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Task for Inside My Mother 
‘Unearth’ 

Before students explore this poem, they may think about how Australia celebrates many 
aspects of its recent history (including wars, Australia Day and Anzac Day) compared to its 
first cultures and peoples. 

In her Cordite review, Anne-Marie Newton comments that: 

Cobby Eckermann has said that Aboriginal writing is necessarily political, and this 
collection is openly so in its drawing attention to Australia’s historical maltreatment of 
Aboriginals, and to the social injustices that abound today. Poems mourn, lament, 
protest, and rage against a host of violations, and some, such as ‘Unearth’, constitute 
a metaphorical call to arms… 

Eckermann’s tone and mood are powerful and poignant as she provokes the reader to 
consider her compelling ideas. The poem reinforces the growing wave of First Nations voices 
that are more blunt, bold, direct and challenging. The final line (‘there is blood on the truth’) 
resonates with the growing confidence and passion of these voices in contemporary 
Australia. The haunting songs of Archie Roach, the provocative insights of Bruce Pascoe, the 
strength and power of Leah Purcell’s many works, and the new wave of theatre and television 
are ensuring that these messages make an impact. 

‘Unearth’ is a call to celebrate the cultural traditions of Australia’s first peoples. The poem 
affirms the richness of Australia’s Aboriginal history, but also challenges the prevailing 
practice of celebrating predominantly Anglo-Saxon achievements in Australia. In this way, 
‘Unearth’ affirms a post-colonial perspective that disrupts the dominant narrative. 

Exploring the poem 

1. In what ways do Eckermann’s language choices shape her ideas? 
a. How does she use the word ‘unearth’ as an imperative verb? The imperative 

creates a high modality and, when linked to the word’s meaning (discover, 
seek, dig, expose, explore), the title establishes a strong foundation for the rest 
of the poem. This call to action is sustained in the opening line, where the 
imperative voice – ‘let’s dig up the soil’– becomes an instruction. This begs the 
question: who might be included in ‘let’s’? 

b. The imperative continues with more actions: ‘excavate the past’ and ‘breathe 
life into the bodies of our ancestors’. The lexical chain that moves from ‘dig’ to 
‘excavate’ to ‘breathe’ now becomes more fundamental, as these actions will 
reinvigorate and revitalise the ancestors’ cultural and spiritual value. 

c. Note the plural pronouns to evoke the collective identity: ‘our’ ancestors, ‘their’ 
bones, ‘our’ minds. References to ancestors are in the plural: ‘bodies’, ‘bones’, 
‘boomerangs’. When the onomatopoeic ‘rattle’ links the boomerang with 

http://cordite.org.au/reviews/newton-eckermann/
http://cordite.org.au/reviews/newton-eckermann/
https://readingaustralia.com.au/authors/archie-roach/
https://readingaustralia.com.au/authors/bruce-pascoe/
https://readingaustralia.com.au/authors/leah-purcell/
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‘unison’, it evokes not only unity but also a bold, strong clarion call to 
recognise and empower the past. 

d. The second stanza becomes bolder in its assertions, with words like ‘stirred’, 
‘flaming’, ‘warriors’ and ‘suppressed by dread’. The stunning image of the 
poinciana’s ‘flaming limbs’ is visually evocative and symbolically powerful. 
Perhaps Eckermann has used the word ‘suppressed’ to link to the idea of 
white Australia’s attempts to bury, conceal and repress the past; concluding 
this stanza with the strong consonants and connotations of ‘dread’, the poet 
suggests fear and dismay. 

e. The poem’s momentum builds in the third stanza. As students read the stanza 
aloud, they should hear the clipped ‘t’ and ‘s’ sounds and may comment on 
what this evokes. 

f. Alert students to the use of present tense verbs in this poem: 
i. dig 
ii. excavate 
iii. breathe 
iv. stirs 
v. rattle 
vi. whips 
vii. glimpse 

g. This is particularly effective in the third stanza, where the present and past 
merge into intense visual symbols of Aboriginal pride and power: ‘a hot wind’ 
and ‘warriors in the mirage’. And the political reference is important: ‘in the 
future the petition will be everlasting’ (students might explore the petitions that 
have marked the relationship between Aboriginal people and the Australian 
government since 1937). 

2. How does Eckermann combine different senses to create force in the second and 
third stanzas? 

a. The final stanza evokes power and strength in the collective identity, 
highlighting the importance of conserving, preserving and celebrating 
Aboriginal culture (the loss of which has profound implications for all 
Australians). 

b. Eckermann creates an assertive tone with ‘boomerang bones will return to 
memory’. The clever link of the ‘excavation holes’ now ‘dug in our minds’ is 
both visually strident and politically strong. In the poem’s penultimate line, you 
can almost feel the gasp in ‘the constant loss of breath is the legacy’. When 
the final line appears, we are ready for its tragic force: 

there is blood on the truth 

It would be useful for students to hear Eckermann unpack the image of the 
boomerangs (which she says are ‘our old men’) in her discussion of ‘Unearth’ 
with Red Room Poetry. 

https://www.naa.gov.au/explore-collection/first-australians/aboriginal-petitions
https://redroomcompany.org/ali-cobby-eckermann-hsc-resource/#unearth
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‘Unearth’ reminds readers of the compelling power of poetry to provoke, challenge and 
disrupt mainstream thinking and attitudes. Eckermann’s voice calls on all Australians to 
consider that, if reconciliation is going to be genuine, there needs to be respect for First 
Nations’ identity and culture. 

The late poet Candy Royalle, in a review for The Guardian, noted Eckermann’s ability to move 
people with her poetry. Students can re-read ‘Unearth’ and choose two lines that capture this 
observation. 

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

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2017/mar/04/ali-cobby-eckermanns-poetry-inspiring-those-of-us-who-feel-like-outsiders
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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