
 
’These are my stories…They need to be told’ 

 
Wesley Enoch and Deborah Mailman’s play ‘The 7 Stages of Grieving’ explores how 
indigenous history since European settlement has been fraught with loss and destruction, 
and how contemporary life for Indigenous Australians is not free from this pain. Comparable 
to this is Fred D’Aguiar’s ‘The Longest Memory’, a novella embedded in the pre-Abolition 
era. Ensnaring many in the respective texts is the reign of a white, patriarchal society, one 
wherein those marginalized are thus unable to surpass the force of their oppression.  
Although both texts highlight the withstanding effects of oppression and repression of past 
stories- they also affirm the need to embrace the stories of the past in order for progression 
and the reclamation of ones identity.   
 
In both ‘The 7 Stages of Grieving’ and ‘The Longest Memory’, the writers suggest that past 
stories create traumas that negatively affect the capacity of those in the present to feel 
happiness or connectedness to those around them, however it is only in ‘The 7 Stages of 
Grieving’ that the positive effects of embracing past stories are demonstrated. As 
Whitechapel’ actively represses the memory of Chapel being killed, a conflict that altered 
Whitechapel’s own identity, he finds he “do[esn’t] want to remember” because “memory 
hurts”. Despite this, repressing memory also hurts as it manifests in Whitechapel’s physical 
appearance, symbolic of how repression of trauma affects the identity of an individual. This 
is shown as Whitechapel has a “sour face” with “lines [...] on either side of [his] mouth”. The 
connotations of “sour” suggests something stagnant, and the lines “chiselled there” presents 
a sculptural image that is unchanging, implying that Whitechapel’s repression of this story 
has irreparably altered his identity to become a stale and unchanging presence. Whilst The 
Longest Memory focuses on the negative aspects remembering stories of the past, ‘The 7 
Stages of Grieving’ demonstrates both the joy and pain of embracing stories of the pas. 
Through the symbol of the family’s suitcase, which holds photographs of all of the members 
of their family who have either died or become estranged, Enoch and Mailman present to 
their audience the duality of embracing stories from the past. On the one hand, putting 
mementoes of the dead safely in the suitcase helps preserve their memories and 
importance—but, on the other hand, the suitcase has become so physically heavy with the 
memories of the dead that it becomes difficult to carry. Family memory, then, becomes both 
a burden and a source of joy: a way of keeping a connection with ancestors, but also a 
mandate to carry memories of suffering that are often too heavy to bear. In the end, after 
packing and unpacking this suitcase several times—symbolizing the Woman’s difficult 
choice about whether to try to escape bad memories or preserve her connection to her 
heritage—the Woman chooses to free her family members’ memories from the suitcase in 
which they’ve been kept for so long, attempting to free herself from the family’s devastating 
history of trauma, poverty, and violence, whilst also celebrating her family’s culture and 
embracing her own history.  
 
Both texts demonstrate the power of embracing storytelling that allows for individuals to resist 
the erosion of their identify by oppressors. Chapel bravely defies the corrosive “rust” he 
observes in his father’s compliance, boldly "push[ing] the door wide open” into the exclusive 
world of literacy, symbolised by the “reading room”. Therefore, like the Woman who employs 
form to offer a distinct voice, his use of verse lyrically counters the dissonant and cruel "policy” 
that asserted only "educated white Virginians” had the right to read and write.  Like Cook who 
transcends her experience of savagery through the metaphoric reference of her “pots never 
[being] empty”, Chapel attempts to break free from the “jail” imposed on him and define his 
own identity. This is captured in his idealistic hopes of a “paradise” that includes Lydia as he 
overcomes the mental enslavement, embodied through his resistance against efforts to 



silence his story and conceive of a world where he is free to be himself.  Indeed, both texts 
use form to elevate the voice of the oppressed above the oppressor and reclaim identity; thus, 
while Chapel employs rich metaphors and imagery, The Woman pays homage to a “60,000” 
yearlong tradition integrating "song and dance”, “contemporary performance art” and “modern 
theatrics”. The staging of black powder “framed by a scrape of white” provides a potent visual 
representation of the purpose of the political play in reversing the long-standing convention of 
eurocentrism in both the theatre and society, “defiantly” privileging an Indigenous voice that 
urges empathy by eliciting the sensation of alienation. In shifting the power dynamic, in ‘1788’ 
the woman punctuates her monologue with sardonic humour when metaphorically describing 
colonisation, thus, manipulating audience response by positioning them to reflect on the 
motivations of the speaker incensed by the fact that they are “taking up the whole bloody 
harbour”. Hence, through wry humour the Woman voices her perspective of colonisation and 
is able to communicate her frustrations and “tell [her] story”, thus cementing her identity. While 
the static feature of the “grave” represents the death of indigenous identity, voice and culture. 
Therefore, overcoming a collective silencing and reluctance to confront the brutal oppression 
of the slaves and Indigenous Australians both texts allow for a powerful reclamation of identity 
through storytelling and embracing these stories of the past.  
 
Ultimately, D’Aguiar’s text offers a bleaker outcome of embracing stories of the past as the 
salve system is ultimately inescapable, Mailman and Enoch highlight the ways that 
transmission of memories such as through storytelling, preserves indigenous culture. Whilst 
the characters in both texts face challenges associated with being black in their respective 
eras, the ability to regain some control as shown in ‘The 7 Stages of Grieving’ is less 
successful in ‘The Longest Memory’. Whilst Mailman and Enoch epitomise the importance of 
remembering past stories for progression, acceptance and coping- D’Aguiar highlights how 
history can ultimately not be forgotten and in some cases is too painful for characters to 
embrace and progress.   


