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Task for Inside My Mother 
‘Trance’ 

This is a beautifully moving poem about loss, love and seeking solace through nature. While 
love and loss are important human experiences in all cultures, First Nations Australians view 
them in relation to the land. Seeking solace through nature and connecting with the 
landscape is crucial for both culture and identity. This has some parallels with the European 
Romantic construct of seeking comfort and spiritual truth through the landscape. 

Writing for Cordite Poetry Review, Anne-Marie Newton says of the collection: 

Overall, the notion of family is a key motif, and cycling through the work is what this 
idea means in Aboriginal spirituality: family is a broad but vital network involving both 
the living and the dead, and, importantly, their interrelatedness with the environment. 

In your reading and exploration of ‘Trance’, consider these language choices: 

• The poet’s language is personal and evocative, full of simple but rich natural imagery 
• There are two parts: the first in two quatrains and the second in five quatrains 

• Third person narration tells her story 
• The only punctuation is a comma 

• Simple, present tense verbs create the movement, narrative and power 
• The woman is in the landscape, and the landscape is living and moving 
• The woman is feeling loss and sorrow (‘hunched in her possum skin cloak’) and is lost 

in her reverie as time passes and the ‘dawn breeze chills’ 

• There is contrast between the features of the landscape – the hardness of the trunk 
and softness of the bark 

• The pituri haze aids her escape but enhances the connection with her landscape: 
‘floats in a pituri haze / among the river of trees’, ‘bleached sand burns her skin’ 

• The campfire is like a lover – ‘yellow kiss of the sun’ (passion) 

• The final stanza recalls her lost lover, and the final line is full of pathos of loss and 
love: ‘his smile missing in her empty hand’ 

To fully appreciate this beautiful poem, there are a few important references that you need to 
understand: 

• The possum skin cloak 
• Pituri (see the section on social and cultural use) 

Exploring the poem 

1. In light of what you have read about pituri, how might it relate to the title (‘Trance’)? 
Consider what happens when we are in a trance: we may be removed from the 
immediate situation, but our senses could be enhanced and more sensitive to our 
surroundings. 

http://cordite.org.au/reviews/newton-eckermann/
https://aiatsis.gov.au/explore/possum-skin-cloak
https://tacklingsmoking.org.au/key-resources/publications/41836/
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2. Consider the structure of the poem in its two parts: 
a. Part 1: establishes the loss of the woman and the scene she inhabits 
b. Part 2: expands the woman’s situation as she finds comfort in the trees, the 

landscape and the pituri. The campfire kindles memories of her lost man and 
the pituri sharpens her sensitivity and awareness of the surrounding landscape 
(which also adds sensuous detail to the man himself). 

3. Like most poetry, ‘Trance’ is enhanced by being read aloud, with the words caressing 
both the mourning woman and the reader. Did you notice the number of ‘s’ sounds in 
your reading? They are soothing and comforting and, coupled with the present tense 
verbs, there is an immediacy and clarity in the scene being created. 

4. The poem opens with the mood of loss firmly evoked in the lines ‘an old woman’s 
eyes mist over’ and ‘hunched in her possum skin cloak’. With what you now 
understand about the possum skin cloak, explain its significance in the second stanza. 

5. Eckermann evokes the woman in the landscape with clarity, precision and poignancy: 

ghost gums begin to dance 
firelight flickers 
[…] 
the dawn breeze chills 

The personification adds a special connection to the land, which is extended in Part 2 
as details of the old woman’s observations are revealed and, in turn, her interaction 
with the landscape grows sharper. Eckermann trained as a visual artist, and her ability 
to create vivid portraits with words is a testament to her skills. 

6. Eckermann’s tactile imagery evokes the trunks and the bark, but the old woman needs 
neither; the pituri gives her solace as she sits ‘among the river of trees’. The ‘river’ 
metaphor could evoke both a lack of definition in the trees and their wash over her. 

7. The personification continues with ‘heat is the love of the campfire’ and ‘the yellow 
kiss of the sun’. This links poignantly to ‘the passion that flows after hunting / and life, 
before her man died’. 

8. Notice how the final two stanzas become more sensual and personal as she refers to 
his ‘bark-bound body’, their ‘fingers entwined’, the ‘firmness of his torso’ and the 
‘instrument of his voice’. There is such love and depth in her connection with this man, 
evoked so tenderly with the final line: ‘his smile missing in her empty hand’. 

Choose four lines from Part 2 and analyse how Eckermann has created the passion of the 
woman’s love, as well as the loss she now feels. 

(ACELR037)   (ACELR038)   (ACELR039)   (ACELR040)   (ACELR042)   (ACELR044)   
(ACELR045)   (ACELR046) 

https://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/Search/?q=ACELR037
https://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/Search/?q=ACELR038
https://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/Search/?q=ACELR039
https://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/Search/?q=ACELR040
https://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/Search/?q=ACELR042
https://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/Search/?q=ACELR044
https://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/Search/?q=ACELR045
https://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/Search/?q=ACELR046
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