COMPARE WHAT THE TWO TEXTS SUGGEST ABOUT STORIES
AND STORYTELLING

‘These are my people’s stories. / They need to be told’ — 7 Stages of Grieving

Lydia says ‘l relate my brother’s story again, this time furnishing [Chapel] with every
detail as it was told to me’ — The Longest Memory

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 is still not free from this pain. Comparable to this is Fred
D’Aguiar’s novella, ‘The Longest Memory’, embedded in the pre-abolition era which
chronicles the grief and loss caused by the senseless whipping to death of a slave. Both
texts demonstrate the importance of storytelling and stories for oppressed people,
suggesting that it is through stories that characters determine who they are and the manner
in which they want to engage with their pasts. The implication is that the choice about how
their stories are told is a right that belongs to each people group, and not their oppressors.
Similarly, Enoch and Mailman and D’Aguiar warn against the repression of past stories as it
inhibits the repressed from finding their own sense of belonging within society and creates a
physical and emotional burden for those who repress stories of the past. Furthermore, both
texts also suggest that stories created by the dominant power groups in society about the
subjugated have lasting effects on the subjugated’s sense of belonging.

‘The 7 Stages of Grieving’ and ‘The Longest Memory’ both suggest that storytelling is
inextricably linked to one’s identity. This notion is conveyed by D’Aguiar through
Whitechapel’s great granddaughter who yearns to hear Whitechapel’s stories about his life
in Africa. However she is denied these stories and is told that ‘Africa is not for you’ and that
she should stop asking for these stories as he believes it ‘provoked day dreams’ on the
plantation. Despite this, great granddaughter continues to yearn to ‘recognise food’ from her
homeland. D’Aguiar alludes to the notion that stories of one’s culture and family are linked to
one’s sense of identity. Unlike Whitechapel, who refuses to tell stories of his past as it is too
painful, the Woman in ‘The 7 Stages of Grieving’ proudly reclaims her identity through the
retelling of colonisation. Whilst D’Aguiar adopts a more solemn tone when describing the
stories of Africa, Enoch and Mailman employ dark humour to convey the idea of identity
being linked to storytelling. In “1788’, through the use of bleak humour Enoch and Mailman
manipulate 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 sharing a tragic story, but doing so in
a way that insists on the right of the subjugated to share it in the manner that they see fit.

In addition to establishing the longing for stories as a reflection of a desire to shape ones
sense of self, the two texts also suggest that repressing stories and refusing to pass on
these stories creates a physical and emotional burden for those who repress the stories.
Through the senseless death of Chapel, D’Aguiar conveys the physical implications on
Whitechapel who represses the memory of his son as ‘memory hurts’. As a result of
Whitechapel trying to repress the story of his son, D’Aguiar describes Whitechapel's physical
appearance as ‘sour’ with lines ‘chiselled there’. The language used to describe Whitechapel
alludes to an idea that Whitechapel’s existence as a defeated and ruined man is now
stagnant and permanent. Thus, the consequence of the imposition of this suffering is a
memory that is indelible and inescapable. Ultimately, through this description of
Whitechapel’s physical body, D’Aguiar offers a lament for the suffering of those whose pasts
were so deeply traumatic that their memories cannot surface and they cannot fully engage
with the nature and workings of a system that enabled their oppression. Similarly, this notion
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of the past being a burden for characters is evident in ‘The 7 Stages of Grieving’ through the
Woman, however, the difference in tone in this text comes from the prospect of catharsis
and renewed hope that comes from expressing and sharing those stories. Like the physical
implications of repressing past stories manifested by Whitechapel’s ‘sour face’, Enoch and
Mailman also explore the physical and emotional impacts of refusing to tell stories. At the
beginning of the play, the audience is presented with the Woman in complete ‘darkness’,
‘sobbing’ whilst words are projected onto the screen. Enoch and Mailman purposely obscure
the truth from the audience to why the Woman is ‘sobbing’ in an attempt to show the deep
effects the repression of stories of grief has on people. However, by the play’s resolution,
the Woman is ready to share her Suitcase of stories, insisting that “these are our stories;
they need to be told.”

*Aunty Grace:

Furthermore, through the symbol of the suitcase, Enoch and Mailman further this notion that
the refusal to embrace past stories becomes an unbearable burden. As the Woman'’s family
continue to push photographs of deceased family ‘into the darkness’, the emotional weight of
these lost stories and memories increases. However, in contrast to Whitechapel who
continues to live with this burden until his death, the Woman defiantly ‘breaks open’ the
suitcase and allows for these stories of her past to be retold. Although Enoch and Mailman
suggest that past stories that are repressed create an emotional burden for characters who
are left to cry in ‘darkness’, however they also allude to the freedom and relief caused by
finally embracing past stories and retelling them.

‘The 7 Stages of Grieving’ and ‘The Longest Memory’ also reveal the way in which stories
fabricated by white institutions regarding the oppressed contributes to their lack of belonging
in society. Set in the pre-abolition era, D’Aguiar conveys the common and accepted stories
about slaves through the ‘Gentlemen’s Club’. The plantation owners use their beliefs that
‘God is not for [slaves] and how they are ‘different from slaves in intelligence and human
before god’. D’Aguiar demonstrates that when these stories are indoctrinated into society
through the media as seen in ‘The Virginian’, oppressors can then justify treating the
oppressed like ‘bloodhounds’ and ‘stock’. Ultimately, D’Aguiar suggests that false stories
created by oppressors contribute to the subjugation of the oppressed as they are used as a
means to justify their actions. Like the white oppressors in ‘The Longest Memory’, the
colonisers in ‘The 7 Stages of Grieving’, impose a false narrative of the Indigenous
Australians through the media. In ‘March’, the media label the Indigenous Australians’
protest as ‘defiant’ and a ‘traffic stopper’, to illustrate their cause as illegitimate and merely to
disrupt others thereby preventing Indigenous from truly expressing their grief. It is this
ostracization that causes the oppressed such as the Woman’s brother to get stuck in ‘the
cycle’ as they cannot escape the pervasive racism within their society evident in the media.
Hence, through the media, Enoch and Mailman demonstrate its power to marginalise the
subjugated from society and retract from their attempts at defying their position in society.

Essentially, the two texts overall suggest that stories and storytelling has great significance
in the lives of the oppressed. Enoch and Mailman and D’Aguiar all affirm that stories and
storytelling are imperative in coming to terms with past trauma and grief. While Enoch and
Mailman convey the empowering effects of storytelling, D’Aguiar offers a more solemn
perspective of the refusal to let these stories be retold. Furthermore, the two texts also
illustrate the powerful stories created by oppressors that force the subjugated into
assimilation and accepting the horrific treatment they are subject to.
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