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“An Animating Impulse: An Interview with Anupama Pilbrow” 

 

by Matthew Hall 

 

 

Anupama Pilbrow studies mathematics at The University of Melbourne. In 2014, her poetry 

collection was shortlisted for the Whitmore Press Manuscript Prize and her stories, poetry 

and artwork have been published in Cordite Poetry Review, Rabbit Poetry Journal, CUL-DE-

SAC and Farrago. She received the 2016 Dinny O’Hearn Fellowship for her poetry 

manuscript the ravage space, a work dealing with Asian diasporic experience in Australia. 

Pilbrow’s work is at once political, dialogic, lithe and anchored around the opaque exchange 

of linguistic structures. The poems included here focus on corporeality, on bodily passages, 

and transitions; on the certainty of uncertainty. 

 

The interview took place through December 2016 and January 2017. 

 

MH: First, could you tell us a bit about how you came into the Melbourne poetry scene 

and in what manner you situate yourself within this community? 

 

AP: I am very lucky to live in Melbourne, and have been very lucky in my friendships and in 

people I have met. The easy answer to how I became involved in poetry in Melbourne is that 

I knew people who knew people (through study, or by accident). However, I also had friends 

at university who studied writing alongside me and who were ambitious and dedicated, and 

started their own writing groups, reading groups and communities (mostly defunct, now, 

since we all graduated and moved around). I started off being arrogant and self-assured 

among my friends, but I try now to situate myself in the wider creative community as a 

listener and a reader and a student. At least, I hope I do, it’s hard to kick a habit of over-

confidence. As well, it’s hard to give perspective on my situation when it’s so early, like, in 

my life. 

 

Can you speak to your editorial work with The Suburban Review and what it means to 

you to provide a space for emerging writers? And further to that, what does it mean to 

be an emerging writer in Australia today? 

 

I think I want to answer the second question first. OK, I have no idea what it means to be an 

emerging writer in Australia. Or anywhere, for that matter. I classify myself as an emerging 

writer, but I think I do so because the label exists. I don’t really know what comes after the 

emergent stage in a writing career, either. How long does it take to emerge? I mean, I don’t 

even know if I want to fully emerge. Like, I’m making fun of the choice of word, but also, I 

still don’t view poetry or writing as my career (it definitely is a career, of course). I don’t 
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know if I ever will. So, I feel a level of secrecy, privacy, hesitance, disbelief about my own 

writing. It often feels that my ability to write is not assured, and that any praise or recognition 

is a curious surprise. Maybe I’ll shed that one day, when I emerge. 

 

I think ‘emerging’ is a suitable choice of word to denote ‘early career.’ At The Suburban 

Review, we do dedicate space to early career writers and artists. I mean, we also publish 

writers and artists who are more advanced in their careers—more known, more practiced, 

more comfortable, more published. I think making space for emerging writers is important in 

a wholesome, but also selfish way. We want to nurture talent because it is good (for us, and 

the community) to consume good art, because it (hopefully) keeps the gears of the 

(Australian) magazine world turning and because it feels really good to present talent to the 

rest of the community. The last bit is the really selfish bit. I know we aren’t the only 

magazine that provides for emerging writers, and I don’t think we’ve ever claimed to focus 

on emerging writers. I’m glad that other publications have that single goal. 

 

Of course, I don’t want to do a disservice to T. J. Robinson (our founder and editor) and our 

editorial team by accidentally implying that we value only novelty. No. We do end up 

picking a lot of work submitted by emerging writers to go into The Suburban Review. And in 

my mind, I think it is because that work sometimes feels unseen, or undiscovered—but, not 

just new for the sake of it. And I also don’t want to fetishize the work of emerging writers, 

but it is amazing to read something really cool and know that this may be only the start. 

 

On the editing front, it’s as exciting as always (that is, very) to help unveil new work. 

  

Do you have any theoretical concerns behind your writing? What kinds of questions are 

you trying to answer with your work? What do you think the current questions are? I 

suppose, here, I’m trying to subtly (or not so subtly) tease out the inter-animating 

principals between your work in mathematics and your poetic. Could you comment on 

this? 

 

I don’t work in mathematics, I only study it. And I only understand very little. It’s a good 

question and I can definitely comment, but I think my answer won’t be spectacularly 

illuminating. I think there is an inter-animating principal between poetry and mathematics, 

but I can only write it out in a very saccharine, rosy way. Mathematics seems to be a way of 

building new concepts, or understanding existing or fundamental concepts with the aid of a 

handful of assumptions, givens. I think poems work similarly—one builds new images, 

evokes new sensations, makes merry, reconstitutes existing images, remakes existing 

sensations with the aid of language, the page, speech. Poetry is much more flexible, though. 

It doesn’t have to be consistent. Also, if I really liked another discipline aside from 

mathematics, I’m sure I could find a way to link it to poetry in a way that sounded nice. 

 

I think I had a better understanding of my theoretical concerns in writing poems about two 

years ago. Certainly there is a link, for me, between poems and mathematics, but I’ve spent a 
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long time romanticizing it for storytelling effect and I want to stop doing that. Studying 

mathematics, like studying any discipline would, has reshaped the way I think about things. 

Some poems that I write reckon with that reshaping, they are interested in partitioning the 

world a certain way—to achieve a certain effect. And I like mathematics, so I’ve tried to use 

the skills I’ve learned elsewhere. By ‘skills’ I mean ways of thinking. I have a good example. 

In my poems, I like to play with language. One way that I play with it is to see what I can 

take away while still maintaining some sense of wholeness, meaning. Sometimes that means 

taking away a specific word, sometimes it means copula omission, sometimes it means taking 

away the breath pause, sometimes it means taking away a part of speech, etc. I mean, I’d 

probably do something similar anyway, but because I like mathematics, I view this poetic 

impulse as an extension of a mathematical one. 

 

I think of mathematics as very implicit to my writing. But, to my eternal shame, I once wrote 

a poem titled ‘homology,’ after the notion of structural similarity that can be related to a 

common ancestral structure. As it turns out, ‘homology’ has a very specific meaning in 

mathematics. For instance, homology groups are these objects (abelian groups, modules) that 

are associated to topological spaces and which don’t change under certain kinds of 

topological manipulations. I wrote that poem before I ever studied any topology, though. I’m 

very embarrassed by the title of that poem, I think, because it accidentally made the poetry-

mathematics link too explicit. 

 

However, I also like the poetry of personal history—memoir, confession, flights of fancy, 

desire, honesty. And I am theoretically concerned with the ways in which family, upbringing, 

friends, experiences shape (my) language. At the moment, I’m working on answering the 

question ‘What various influences have combined in my understanding of the body?’ with 

my poems. I guess I think of the poet as a kind of scientist, and poems as hypotheses of the 

self and the body, among other things. Unlike the scientist, though, I don’t really make 

conclusions. 

  

How did you come to poetry first, as opposed to, say, fiction or non-fiction? 

 

I really wanted to be able to write short fiction, but I am not very good at it. When I think 

back, too, I have always read poetry. In school, I used to read the books of poetry that my 

parents had—Dickinson, Mayakovsky, Eliot, Whitman, Blake, Frost, Neruda. I probably read 

poetry, partly, to distinguish myself from my peers. I also liked it, so I kept reading it into 

university and beyond. And I realized that I like writing it, too, and have a bit of talent. So, 

really, I had no choice. 

  

How long does it take to start any particular writing project? Does your writing initially 

come quickly, or is it a slow process? Do first drafts appear looking close to their final 

shape, or does your work come out of copious notes? 

 



The Journal of the European Association for Studies of Australia, Vol.7 No.2, 2016 

 

 

103 

Everything about my writing process is slow. First drafts often look nothing like the final 

poem. I take a long time to shape my poems, because I am obsessed with their having a 

closed, neat structure. I’ve only ever worked on one real, proper writing project—it’s the 

manuscript I’m currently crafting. It has taken a long time for me to describe its structure, 

and to begin to understand what kind of poems I would have to write in order to complete it. 

 

My poem writing process is slow. I start with images, or objects (imagined or real) and then I 

think about them a lot and then I embed them in a particular scene. Then I write down the 

scene and then I research and improvise. There’s a lot of staring out the window and a lot of 

blank thinking and a lot of Google searches about cool things like magnets, or ulcers. It’s 

hard to explain. That’s the first draft, anyway. And then I pick out something valuable or 

catching, and write a poem about that—a phrase, an image, whatever. There is usually a lot 

of drafting, and a lot of discarding of chunks of language. I stop drafting once a poem gets 

published. I don’t really know how my process matches up against my peers, I guess I’ve 

never asked. None of it comes quickly. 

  

What is the best piece of advice you've heard (not necessarily given to you directly)? 

 

I never remember things like this. I don’t like thinking of ‘bests’. The most recent piece of 

advice I heard was ‘Stay hydrated.’ It’s been very hot in Melbourne. 

 

What are you currently working on? And if this part of a larger project, what do you 

see it developing into? 

 

I’m working on completing a manuscript. It’s called the ravage space and is what I submitted 

when I was awarded the Dinny O’Hearn Fellowship last year. The poems have to do with 

displacement, migrant experience and diaspora. Many of the poems hybridize English in 

order to translate geographic distance and difference into a kind of linguistic distance and 

detachment. 

  

Could you provide a small preface for the poems that we are publishing here? 

 

The poems here are from the ravage space. They have to do with the body, with shame, and 

with violence as a function of language. Diaspora refers to displacement, and I figure 

displacement as a process of shredding/mending of identity. 
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ferrous 

the salt ferrous in taste sinks into the back of the throat  it is the 

bodily response in each moment of national pride 

bruises form easily and unseen beneath the coloured skin  the 

muscles atrophy  each waning fibre visible between coagulated 

ropes of blood  visible only in certain lights  the body takes its 

time to clean such deposits diseased and unwanted hematomas 

 shifting chameleons in tone 

to the molten core 32% of the Earth is iron  iron is the most 

abundant element by weight the taste of it is everywhere in the red 

 in the red ground 

 

 

 

पूरा [whole] 

the milk carton on the shelf in the fridge 

sits gassed and frozen like 

me and my mother whose fingers and toes 

rend and swell in the winter here 

frostbite someone calls it 

when the flesh goes off 

I am my whole self all the time 

except when cold 

or angry 

I do not belong here I say 

who would belong anywhere so crazy 

क्या पागल, कैसे पागल 

this is a country where people don't 

understand insulation 


