
Conversations with Mangroves
By Georgina Reid
As published in NGV Triennial 2023 exhibition catalogue
https://store.ngv.vic.gov.au/products/ngv-triennial-2023
If you stare long enough into a mangrove forest at high tide you will witness a story taking shape. Shadow, trunk, leaf and mud weave words in the air. A language emerges – a gentle in-breath – and it is not your own.
Stay a while. Stay in the space between water and canopy, where the light is just enough to illuminate the white-grey forms of the trees that breathe through mud, where tiny soft creatures living in hard shells make their way up and down trunks with the tide, where all else is shadow. Stay until one, maybe two, of the words whispered through gaps between leaves begin to make sense.

Language. With this word we see lines on pages or sounds made by mouth and tongue, shaping meaning from air. This word, at this time, is perceived to be particular to humans. But what if language is as ubiquitous and essential as breath? What if the world – soil, trees, rocks, rivers, ants – has always been speaking? And what if – in deciding language is strictly human – we stopped listening?
Homo sapiens have been wandering this planet for over 300,000 years. For over 98 per cent of this time, humans ‘lived, breathed and interacted with a world they saw and felt to be animate’, according to Joshua Michael Schrei in an episode of The Emerald podcast. This animate vision, he continues, was ‘consciousness in its natural dwelling place, the normative way of seeing the world and our place in it’.1 It is only in the last 500 years or so that the world has slipped towards silence. Animism, according to Schrei, is normative consciousness.
Some humans – primarily non-Western Indigenous cultures – are still in conversation with rocks, clouds, stars and trees, but most Western moderns have been taught that to commune with non-humans is tantamount to insanity. We’re embedded in the ontology of naturalism, according to anthropologist Philippe Descola, in which humans are the only beings believed to possess a mind and soul, while non-human beings are perceived as matter. 2 Matter? A curious word for what is alive. I propose replacing it with magic, as framed by David Abram in The Spell of the Sensuous as: 
the experience of existing in a world made up of multiple intelligences, the intuition that every form one perceives – from the swallow swooping overhead to the fly in a blade of grass, and indeed the blade of grass itself – is an experiencing form, an entity with its own predilections and sensations, albeit sensations that are very different from our own.3 
Magic as language, as the conversation between the in-breath and out-breath of the world.

I don’t know the true name of Avicennia marina, commonly called grey mangrove, because it did not need to be written down by the Darug and Darkinjung people who belong to this place, just upriver from Brooklyn. The tree’s name was spoken, words floating in the space between skin and salt water, not pinned to a page. The appellation I use now is not an exhalation of Country, but the name of a Persian polymath who lived a thousand years ago, thousands of miles away, assigned by Carl Linnaeus – the father of binomial nomenclature – in 1753. I ask around, research online, but I do not yet know how Country spoke this tree.
This does not mean I cannot converse with Avicennia marina. We speak often, the mangroves and I. When the tide is high and the wind is low, I head upriver in my tinny. Her name is Rhonda – she is old and battered but fitted with a new electric outboard motor, silent and slow and perfect for conversing with river and sea eagle and sandstone. Rhonda’s hull is painted mangrove green. 
Sometimes I take others, those willing to commune with branch and tide and mud. On a slippery autumn afternoon, sky sliding between rain and slivers of sun and back again, I take artist Joshua Yeldham and his wife Jo upriver.
 Yeldham knows these mangroves. He’s painted here many times, gotten his boat stuck in the mud at low tide and ended up waist-deep in quicksand nearby, badly damaging a disc in his back. I invite him upriver because I have questions about language and the more-than-human world, and I want to know how he talks with this place. 
We enter the mangroves and the world beyond the watery, salty forest settles and slips away. The air is heavy, nearly visible, as it curls through mottled grey trunks. The breath of the place presses in, meaning words are less likely to be scattered without thought. There is too much magic in this place for mindlessness. 

The mangroves are a metaphorical forcefield. There is something about their density, the way they conceal the boundary between water and land, that keeps people out. ‘Most people don’t go in,’ Yeldham says. ‘Most people freak out. How do I not freak out? How do I get in?’ He’s not talking literally. No, he’s always searched for portals. ‘I had severe learning difficulties at school, I failed everything continuously. I needed to find another world where I could exist. That world was nature … I realised I needed some level of magic in my life.’
He’s reclining on the bow of the boat as I drive us deeper into the forest. It’s late afternoon and the birds are coming home. Pied cormorants perching high in the canopy, oyster catchers rummaging around in the mud, plovers hunting for dinner. 
‘Magic, for me, was the realisation that in places where you’re shrouded in shadow and darkness, you can start to see a vision of nature that is forever twinkling and changing as your consciousness changes, like a theatre of dim light, shape and form,’ Yeldham says. ‘Faces come out of trees, creatures come out of the dark, but they come out equal to where your consciousness is at.’ 
I’m reminded of Story About Feeling – a book as big as my hand, holding the words and world of the late Bill Neidjie, a Gaagudju Elder, who writes of trees and stars and soil as family, whose consciousness dwelt in Country: 
I love it tree because e love me too.
E watching me same as you
Tree e working with your body, my body, 
e working with us.
While you sleep e working. 
Daylight, when you walking around, e work too.

That tree, grass …that all like our father.
Dirt, earth, I sleep with this earth.
Grass … just like your brother.
In my blood in my arms this grass. 
This dirt for us because we’ll be dead, 
We’ll be going this earth.
This the story now.4
We glide past a gnarled, mostly dead trunk lurching sideways, with a single skinny branch shooting up-up-up, culminating in an umbrella of fresh khaki green foliage. We loop back to look again. Cameras snapping in awe of a tree both dead and alive. A tree saying without words: the story of death and life has no beginning or end. 

Deep in the sinuous channel carving the mangrove forest, language becomes sensory, ephemeral. It is two white-faced herons, still as statues, watching us from the highest branches of a dead tree; the puffy, glowing cumulus clouds gathering on the western horizon and whispering of rain; the water kissing the bow of the boat as we slide by. 
Language, too, is an image of Joshua Yeldham carving light into a photograph of a grey mangrove downstream. The same tree he’s made art with for sixteen years. The old tree – maybe 150 years old, maybe more – did not speak to him as a photograph. ‘It was foreign as an image on paper. It was separate to me, and I wanted it to be me,’ he says of the origins of the work, Resonance, 2019.
 To become mangrove, Yeldham began carving the surface of the image with a Dremel tool, ‘letting the tip of the grinder meander up through the bark over and over, as in a meditation’. Each touch of the Dremel brought light. He explains:
I’m starting to make an offering. I’m starting to find illumination and reverence in something that I didn’t fully connect to, which was just a static image. And then I’m feeling that it was vulnerable because I was falling in love with it. So, I made these strings that are holding it together, in case a storm comes. To care and bind.
But to create, care, love is also to break, burn, destroy. In the 2016 book Surrender, Yeldham writes: 
I sand back the surface of the painting and in this destruction I allow areas of paint to collapse, and I lose control and stop searching for perfection. Letting go of stability, I seek out new patterns in the faded lines, a hint of fresh growth after the fire. A new sapling on the tip of my brush.5 
For Yeldham, intimacy with nature is not just creation (and destruction), it’s conversation – in the oldest sense of the word. Conversation, from the Latin conversari, meaning ‘to live, dwell, live with, keep company with’. He paints for hours in narrow channels, hemmed in by the tide. Sits for days on wind-formed sandstone rocks, high up on escarpments looking over the river. Some places tell him to stay, others to leave. He abides. Artworks are rolled up and stored under rock ledges until they are ready to be spoken with again. 
He has mapped this place, not with measurements and coordinates but with stories, memory and art. ‘Humans have always created narrative in landscape,’ Yeldham says. ‘Nature can be overwhelming psychologically – we tell stories in order to ground ourselves, to manage our vulnerability.’ While his names for rocks and trees and river landmarks have endured, the memory of making the artworks always evaporates. ‘I've made hundreds of paintings up here. And my memories are of sitting idle, manifesting. The magical part is that I don’t exist. I don't have any memory of labour. I vanish.’
 As we speak, as the sun sinks towards the horizon, I ponder the value of art in giving voice to what is yet to be spoken, what is not yet able to be scribed, what is obscured and de-enchanted by inherited words.
Worlds are shaped by words, whether muttered, whispered, shouted, sung; words heard and unheard. For example, anthropologist Nurit Bird-David suggests that the language of ‘cutting trees into parts’ reflects modernist epistemology, while ‘talking with trees’ might reflect an animist approach. ‘“Talking with trees”’, she says, referring to her studies of the Nayaka hunter-gatherer people of southern India, is ‘shorthand for a two-way responsive relatedness with a tree rather than “speaking” one-way to it, as if it could listen and understand’.6 She writes:
‘Talking with’ stands for attentiveness to variances and invariances in behaviour and response of things in states of relatedness and for getting to know such things as they change through the vicissitudes over time of the engagement with them. To ‘talk with a tree’ – rather than ‘cut it down’ – is to perceive what it does as one acts towards it, being aware concurrently of changes in oneself and the tree. It is expecting response and responding, growing into mutual responsiveness and, furthermore, possibly into mutual responsibility.7
‘Talking with’ does not assume a particular language framework. Nor does ‘conversation’. Both speak to dialogue that is reciprocal, speaking and listening. Both speak to the magic of shared breath, of dwelling together.

There is magic here, bouncing from body to branch, from wing to water. Whether it can be conversed with through our – three white English speakers’ – words is not in question. It can’t. This is Darug Country, and we are not speaking Darug language. Country and language cannot be separated.
Country cannot hear English, asserts Anne Poelina et al., ‘because the English language underpins the Australian colonial project, and has been used to separate, ignore and take from Country, her peoples and their knowledges’.8 But Country does, they suggest, respond ‘when there is empathic, creative communication and engagement with landscapes’.9 They continue:
Country needs the discourse of love, care and relationship, in the languages it understands – one of which is kinaesthetic and empathic. It needs humans who feel and hear Country, and respond. It needs dance, singing and loving attention to awaken its energies, animate its spirits and entities, and activate its fertilities for regeneration.10 
We have reached the point at which the channel in the mangrove forest narrows. I could keep going, but I’d be at risk of dislodging Joshua from the bow of the boat. Instead, we paddle through a narrow opening in the forest. The tide is just high enough to let us in. We dock amid rushes and she-oak and hip-high paperbark saplings. The canopy closes as we move further from the shore. 
Stillness. Until the she-oaks start whispering. Until the sky creeps closer. Until we are halfway back on the boat. Until raindrops, plump and heavy, begin to fall. 
Here we are, three humans laughing with the rain in a small green boat, in love with this briny, tidal Country. There is language between us and this place that is missing, language that is quietly growing, language yet to be born. Still, we speak.
The sky is blue beyond, but deep in the mangroves, one tiny, abundant cloud decides to sing. 
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