tears

The loneliness

The finding the right way!

Ha! The right way!

The search.

In uncharted country.

From time-to-time others joined me,

LET’S TAKE A WALK 
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in person, offering advice and experience 

and sustenance for the search.

Sometimes they walked with me a while 

offering companionship.

Sometimes I found signs

written by others

who had also travelled this path,

hidden under the overgrowth

but they weren’t always clear to me,

they needed deciphering.

Sometimes I rediscovered 

long ago writings of my own.

Forgotten.

And only on the revisit, 

with the now newly acquired knowings,

was their message better understood.

These are the words I wrote along the way.

These are the words that have companioned me…

The path was not direct.

The writings like me

cross back and forth

over time

Past, present, future, present, past, present, 

never, always, sometimes.
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Time travel is possible when writing.

There is no barrier and

my searching was

not linear

not straight.

It was convoluted,

obscured

invisible even.

Perhaps not even a path.

What then? Many possible paths?

What is the analogy for this circuitous route I have 

travelled?

Is it the Atlas?

Many possible paths, many starting points, 

many destinations,

millions of ways to millions of places?

That will do.

This is the writing about my way from 

one place to

some other place.

Oh!

And then there is the dying.
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You need to know about the dying before we begin.

The death and the dying that demands to be seen,

intruding into my inquiry

Continually

Uninvited

Over and over and over until I pay attention.

And there is something else you will need to know 

about the words.

There is the writing them

And then there is the reading them.

The writing has been crucial.

It has kept me focussed.

It has kept me connected to the search.

It has kept me.

The ‘reading of the writing’ 

is a different act altogether.

The ‘reading of the writing’ is

sometimes

traumatic

as I revisit where I have been these past years.

Sometimes the ‘reading of the writing’ 

threatens to overwhelm.
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I witness my pain
      my sadness
    my loneliness.

“loneliness is a sign you are in 

desperate need of yourself” (kaur*, 2015, p. 153)

The repetition!

Over and over and over.

    The same tune.

That is why I offer my hand and my shoulder,

in case this “l’ouevre ouvert” *, (Eco, 1984, p. 3)

threatens to swamp you 

before you can put your head up for air.

Sometimes I get sick of the sound of myself.

I doubt myself, my writing, its purpose and its use.

But I have to trust that just as when I read 

the writing of others

and stumbled, suddenly, across a mirror,

perhaps you or others, 

in the reading of my writing 

will discover a mirror too;

Finding comfort and companionship,

life and death and everything in between, 

reflected.

*rupi kaur writes her name in lower case.
* L’oeuvre ouverte, is a cooperative strategy when the reader is 

considered at the moment of generation… “cooperatively generated by 
the reader” (Eco, 1984, p. 4).
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I have to trust my experience...it happened, 

it emerged.

And it might for others—

Entwined, intertextually, (Eco, 1984)

otherwise

   what is the point of all this?

Here is my hand

Here is my shoulder.

These are my reflections.

They are the reflections I wrote as I 

went about my way.

They are not directions

They are not the way.

And this is very important to remember 

as we walk alongside each other…

They are not telling anybody how to do anything.

Complex emotion often follows some 
major event in our lives...The striking 
loneliness of the individuals when 
confronted with these large happenings 
that we all share, is a loneliness of 
displacement. The person is thrown out of 
the normal groove of their life and whilst 
they stumble, they also have to carry a new 
weight of feeling, feeling that threatens to 
overwhelm them. (Winterson, 1997, p. 113)



87

On reading Winterson 
(2014)

I was companioned through literature, by writers and 
poets, by fiction. Their language left space for my 

experience, my feelings, my transformation…there was 
space for me there in the third space: space between me 
and the world. Between my inner world and my outer 
world there was a literary space penned by another. I 
am either there or I am not, but I am! Either way there 
was a freedom in the words, the sentences, the pages. 
Sometimes I was intensely in the book, sometimes I 
drifted away in my own thoughts, transported by their 
stories back to stories in my past or to imaginings of my 
stories yet to be written…BUT the scribe didn’t mind. 
They were undemanding. They didn’t require of me my 
full presence. They didn’t mind if I danced with them, in 
and out, in and out, touch, release...a gentle kiss on the 
cheek...turn my back, walk alongside—all at my own pace, 
or not.

They did not tell me to be present. They did not tell me 
to be happy. They did not tell me how to live. They made 
space. They left space...they created the narratives of 
many ways to be.
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Get an umbrella. A folding pocket-sized all 
weather friend to bounce off the booming 
world and keep me dry when I should be 
drenched through. Shall I be dry? Dust-dry, 
dried flower nest, pressed and labelled, in 
the right section, saved from moisture and 
rot. I came alive like that, under the rim of 
consciousness, in the nylon shelter of my 
own thoughts, safe from beauty’s harm. 
I think therefore I am. Does that mean ‘I 
feel therefore I’m not’? But only through 
feeling can I get at thinking. Those things 
that move me challenge me. Only a seismic 
shock can re-order the card index of habit, 
prejudice and other people’s thoughts that 
I call my own. (Winterson, 2014, pp. 88-89)

I danced with Jeanette Winterson (2000), in out, around, 
with, next to, behind. She tells the reader “there is no 
love that does not pierce the hands and the feet” (p. 91). 
She had me. I was in, deeply attentive to Winterson and 
stories of Leonardo and Mona Lisa (2014), seduced by her 
description and his strokes. I was in. Tears pricked my 
eyes, and I was in this moment. And I was alive. I felt an 
opening up to…

 everything, 

thought and feeling, in what felt like equal 
measure. There was space for me. It was a release, an 
engagement—a dropping in.
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i want to remain so

rooted to the ground

these tears

these hands

these feet

sink in

-grounded

(kaur, 2015, p. 195)

Are the vignettes, the narratives, bones, or skin?

A body? Embodied. 

What are the bones, the blood, the hair, the skin?

A body of knowledge

A body of work

A body of…

A dead body, a live body, a living body...

A numb body

A feeling body

A numb shell of a body embodied by words and

              written into living...

ON READING WINTERSON (2014)
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What happened? I came to presence, not through 
meditation, not through the breath, not through seeking 
presence, but through ...? Through concentrating on 
something outside of myself. I came to the present 
moment and back to myself. Through distraction. But not 
any distraction. Artful, literary distraction. Description.

Reflections on reading Winterson
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Reading Winton and the others
11.04.19

Tim takes my hand and whispers gently,

Come walk with me a while.

We wander together,

He chats,

I listen.

Look at my beach, he says.

I stand looking at his beach.

At first it is just a beach.

And then he starts to describe the details.

The patterns of the waves

The people in relationship with each other,

The changing shadows as the sun shifts in the sky.

And before I even realise

His beach is my beach.
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Mary Oliver holds out her hand and says

Come read with me a while.

We find ourselves a comfy chair,

She writes,

I read.

Look at my poems, she says

I look

They are beautiful, elegant, crafted poems.

I am lost in the imagery and detail.

I look again and again and again

And before I know it

her stories are my stories.

Cole holds up a beckoning finger and says

Come sit with me a while.

We find a patch in the rainforest,

She talks,

I listen

Look at my world, she says.

I sit and peer into her world, the colours, the trees,

the people

An environment I don’t know.

And very soon, without having realised the 

movement

I am peering into my own life.
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Scheingold rests her arm on my shoulders—

Come lie with me a while.

I follow her to a soft downy bed

We lie together.

I am expecting poetry and history but instead 

she says

Here is my pain.

Here is death, here is longing, 

here is loss, here is my wound.

And then surprisingly

I am comforted.

I have been seduced

Unknowingly and ever so gently 

by Winton, Cole, Oliver, Scheingold and the others.

I sought knowledge and gradually found myself.

I walked the line,

I crossed the divide.

The companionship warm and welcoming,

The intimacy sweet.

I am a reader of their words.

I am witness to their lives.

I am present to myself. 

Tim Winton, Jessie Cole 

Mary Oliver, Lee Scheingold.

READING WINTON ANS THE OTHERS
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Artful Distraction

“Putting thoughts down allows us to step outside 
ourselves” (Sousanis, 2015, p. 79).

I rarely throw books away. I still have books 
from my childhood. In fact, I’d have more if the 

storage facility we hired when we moved into our 
first home in Elwood hadn’t flooded. I rescued 
the books, but the mouldy smell was too much. 
They lived for a time in the shed, but eventually 
I threw them in the bin, reluctantly. Recently I 
have started to cull some books. Technical ones 
of Richard’s. They are from his Uni days and I 
assume the knowledge is now out of date. None 
of us will read them and I suppose they have no 
use to student architects, so these too are finding 
their way into the bin. Some of them I have used 
in arts therapy sessions, instructing participants 
to tear them up, cut them, use them in any way 
they like. I have been surprised by two things. 
One is that some people will not tear up or cut 
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a book. They simply cannot. It goes against some 
long-held rule and they won’t. The other thing 
is that if someone who knows my story, opens a 
book and sees Richard’s name in the cover, they 
mention it, and want to give it back to me and 
they won’t want to use it, cut it or tear it. But I 
can’t keep everything that was Richard’s and 
has his name in it, and besides I still have plenty 
that is linked to him, and the things that mean 
the most to me probably don’t have his name on 
them: photos, my wedding ring, jewellery he gave 
me, stories, memories, and his words, ‘You are the 
love of my life’ that he had said as he lay dying in 
our home. ‘You are the love of my life.’ These will 
be mine to keep forever. Words heard, not written. 
‘I feel like I got an extra twenty years.’ ‘Thank you 
for making me a father.’ These are the gifts that 
mean the most to me.

My bookshelves tell the story of both our lives, 
his, mine, ours together, and now mine, apart. 
There are the books from his high school days and 
the books from mine. There are the books from 
his Uni days and the books from mine. There are 
the books from his first marriage and fewer from 
mine. My first marriage was not a marriage of 
books, though funnily enough I now have some 
authored by my first husband. Ha! There are 
the books we bought together and the books we 
gifted each other; many of those, and then there 
is a collection of books I bought for him Christmas 
2009, which he never got to read. These were 
books that he’d read reviews about, mostly books 
set in other countries and were a step back into 
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fiction after many years of reading technical 
literature, mainly architecture, photography, 
cars and computers. Most of these books remain 
unread, except for A Year in Tibet (Shuyun, 2008). 
This book saw him off this mortal coil.

When he was in hospital for his last weeks of 
living, I read to him every day. I started with up-
lifting, take-control-of-your-illness stories like 
It’s not about the bike (Armstrong, 2000) and others. 
One of the doctors would listen to me read as she 
ministered to him and gifted me a book when we 
left. It was about religion, not my usual literary 
diet, but I appreciated the gesture. One friend 
gave us a book critiquing chemotherapy, a bit hard 
to read that during the second course of chemo. 
Eventually when we came to terms with the brutal 
truth that he could not ‘positive think’ his way out 
of this one, and that no amount of chemo or other 
treatment was going to beat the crap out of this 
cancer, we turned to fiction. I picked up A Year 
in Tibet (Shuyun, 2008), I’m not sure why. Perhaps 
because of Richard’s interest in Nepal and the like. 
A Year in Tibet proved to be a pleasant companion 
to dying. We immersed ourselves in the lives 
of a family in Tibet, the living, the dying, the 
medicine man, the polygamous relationships, the 
mountains, the scenery, the snow, the extremes, 
the poverty, the challenges. And I read to him 
every day. A presencing and a distracting at the 
same time. For how is one to stay fully present to 
dying? When he came home for his last nine days 
as a living man, I continued to read. And after I 
asked him for the very last time “would you like 

ARTFUL DISTRACTION
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me to read to you?” I read to my husband, present 
and distracted in equal measures, until he could 
no longer hear.

If I want to feel closer to Richard, I need only 
pick up this book and read the words again. We 
were the closest we had ever been in this book. 
Distracted by the lives of others, holding each 
other as we drew closer and closer to our last 
days together, closer, and closer to death. His 
death. A Year in Tibet held us perfectly at this time 
present and distracted.  
Present to the air temperature,  
present to the sound of droplets falling from 
leaf to leaf and then the ground,  
present to his touch, my head on his bony leg, 
his breath, his clammy skin and bruised ankles, 
warning me that death was close,  
present to his anxiety and need to be with me, 
present to Satie playing gently in the 
background,  
present to the children sleeping in their beds,  
present to a family in Tibet, thousands of miles 
away,  
present to death just moments away,  
present and distracted all at once. 
And when he had taken his last breath and 
his heart had stopped and the pulse could not 
be found and his eyes remained open and a 
small rupture in the veins in his left eye grew 
from the corner into the white of his eye, then 
I heard myself ask myself, for now I was truly 
alone, can I open a bottle of champagne to toast 
this man’s life to thank him for his gentle dying?
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Present and distracted. 
I did not. I did not open the champagne. I 
toasted him with an imaginary, invisible glass. 
‘Here’s to you, you beautiful man. We are here 
now; in this moment we have been working 
towards. Your dying.’ 
Present and distracted.  
What had you said, ‘We will plan for the worst, 
hope for the best,’ and now I remember our 
wedding vows:

Learning to love differently is hard,

love with the hands wide open, love

with the doors banging on their hinges,

the cupboard unlocked, the wind

roaring and whimpering in the rooms

rustling the sheets and snapping

the blinds

that thwack like rubber bands

in an open palm.

It hurts to love wide open

stretching the muscles that feel

as if they are made of wet plaster,

then of blunt knives, then

of sharp knives.

(Piercy, 1980, p. 188)

After he died, I read the last chapter on my own. 
I found it an anti-climax.

ARTFUL DISTRACTION
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The past pulls me into congruence

I can see him, hear him, feel him and now I cry a little as 
I remember the joy and hope and the beautiful past and 
I think I could write all-day-long about him and be with 
him. I could get completely lost in the past. I could spend 
all my time with him by thinking about our time together.

And now I am back in the present, away from him. I am 
back, but I am really back. Not just back in the room, but 
back in my body, aligned. Not heavy and depressed, like 
I have been feeling all day. Congruent. It has taken me a 
long time to get here today...to feel congruence. The past 
pulling me into congruence in the present. The writing, 
the writing. It is so powerful. Have I known this before? 
Have I known revisiting in this way can be magical?

It is the closest I can be to him. The closest I can get 
to him now that he isn’t here. Better than the cemetery. 
Different than looking at photos. Looking at photos he is 
in the past and I am in the present. But in writing we are 
both in the past together...I want to go back. When I write 
this and feel this, I want to go back.

“Reaching across the gap to experience another’s way of 
knowing takes a leap of the imagination” (Sousanis, 2015, p. 
89).



101

Writing out of presence

Presence—the holy grail of mental health

Presence—the pinnacle of self-actualisation

Presence—the zen of being

Presence—the precursor to mindfulness

presence…

pressence…

Presence like a weight on my shoulders

Boring me into the ground

Knees crumbling

Presence like a rope around my neck

Dragging my head down

              down

     down

So that I need all of my strength so as not to

skin my chin on the gravel.

Presence—a mirror reflecting my failure to be.

A mirror held up to my pain—for me to see, so that

The only choice I have, if I am to stay, 

to continue…
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is to

CLOSE

MY

EYES.

Presence

Press-ing into my everyday

PRESSing

Into the backs of my eyelids

Into my brain

Into my jaw

Into my shoulders

Into my back

Into my heart

Into my me

  Into my life
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Poeticing/poeticking

Poeticing was a new word that slipped into my head. 
I discovered there was already ‘musicking’. Perhaps I 
should write poeticking with a ‘k’ in acknowledgement? 
Was poeticking, like musicking, a possible vehicle for 
encountering the complexities “that play with our sense of 
memory, anticipation, emotion and identity in countless 
and complex ways” (Borgo, 2007, p. 92). Could I ‘poet’ as 
they ‘music’, in search of identity and connection. Would 
poeticing/poeticking remind me of complexity? Would 
it remind me not to seek a reductive understanding of 
presence? It had already revealed nuance and heart, 
contradiction, and uncertainty. Winterson (1997) told me 
that we human beings “can travel across ourselves and 
find that self multiple and vast” (p. 116). Perhaps it really 
was poeticking that had taken me into presence and 
perhaps I had already found myself multiple and vast. But 
this was new knowledge, and it was slippery. It threatened 
to fall from my grasp.

Would my poeticking give this new knowledge a voice? 
Would I embrace it if I wrote it and read it and revisited 
it and had it read? Was my emergent data evidencing 
presence and complexity? Clandinin and Connelly 
(1994, as cited in Wall, 2006) say that “For many, especially 
for women being educated as researchers, voice is an 
acknowledgment that they have something to say” (p. 149). 
It seemed I too had something to say and that something 
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was emerging in the poetry that tumbled out onto the 
page. A poetic process which was both in and about 
presence…the process was in the content and the content 
was very much in the process.

Dropping into the page. 

Dropping into the words, mine and others.

Dropping into memories.

Tredinnick (2014) says “Without poetry, something 
essentially human goes unsaid and unlived” (n.p.) and it 
seemed that writing poetry had helped me say what I 
needed to say. Had it also made me more human? “The 
soul arrives at the pace of a camel; poetry is the soul’s 
gait, the rhythm of arrival, a hearth…” (Tredinnick, 2004, n.p.). 
Reading and writing poetry set the pace, slowed me down, 
dropped me in, and a story of presence unfolded in the 
ordinary and the extraordinary words on the page, and 
my voice grew stronger over the season of reading and 
writing and began to awaken.

“For me, poetry is philosophy, inquiry, prayer; 
it is learning to pay attention, to listen, to be awake” 
(Neilsen Glenn, 2012, p. 99).
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Writing into presence

A line here,
a squiggle there,
a word,
a colour,
a something that could mean something,
a something that could become something.
A something,
an anything.

A beginning, of sorts, many beginnings really,
I am writing to get back to the beginning.
At least I am now thinking about a beginning.

I have been avoiding the beginning.
I don’t want to go back.
I don’t want to relive it and feel all the pain again.
What do I need to write?
The day of diagnosis,
the dying,
the crying,
the hospital,



106

THE SEASON OF READING AND WRITING

the death,
the cards and letters.
The living day to day without my husband,
the forgetting and then the remembering and the 
re-feeling like an Alzheimer patient,
experiencing the same grief afresh each time 
I remember afresh.
Forgetting remembering.
The dying, the death, the dead, the gone, 
the never again,
the sadness,
the aloneness,
the hopes,
the plans,
the memories,
the dreams,
the then,
the now,
the future…all gone.
No one to share it with.
Remember when....
Remember when...
Remember when

I guess the writing has got me into the present...
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Look a little deeper

In her picture books Rivertime (2014) and Rockhopping 
(2017), Balla explored a connection to the natural world. 
Her detailed focusing and naming up of the flora and 
fauna in each of the images is a going in, a dropping in; 
into the detail, of the page—inviting the reader to slow 
down and engage with where she draws our eye…a 
slowing down, a presencing. The eye flits around the page, 
left to right, up and down, from place to place, looking into 
the small details. This reminded me of my own process 
of taking close-ups of paintings made by me and by the 
participants in my research project into presence (In book 
5: around the kitchen table); a focus on a point of interest, 
the photograph creating a close-up, a going in…dropping 
down.

Figure 5 Schaller, K. (2015). Close-ups  [mixed media].
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This theme repeated itself in Balla’s regular Facebook 
posts called ‘peak hour’ where the viewer witnesses 
photographic close-ups of her findings in the natural 
world on her morning walk.

On the 24 June 2019, she wrote

I keep finding myself singing Kavisha’s 
song “look a little deeper” on my dawn 
wanderings...“get some quiet in your soul, 
you will feel part of the whole...look a little 
deeper i heard her say...look a little deeper 
and happiness will come your way...” ’tis 
certainly a doorway to happiness for me... 
much gratitude Kavisha.

What is this song by Kavisha Mazella that she is 
referencing—I dropped into the ice between the planks 
of wood that Balla had brought to my attention and then 
I dropped into google to find the lyrics and found along 
with the lyrics a narrative written by Mazella. She says

Figure 6 Balla, T. (2019). A close-up of the frost between the 
wood on the bridge  [digital photograph].
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I composed this song about the experience 
of being taken for a walk by my Yorta 
Yorta friend Aunty Max Briggs. Through 
her quiet observations I got a chance to 
slow down my rushing mind, feel the quiet 
and really feel the spirit of the country. 
Through that slowing down and learning 
to listen to the land I got to love the land. 
It’s about getting educated in a non-
materialistic way versus our society’s ways 
and what opens up when you start to stop 
and listen deeper to the indigenous way.  
(Mazella, 2017)

“Look a little deeper, she seemed to say, listen deeper 
and happiness will come your way. Get some quiet in your 
soul you will feel part of the whole, look a little deeper she 
seemed to say…” (Mazella, 2017). Suzanne Axelsson (2019), 
a-virtual-colleague in Sweden, with whom I share missives 
on education via Facebook, posted these photographs:

It seemed everyone was calling me in…and down…Balla 
(2016, 2017, 2019), Mazella (2017), Axelsson (2019), Cole-Dai 
and Wilson (2017).

Figure 7  Axelsson, S. (2019). Both sides of a leaf. Same leaf-
different perspective. #slow down# look closely # listening# 

perspective There is not one way to look at something  
[digital photograph].

LOOK A LITTLE DEEPER
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Presence in process

What story do I have to tell and how will I tell it?

What story do you have to tell and how will you tell it?

Vignettes, stories, and poems are the threads

holding the doctoral inquiry together—

a river runs through it,

stories run through it,

lyric inquiry runs through it,

embodiment runs through it,

pieces run through it…

I struggled to bring the pieces together, 

struggled to find a link,

the process is my data!

The writing is the missing link,

writing has been the glue to mend my broken pot,

writing has been the glue to mend my broken heart,

writing has been the glue to mend my broken life.
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Signposted along the way through

Presentation and performance,

art making

dancing

all leading to writing.

The words are the threads connecting my pieces.

The words took my

        going in

further than the camera could,

further than the lens could,

the words and writing took me in,

in,

in.

Down

Dropping into the unknown space…

To recover

To mend

To heal

To be

And then to come out again…

I am present when I dance to the score from within.

I am present when I write the stories emerging

from my body

down my arm

PRESENCE IN PROCESS
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into my fingertips

on to the keys…

tap, tap, tap.

The taps become letters,

become words 

become stories and poems 

and proof of my existence.

They record my….my what?

My inner life?

My past?

My present?

Perhaps it is not the product that matters at all…

perhaps it is

the being in the writing,

in the creating.

Perhaps that is what really matters.

The words that spill out may strike a chord 

with me or another. 

Perhaps they may not.

This is a way to…

Tapping stories on a keyboard,

I tap, tap, tap, until I stop.

And then I look at the words 
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my fingers and thoughts have created,

the stories that have spilled out from some place,

I know not where.

I go back

I read

Did I write that I sometimes wonder.

I edit, I clean up, I format…

It has been a visceral act.

Tap, tap, tap.

Moving embodied writing from within to without…

and landing on a screen…

No self-censor

T  a  p  t  a  p  t  a  p…

PRESENCE IN PROCESS



[this page intentionally left blank]



115

References

Armstrong, L. (2000). It’s not about the bike: my journey   
back to life. Putnam.

Attwood, M. (n.d.). The moment. In P. Cole-Dai & R. Wilson (Eds), 
(2017), Poetry of presence. An anthology of mindfulness 
poems (pp. 178). Grayson Books.

Axelsson, S. (22 September 2019). Both sides of a leaf. Same leaf-
different perspective. #slow down# look closely # listening# 
perspective There is not one way to look at something 
Facebook [status update]. 
https://www.facebook.com/suzanne.axelsson/
posts/10157841788814434

Balla, T. (2014). Rivertime. Allen and Unwin.

Balla, T. (2016). Rockhopping. Allen and Unwin.

Balla, T. (24 June 2019). I	keep	finding	myself	singing	Kavisha’s	
song “look a little deeper” on my dawn wanderings... ...”get 
some quiet in your soul, Facebook [status update].  
https://www.facebook.com/trace.belle/
posts/10218992137780285

Bloch, C. (2017). The joins. In P, Cole-Dai & R, Wilson (Eds.) 
(2017), Poetry of presence. An anthology of mindfulness 
poems (pp. 185). Grayson Books.

Borgo, D. (2007). Musicking on the shores of multiplicity and 
complexity. In Parallax, 13(4),92-107. 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/233352847_
Musicking_on_the_Shores_of_ Multiplicity_and_Complexity

https://www.facebook.com/suzanne.axelsson/posts/10157841788814434
https://www.facebook.com/suzanne.axelsson/posts/10157841788814434
https://www.facebook.com/trace.belle/posts/10218992137780285
https://www.facebook.com/trace.belle/posts/10218992137780285
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/233352847_Musicking_on_the_Shores_of_ Multiplicity_and_Complexity
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/233352847_Musicking_on_the_Shores_of_ Multiplicity_and_Complexity


116

THE SEASON OF READING AND WRITING

Cameron, J. (2002). The Artists way; A spiritual path to higher 
integrity. Penguin Putnam.

Coelho, P. (2011). Aleph. Harper.

Coelho, P. (n.d.). Good reads Paola Coelho quotes. 
https://www.goodreads.com/quotes/1460902-and-a-
mistake-repeated-more-than-once-is-a-decision

Cole, J. (2018). Staying: a memoir. Text Publishing.

Cole-Dai, P., & Wilson, R. (Eds). (2017). Poetry of presence; an 
anthology of mindfulness poems. Grayson Books.

Dawe, B. (1971). Condolences of the season. Longman Cheshire .

Doty, M. (2010). The art of description; world into word. 
Graywolf Press.

Eco, U. (1984). The role of the reader: explorations in the 
semiotics of text. Indiana University Press, Bloomington 
First Midland Book Edition 1984.

Gibran, K. (2017). On pain. In P, Cole-Dai & R, Wilson (Eds.)
(2017), Poetry of presence. An anthology of mindfulness 
poems (pp. 184). GraysonBooks.

Grof, S. (n.d.). Varieties of transpersonal experiences: 
observations from LSD psychotherapy 
Maryland Psychiatric Research Center.
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/
c8df/2401f910ea87b0105c881645bdbc7b1348ec.pdf

Huxley, A. (n.d.) Island. Aldous Huxley Quotes.  
https://www.goodreads.com/quotes/614121-it-s-dark-
because-you-are-trying-too-hard-lightly-child

kaur, r*. (2015). milk and honey. Andrews Mc Meel Publishing.

Leonetti, T., & Beck, K. (1968). Let’s take a walk [song]. 
Columbia Studios.

*rupi kaur writes her name in lower case

https://www.goodreads.com/quotes/1460902-and-a-mistake-repeated-more-than-once-is-a-decision
https://www.goodreads.com/quotes/1460902-and-a-mistake-repeated-more-than-once-is-a-decision
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/c8df/2401f910ea87b0105c881645bdbc7b1348ec.pdf
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/c8df/2401f910ea87b0105c881645bdbc7b1348ec.pdf
https://www.goodreads.com/quotes/614121-it-s-dark-because-you-are-trying-too-hard-lightly-child
https://www.goodreads.com/quotes/614121-it-s-dark-because-you-are-trying-too-hard-lightly-child


117

Mazella, K. (2017) Look a little deeper [Song]. 
https://cmvic.org.au/resources/store/look-a-little-deeper

McGarrigle, K., & McGarrigle, A. (1996). Goin’ back to Harlan 
[Song]. On Matapedia. Hannibal.

Merchant, N. (1998). Life is sweet [Song] on Ophelia, Elektra.

Merchant, N. (1998a). King of May [Song] on Ophelia, Elektra.
http://www.angelfire.com/ny/lbsnmfc/paper.html

Neilsen Glenn, L. (Fall, 2008). “in the threshold between 
being and doing”: an interview with Lorri Neilsen Glenn 
[Interview]. 
www.brickbooks.ca/reviews/in-the-threshold-between-
being and-doing-an-interview- with-lorri-neilsen-glenn-
reviewed-by-maureen-scott-harris/

Neilsen Glenn, L. (2012). Resonance and Aesthetics. In K. T. 
Galvin & M. Prendergast (Eds.) (2016), Poetic Inquiry II – 
Seeing, Caring, Understanding, pp. 99–103.

Pastan, L. (2017). Consider the space between stars. In  
P, Cole-Dai & R, Wilson (Eds.) (2017), Poetry of presence.  
An anthology of mindfulness poems (pp. 156). Grayson Books.

Patowary, K. (2014). Kintsugi, The Japanese art of fixing broken 
pottery with gold. In Amusing Planet.  
https://www.amusingplanet.com/2014/05/kintsugi-
japanese-art-of-fixing-broken.html

Piercy, M. (1976). Circling [Poem] In Living in the open. Knopf.

Piercy, M. (1980). To have without holding [Poem].  
In The moon is always female, poems. Knopf. 
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/57672/to-
have-without-holding

Perel, E. (2019, June 7). Esther Perel: finding the erotic in 
everyday life [Interview] Conversations, ABC (Radio) Sarah 
Kanowski (host). 
https://www.abc.net.au/radio/programs/conversations/
esther-perel/11170108

https://cmvic.org.au/resources/store/look-a-little-deeper
http://www.angelfire.com/ny/lbsnmfc/paper.html
www.brickbooks.ca/reviews/in-the-threshold-between-being and-doing-an-interview- with-lorri-neilsen-glenn-reviewed-by-maureen-scott-harris/
www.brickbooks.ca/reviews/in-the-threshold-between-being and-doing-an-interview- with-lorri-neilsen-glenn-reviewed-by-maureen-scott-harris/
www.brickbooks.ca/reviews/in-the-threshold-between-being and-doing-an-interview- with-lorri-neilsen-glenn-reviewed-by-maureen-scott-harris/
https://www.amusingplanet.com/2014/05/kintsugi-japanese-art-of-fixing-broken.html
https://www.amusingplanet.com/2014/05/kintsugi-japanese-art-of-fixing-broken.html
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/57672/to-have-without-holding
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/57672/to-have-without-holding
https://www.abc.net.au/radio/programs/conversations/esther-perel/11170108
https://www.abc.net.au/radio/programs/conversations/esther-perel/11170108


118

THE SEASON OF READING AND WRITING

Rilke, R. M. (n.d.). Ich liebe meines Wesens Dunkelstunden.  
In P. Cole-Dai, P. & R. Wilson, (Eds.) (2017), Poetry of 
presence. An anthology of mindfulness poems (pp. 131).  
Grayson Books.

Rinpoche, D. K. (n.d.). Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoche quotes  
in AZQuotes. 
https://www.azquotes.com/author/22818-Dilgo_Khyentse_
Rinpoche

Scheingold, L. D. (2013). One Silken Thread; poetry’s presence in 
grief. Quid Pro Books.

Shuyun, S. (2008). A year in Tibet. Harper Press.

Sousanis, N. (2015). Unflattening.	Harvard University Press.

Tolle, E. (2005). A New Earth: Awakening to your life’s purpose. 
Penguin.

Tredinnick, M. (2014, May 18). Getting over your self [Blog post]. 
http://www.marktredinnick.com.au/index.php/writing/
more/getting_over_your_self/

Tuan, Y. F. (1999). Who Am I? An autobiography of emotion, mind, 
and spirit. University of Wisconsin Press.

Wall, S. (2006). An Autoethnography on Learning About 
Autoethnography. International Journal of Qualitative 
Methods, 5(2), 146-160.  
https://doi.org/10.1177/160940690600500205

Winterson, J. (1997). Art Objects: essays on ecstasy and effrontery. 
First Vintage International edition.

Winterson, J. (2000). The PowerBook. Vintage Books.

Winterson, J. (2014). Art and lies. Vintage Books.

https://www.azquotes.com/author/22818-Dilgo_Khyentse_Rinpoche
https://www.azquotes.com/author/22818-Dilgo_Khyentse_Rinpoche
http://www.marktredinnick.com.au/index.php/writing/more/getting_over_your_self/
http://www.marktredinnick.com.au/index.php/writing/more/getting_over_your_self/
https://doi.org/10.1177/160940690600500205


119

Images

Axelsson, S. (2019). Going in close  
[digital photograph] and 
Claudine. (2018). Unfurl [mixed media]. 
rearranged, Schaller, K. (2020).

Schaller, K. (2015). Repairs made visible 
[water colour and pen].

Schaller, K. (2017). From moment to 
moment [paint and ink].

Schaller, K. (2015). Dropping in [ink].

Schaller, K. (2015). Close-ups [mixed 
media].

Balla, T. (2019). A close-up of the frost 
between the wood on a bridge
[digital photograph].

Axelsson, S. (2019). Both sides of a 
leaf. Same leaf-different perspective. 
#slow down# look closely # listening# 
perspective There is not one way to look 
at something [digital photograph].

Patowary, K. (2014). Kintsugi

Figure 1

Figure 2

Figure 3

Figure 4

Figure 5

Figure 6

Figure 7

Figure 8

iv

49

74

77

107

108

109

120



120

THE SEASON OF READING AND WRITING

Appendix 1

Many of us have encountered the image on 
Facebook of the piece of pottery repaired 

with gold. On encountering Kintsugi, the Japanese 
art of fixing broken pottery with gold, (Patowary, 
2014) it is impossible for me not to be seduced 
into seeing this as a metaphor for the human 
condition; or at least as an alternative narrative 
of the human condition. The piece of pottery once 
whole, us, broken into many pieces. “Collectors of 

Figure 8 Patowary (2014). Kintsugi
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kintsugi are so enamoured with the art that some 
were accused of deliberately smashing valuable 
pottery so it could be repaired with the gold seams 
of kintsugi” (Patowary, 2014). Most of us might hide 
our repairs, but here is an alternative, what if we 
repair with gold, make the repairs obvious and 
therefore even the breaks more visible. Owning 
that we are all broken human beings, we are 
repaired, we are made whole again—different 
but whole…and once again able to contain and to 
hold…

I love this image. It supports me when I am 
struggling as I look at my broken self. It reminds 
me of another time when the crack in my life 
revealed itself to me, unexpectedly, suddenly 
when I drew an image of an egg…painted a crack…
and suddenly I could name that crack and position 
it in the context of my life.

In my early years I was in the privileged position 
of being a white middle class cis, hetero girl. 
There was no need for me to consider others 
different from me as I was part of the majority in 
Melbourne, Australia. I dreamed of my future, it 
looked like this ‘go to school, finish school, have 
friends, fall in love with a man one day, have 
children’. My life was simple. It was filled with 
the security of a comfortable beingness in the 
suburbs of Melbourne. A triple-fronted cream 
brick veneer in the new suburbs of Melbourne. 
My own bedroom, two sisters, a dog, two parents 
who loved each other and their children. A big 
backyard, a safe walk to a school with great 
teachers. Sport, footy on the weekends, classes 
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after school, a mother at home every day, a father 
who went off to work every day in his shiny new 
car and came home every night to dinner on the 
table. Camping holidays every year. There was 
a sense that I was the same as all those around 
me. That we were all moving along on the same 
journey, in the same direction. This may not have 
been true. I think what it meant was that I felt like 
I belonged. I was one of ‘the group’. In the suburbs, 
the city, the country. I looked like everyone else, 
I sounded like everyone else. This was my pond. 
This may not have been true- this may just have 
been the perceptions of a young girl in the suburbs.

When it came to ‘difference’, there were just a few 
examples in my life. My own grandparents, quite 
elderly for grandparents of the day, lived in inner-
city Melbourne. They seemed like relics from the 
last century to me. My nana with her accented 
speech from Blackpool and my grandpa with 
his from the mountains of Tyrol. He wore a hat 
and carried a walking stick, evidence of a stroke 
he’d had at a young age. She wore calf length 
skirts, sensible hose and thick heeled shoes, her 
extremely long hair curled into a tight bun at the 
back of her head. They were anomalies. I didn’t 
know anyone else like them in the whole-wide-
world.

At school there was one girl who was Jewish. Her 
name was Hillary, she was an only.

Difference for me was boys, particularly as I grew 
up with sisters only. Difference was the catholic 
family across the road that went to the local 
catholic school with their maroon school uniform. 
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Difference was Fords or Holdens. Difference was 
everyone who didn’t barrack* for Richmond.

It was a narrow world. A small pond.

And within all this sameness I had somehow 
developed a desire to be different.

Then, the everyday normal and the big community 
of the ordinary-everyday to which I belonged got 
a shakeup. I was 11.

In 1970 we moved to South Africa. I encountered 
people who didn’t look like me and people 
who didn’t think like me. Now my identity was 
‘foreigner’. I was Australian, white and ‘Christian’. 
Here I met race, class, religion, and wealth.

In 1975 my parents separated—my security was 
shaken, and now I belonged to a different group—
‘the kids with divorced parents’, ‘kids raised by a 
single-parent.’

In 1977 I went to Teacher’s College. Here I 
encountered different ways of thinking about the 
world—I met theory. Now I belonged to the group 
of those who had a tertiary education and had a 
career.

In 1983 I went around Australia. Here I met a 
different Australia and I was ‘a young traveller.’

In 1985 I moved to Europe. I learnt another 
language, I had a different lens through which 
to see my early years and some distance, here I 
encountered discrimination when I spoke with 
my accent and imperfect language.

* In Australia to cheer for or support a sporting team is to barrack
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In 1985 I had a miscarriage. My whole world was 
shaken—everything. This felt like the worst thing 
that had ever happened to me. This moved me 
from ‘lucky’, to ‘unlucky’, mostly happy to often 
sad, confident to scared. I felt vulnerable and 
wasn’t sure that I could trust the world anymore.

In 1986 my marriage crumbled. Now I was 
divorced, and I was heartbroken.

In 1997 I began IVF and other assisted 
reproductive technologies. I felt like my body was 
not my own.

In 2000 I adopted my first baby from overseas. 
Now I experienced racism albeit as a spectator 
from close quarters

In 2002 I adopted my second baby from overseas; 
it was difficult. My image of myself as mother was 
shaken up violently.

In 2008 I became a foster parent. I encountered 
the world of inequity in my own city. I looked my 
own privilege in the face

In 2010 my darling beautiful husband died and 
on this day my status changed to widowed parent 
of four children and recipient of government 
support.

This remains my status albeit with some extra 
academic qualifications and career changes 
thrown in.

These are some of the cracks of my life. These are 
some of the things that have made me, me. These 
are the ones that I am willing to share in this 
space—the timeline of events that have proven 
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challenging. The things that have given my life a 
shake up and crucially changed my perspective, 
for better or worse, an altered, forever-changed, 
no-going-back perspective.

I am learning to embrace them as I straddle 
the complexities of looking like a member of 
the dominant culture and living in a world that 
privileges people who look like me, with being 
and feeling different from everyone else because 
of how we look as family.

Where is my pond now?

Where is the pond of widows raising four children 
of different races born of others? Middle class 
and privileged in the core, marginalised by events 
and circumstance, but faking it, walking amongst 
others ‘as if ’, ‘passing’. With this difference comes 
knowledge and responsibility.

I have multiple tensioned identities. When I walk 
down the street with my blond-haired, blue-eyed 
daughter, we are invisible, absorbed into the 
landscape of the others, just like us. We are them. 
When I walk down the street with one of my other 
children, we are suddenly visible, we are different, 
and seen and wondered about...and yet I am both 
these mothers.

When I take my kids to school, I am one of many 
parents picking up their children, I am alone, sole, 
and they are too. At the school functions, concerts, 
award nights, sports’ days, welcome evenings, 
parent-teacher interviews, all the parents 
converge, partnered up and I am now alone, a 
widow. I am both these women, always widow, 
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but sometimes incognito.

When I walk out of my middle-class house, 
down my middle-class street in my middle-class 
suburb to my middle-class coffee shop, I am like 
my neighbours. We are all residents of the same 
place. I can pretend I am the same, I drink the 
same coffee in the same place, but we are not the 
same. I am low income earner, cheque recipient, 
one wage household…they will move up the 
ladder. I am hanging onto the rungs hoping not to 
drop down to the next rung, hoping not to fall off 
all together. I read this again, I cringe, I feel shame 

—this is a big crack—it will need lots of gold.

I enjoy the privileges of my colour and social 
capital acquired over a lifetime of experience 
and worry that my children won’t have the same 
experiences.

I hold on fast to an identity that is educated and 
has secure employment. I have worked hard for 
this and I hope the social capital they have gained 
and the education they have, will hold my children, 
and help them to find their place of belonging.

Not far from my neighbourhood there is an old 
shop. In the window there are large platters 
and vases and statues, broken, with the pieces 
alongside. They repair broken Heirlooms: broken 
pottery and ceramics to make them look as good 
as new. Photographs of repaired artefacts are 
placed in the window for all to see. It is as though 
they had never been broken—ever.

This is how I lived most of my life, as though I 
have never been broken.
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It takes a lot of effort and skill to make something 
look as if it has never been broken. It takes a lot of 
effort to act as if someone has never been broken.

It takes a lot of courage to show the breaks, feature 
the breaks and honour the breaks.

But this is precisely what kintsugi does.

I know about the breaks and the cracks. I’ve 
named some of them, not all of them, but the ones 
that I am willing to share, here, above. I wonder 
now about the gold. Because kintsugi seems 
to be not so much honouring the breaks as it is 
honouring the repair. The repair is gold. And the 
gold declares to the world that the bowl has been 
broken. And I have been wondering about the 
gold.

What has repaired me, I wonder, now. 

What is my gold?

Gold as metaphor for joining back together.

My gold is therapy, all types: psychodrama, deep 
breath meditation, rebirthing, support groups, 
arts.

My gold is exploring the arts: storytelling, 
playback theatre, theatre sports, reading, singing, 
dancing, writing.

My gold is falling in love with a good man.

My gold is my children.

My gold is discovering new theories: feminist, 
post-modern, post-structural, Reggio Emilia

My gold is good friends.
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These are my overt repairers. This is my gold.

They have mended my breaks and cracks and 
they have made me whole again…perhaps not 
completely there are still a few needing repairs.

I am not hiding my gold. I am not pretending 
to be unbroken. I am instead learning, like the 
collectors of kintsugi to be ‘enamoured of the art’ 
(Patowary, 2014).




