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It has been an honour to judge the KSP Poetry Prize. I was completely overwhelmed 
by the 558 entries KSP received this year, yet even so, I found the process of 
reading each work genuinely rewarding. It was fascinating to witness through the 
poems what people were thinking and writing about all over Australia, and in 
particular, I felt grateful for the opportunity to consider what young people in Australia 
were thinking about in these unprecedented times. Many people shared deeply 
personal and affecting moments from their lives in their poems, and I thank the 
entrants for the courage it must have taken to send their words out into the world, for 
trusting me with the stories their works hold. I also want to thank KSP for the 
opportunity to judge this year’s competition, for their openness and flexibility while 
collaborating with me. I would particularly like to thank Shannon and Elizabeth for 
their helpful and timely support. 
 I want to stress early in the piece that many excellent poems could not receive 
the recognition they deserved today due to this simple oversight of not following the 
competition guidelines, which I found challenging on a personal level. However, 
poets must pay attention to detail, this is the discipline in the art, and reading and 
following competition guidelines are part of this.    

The Youth Prize saw an incredible number of entries. I was particularly struck 
by the quality of the entries by writers under the age of 14 (so much so we have 
decided to award two poets in this category), these entrants writing into rich themes 
such as mortality, evolution, colonialism and our global environmental crisis. There 
were some truly excellent entries that did not receive a place simply due to the sheer 
quantity of entries, so to these young writers I would like to say, ‘do not be 
discouraged, please keep writing!’ Your words were read, appreciated and valued. In 
all categories, I was particularly looking for poems that spoke to the urgency of the 
times we live in, fresh themes and language, as well poems that demonstrated the 
individual was able to see outside of themselves; how their life fitted into the bigger 
picture of the incredible and often troubling world we live in. 

While many of the entries in the Youth category were moving, sometimes 
dealing with very difficult and confronting themes, I needed to know the person 
writing had a sense of the reader. One strong recommendation I would make to 
entrants in the Youth Award is to make sure they discriminate between which poems 
are purely personal and which poems are written for a larger audience. Art is an 
excellent way of dealing with hardship and trauma and I encourage writers to use 
poetry in this way, but when we seek to publish our work, it needs to be acutely 
aware of the person reading. What can the reader learn from your experience? Can 
the reader gain pleasure from the way you have used language or imagery? How 
does your experience link to a common humanity? Strong poetry transcends the self, 
as well as the individual’s experience, and rewards the reader with an artful use of 
language. Poetry needs be more that an expression of our feelings, however 
powerful these feelings may be. 

‘Golden Eyes’ is powerful poem that shows deep empathy for another and 
how our lives and happiness are interdependent with the livelihood of others, using 
fresh and playful language. The poem ‘Recess Time: a Concerto’ writes about love 
in a way I have not encountered before, using the rhythms and repetitions of the 
school day aligned with musical terminology. This familiar rhythm makes the poem 
relatable and enables the reader to readily connect the author’s experiences with 



their own early experiences of friendship. ‘Yardie Creek’, by contrast, makes the 
reader uncomfortable, keeps the reader humble, using physical experiences to 
remind us that we are at the mercy of our environment. 

Both the Mundaring National Encouragement Awards went to young writers 
who were thinking about the bigger picture. ‘Our Spirit Can’t be Broken’ is refreshing 
and insightful, its youthful author showing a striking awareness of the resilience of 
Indigenous culture despite all of the deliberate and violent undoing by white 
Australian society (though if the author is not indigenous, I highly recommend they 
are given guidance about issues of appropriation before writing further work on this 
theme). In the poem ‘I am’, the writer maintains a beautiful tension between his or 
her own capability and strength while being born into a time of environmental crisis 
which she or he cannot change single-handedly. I would have loved to have seen 
more works on the compelling contemporary challenge of climate change.    
 My last piece of advice to young readers is to read, read read! It is very 
evident in the poems themselves whether the author has read widely in their chosen 
genre. Those poems that used lofty tones, dated language, predictable rhyming 
schemes or rehashed overrepresented moments in Australian history, demonstrated 
a lack of awareness of modern poetry both in Australia and abroad. Sites such as 
the Red Room Company’s ‘Poetry Object’ would be a great starting place to see 
excellent examples of student writing. I also recommend reading established writers 
from anthologies of Australian and Western Australian poets. ‘A Book of Luminous 
Things’ edited by Czeslaw Milosz is also an excellent example of an engaging and 
accessible international anthology. 
 It was fantastic to see the Annette Cameron Award drawing strong, fresh and 
diverse entries. For example, ‘Hopeling’ is a playful and effective evocation of the 
way in which the world can reflect a personal shift, ‘Winter Pause’ is a deep 
reflection on the transcendent space of waiting, ‘Blazon of my boy’ is an incredibly 
tender portrait of a five year old son, while ‘The Life Cycle of a Cicada’ is a wonderful 
example of the way poetry can ‘break the habits of words’; the metamorphosis of a 
cicada directly and visually paralleled with the troubled journey of a girl into 
womanhood, juxtaposing scientific and poetic registers of language with great effect. 
The winning poem, ‘Child’s Play1950s’, is striking in its ability to ‘show rather than 
tell’. We fall in love with the child whose love for music transcends his 
circumstances, simply because the poet has paid such careful attention and relayed 
so clearly the actions and choices of a passionate and determined young boy. 
 The Adult category also saw some well-crafted poems that did not make the 
final grade due to the sheer number of submissions. Again, what made the 
shortlisted poems stand out was their ability to express fresh ideas, or old ideas 
expressed in a new and surprising way. ‘September Birds’ is a beautifully crafted 
poem about ravens and the history of superstition, while ‘Mourning Song’ is an 
incredibly important work resisting the ‘whitewashing’ of brutal massacres of our First 
Nations people in Western Australia. ‘The River Flows Back’ is a mesmerising poem 
in which the language has an almost fluvial cadence through which the speaker finds 
themselves repeatedly returning to a river they have known from childhood, despite 
their attachment to the city. There is an honesty in this poem that lets us trust the 
narrator and we flow along with the lines.  
 ‘Slender Limbs’ is a poem that continued to delight me every time I re-read it, 
particularly the playful and non-anthropocentric way in which in which it suggests 
spaces may have a life beyond our preconceived ideas about them. The poet writes: 
 



 
‘yet      I returned 
took the room by surprise 
a sudden  
silence 
a sign 
like interrupting a conversation’  
 
Similarly, ‘September Tercets; or hearing a rufous whistler in the field’ had so many 

delightful and surprising moments; irises portrayed as ‘garden matriarchs’, red 

camelias as ‘spilt fine wine’, as well as clouds expressed as the ‘hemline of an 

afternoon’. However, it was the repeated, powerful imagery in ‘Sleeping Like a 

Mouse’ that brought me to tears as the reader experiences the heartache of 

witnessing a parent suffering in the confusion of Alzheimer’s or dementia, as 

portrayed in the tender lines:  
 
Clanging trolleys bring coffee, clenched fists, sobbing. 
What have I done wrong this time? Shushed and hugged,  
she curls softly into the circle of herself. 
 
 Cocooned in a sunless room… 
Paws tucked to chin like the dormouse in Alice, 
mum curls softly into the circle of herself. 
 
 There is also a deep compassion, as well as an unflinching honesty and self-
awareness, in the winning poem ‘Western Spinebill’. We read of a subject torn 
between wanting to draw the form of an injured bird they believe to be dying, while 
also wanting the bird to recover and live: 
 
‘Unwilling to kill for art 
I’d so far acquired just one subject 
a Carnaby’s black cockatoo 
killed on Chittering Road by the car ahead. 
And now, to my shame 
I hold you in my hand and imagine you as my second. 
But you still have life 
and the greater part of me wants you to live’ 
 
This tension is beautifully and candidly portrayed so we experience the joy as well as 
loss as the exquisite creature makes its way back into the world. 

Thank you so much to all the entrants and everyone who came to encourage 
the shortlisted writers on their way today. It was a joy to be a part of this process. 
Finally, a big shout out to everyone at KSP for their ongoing support of Australian 
poetry. 


