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Nadia Rhook, boots, UWA Publishing, Crawley, 2020; pp. 124; RRP $22.99. 

 

The quintessence of poetry, if it has such a thing, resides in that part of 
it that we cannot understand, and in the fact that it has a part that we 
cannot comprehend.  

David Brooks, 'Reading Poetry', Westerly 30, no. 3 (1985).  
 
Brooks’ assertion regarding poetry is most apt. I rarely read poetry and when I do, I 
labour long and hard to make sense of it. As someone with limited experience in 
appreciating poetry, let alone critiquing it, I approached the review of Nadia Rhook’s 
book of selected poems boots with some trepidation. I do, however, share some 
common ground with Rhook: we both share a love of history. Given that Rhook has 
drawn on her extensive knowledge of history to craft her poetry, I hope I contribute a 
fair appraisal of her work here.  
 Nadia Rhook was born in Birrarangga/Melbourne and lectures in colonial and 
Indigenous history at the University of Western Australia. Prior to her work within 
academic history, Rhook taught English in both Australia and Vietnam. boots is 
inspired by Rhook’s knowledge of Australia’s troubled colonial past, her thoughtful 
insights into contemporary Australia, and her own experiences as a white settler 
woman. 
 Rhook’s poems are shared amongst five chapters which at first glance provide 
some wonderful alliteration: 'Docking', 'Digging', 'Seizing', 'Shooting', 'Blooming'. This 
is quite deliberate: these titles represent a theme which each poem very loosely 
follows. Yet, the poems within each chapter do not conform to any sort of historical 
chronology, nor do they confine themselves geographically. While starting with the 
innocuous title ‘Docking’, each section becomes increasingly foreboding until they 
reach a crescendo in ‘Shooting’, with ‘monsters do yoga too’ representing a midpoint 
in the despair, and the children’s countdown in ‘Walyalup sunset’, both innocent and 
ominous at the same time, giving us a sense of welcome finality. An element of hope 
emerges in ‘Blooming’ with poems like ‘elation’, ‘blooming’ and ‘light’ (‘I’m going to 
find the light side shouldn’t be hard’) revealing a glimmer of optimism in the dark. 
One of Rhook’s best poems on imperialism (in my opinion) ‘empire III’, is actually set 
in Vietnam. Here the author enjoys breakfast in an imperial themed café but shares 
with us an underlying feeling of both the familiarity and perhaps comfort of an 
imperial past and the recognition that the vestiges of empire still lingers: 

I realise (at least I think I realise) the foreigner everyone wants to 
photograph is also the foreigner everyone’s tired of watching hold 
court. 
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 The form of the poems is an important element of boots. The reader is 
challenged by Rhook’s use of spaces, italics, and her unorthodox approach to 
punctuation and grammar. This appears to be a very deliberate ploy on Rhook’s part: 
to not only have the reader alter their perception but also to challenge the imperial 
project – a hint of which can be seen in the poem '968 A.D.':  

the capitals betray where I come from. in the tradition of Descartes and 
the British I’m trained to privilege definitions over dreams… 

boots’ poetic forms crashed through my expectations of what a poem ‘should’ look like 
and forced me to re-evaluate my positions on literature. This is an important dynamic 
in boots as the discomfort caused by the form prepared me to be further shaken from 
my comfortable existence by the prevailing themes of colonialism, imperialism, 
dispossession and complicity. boots revealed to me the unsettling truth: that I am a 
white settler man living a privileged life on stolen land. 
 Rhook struggles with her own complicity as a beneficiary of colonialism. Her 
anguished thoughts appear abruptly in her poems and jarred me into recognising my 
own complicity. ‘Once we were settlers’ recounts the finding of a buried horseshoe. 
The prose is divided into two columns so the poem can be read in any number of ways 
making the reader’s experience unique. The horseshoe becomes a treasured item for 
the author ‘Kept it in my room for As long as I could’. The shoe is a keepsake from a 
distant but uneasy past: ‘Like once we stole this full earth’. The horseshoe is a 
metaphor for Australia’s buried and arguably unacknowledged past. We want to live 
with the elements of our past that make us feel comfortable, only to have our history 
resurface when we least expect it.  
 The author’s poems regarding her own difficult journey with fertility 
treatments and pregnancy also resonate. As someone with a partner who has suffered 
her own painful reproductive experiences, Rhook’s poems ‘infertility and trips to 
Bunnings’, ‘the day before egg collection’, and ‘pink petals’ brought into sharp relief 
the hopes, dreams, and indignities shared by women trying for pregnancy. The 
author’s own gentle but assertive rebelliousness against the absurdity of her situation 
is suggested in ‘infertility and trips to Bunnings’ where she encourages us to ‘be the 
trolley with disobedient wheels’. It is clear to me that the author’s poetry is suggestive 
of a strong and resolute woman prepared to endure the poking and prodding of 
painful medical procedures to bring new life into the world. 
 boots is not intended to be comfortable reading. Rhook, as a white settler 
woman, has resolved to confront the past at a personal level, to try and make sense of 
its sometimes ugly nature, and to use her poetry to address the injustices of the past 
and present. boots challenges the reader to alter their perspective and to think. While 
it offers insights into imperialism and colonialism, it levels no accusations against the 
reader and it leaves it to us to reach our own conclusions. Others may disagree and 
regard it as a subversive text, but there will always be some who are unwilling or 
unable to confront uncomfortable truths about our history, and how this history’s 
reach has extended into contemporary Australia. boots forced me to look deep within 
myself and to ask the questions that linger in the shadows: how am I complicit? How 
am I a beneficiary? What can I do to contribute to healing the wounds? boots challenges 
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us to examine our place in the world and therefore makes a valuable contribution to 
our understanding of our humanity. 
 
 
Troy Rule 
The University of Western Australia




