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Under its Gaelic title this book is a complex amalgamation of research, personal memory and 

imaginative reconstruction of the lives of famine victims forced to flee Ireland between 1845 

and 1849. Much has been written about the horrors of the Irish famine from the notorious 

coffin ships to famine graves spread across the land. While a majority of surviving famine 

refugees found their way to Canada or the USA, Casey concentrates on the emigration to 

Australia using individual stories to illustrate her thesis. 

It’s a sophisticated achievement. A history of the famine (An Gorta Mór) is a history 

of the Irish diaspora across the modern world. Structurally the book moves from the general 

to the particular. It shifts from the broad onset of famine to the specific narrative journey of a 

handful of girls who wind up in the workhouses of Newcastle. As such it is a mixture of 

social history and harrowing personal memoir. 

Casey makes great use of archival material: letters, bureaucratic documents, found 

objects. In this regard the cumulative effect of her historical narrative recalls Jordie Albiston’s 

Botany Bay Document, where the statistics speak for themselves. Part one of Seang deals 

with the colonial and economic circumstances leading to conditions ripe for the famine to 

take hold. The book almost sinks under the weight of its structural variety, which no doubt 

served well for the PhD for which this account formed the substance. Slight it is not. There 

are 30 pages of notes and illustrations, an introductory essay, a prose text that works well as a 

short story, archival documents and so on. Casey’s meticulous research echoes the 1979 

discovery of the Packenham Mahon papers of over 50,000 similar documents at Strokestown 

estate, outlining the forced emigration of famine victims from County Roscommon. Casey 

has her own story to tell. 

Once her characters, (Irish orphan girls) are transported to Australia things get worse. 

They are subject to incarceration and servitude. Typical of the girls’ struggle to survive: 

 

The same girl again 

attempted to abscond . . . // 

by leaping from the dormitory window 

but hurt herself so severely 

that from necessity 

she has been quiet since. (41) 

 

With its documentary flavour the language of many of the poems is spare and unadorned, 

often adopting the form of nursery rhymes and traditional songs. This contrasts with a 

bureaucratic, legislative tone evident in other poems. This juxtaposition, while seemingly 

objective is emblematic of a means of suppression and control, particularly of language. 

 

Rock-a-bye baby 

born in a slum 

mother a convict 

father had run (53) 
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The elegiac middle sections of the book deal with the cruelties suffered by many of these 

girls upon landing in Australia, especially at the notorious Newcastle Industrial School for 

Girls. Casey states clearly that her intention is to give voice to those deprived of anyone to 

speak for them. 

 

I lost my tongue 

long ago in exile (101) 

 

While there is an occasional sense of stridency the poems are empowered by their restraint. 

The plainer the tone the greater the emotional impact. Here these fallen girls are given an 

opportunity to speak. The anguish of these songs of innocence is deeply felt. There is a 

consistent reliance on found material, poems made from fragments of historical documents. 

This leans to a reading located in an academic sphere rather than a purely poetic context. The 

book succeeds with a foot in both camps. 

Narrowing her focus, Casey moves from giving voice to the muted dead to 

articulating one single voice, that of Eliza O’Neil. Here a personal narrative illustrates the 

wider context. Casey’s method presents a disparate set of elements, a range of different lenses 

through which to view the whole. The predominant lens is political rather than aesthetic. One 

reads this book as much for the historical insight, disturbing as that is, as for the poetic lyric. 

Eliza’s story is told in the form of a letter. It expands on the narrative told in earlier 

poems with more detail and drama. Her voice, ventriloquised by Casey, is one of the 

throughlines of the book. The vernacular tone gives a realistic account of her pitiful life in 

Sydney. Casey is open to a versatile range of forms, an experiment evident in her earlier 

work, Out of emptied cups (2019). 

Part six brings the ‘body’ of the work, as she calls it, to a close, but not before Casey 

introduces herself as a participant in this bearing of witness. She readily uses Gaelic words 

and phrases as a way of keeping alive the ongoing resurgence of Irish language. Her personal 

experience of the material reveals Casey’s link with the past. 

 

Cruising up the coast 

to chase ghosts of girls 

I’ve pursued for four years (104) 

 

She acknowledges that the purpose of the work is to articulate a poetry of resistance. Her 

outrage at colonial injustices is loud and eloquent. In the prose section subtitled ‘A Brief 

History,’ Casey wonders ‘if her breath had seeped into these pages whose faint must I was 

now inhaling’ (123). The poet certainly wears her heart on her sleeve. These prosaic sections 

of the book reflect the passion Casey feels for her subject. 

Part six also examines some of the parallels Casey finds between her orphans and a 

broader state of famine in the world. This includes a perception of first nations 

disenfranchisement and experiences of colonisation. Here, in solidarity, she expands her own 

poetics of resistance. 

There follows an extensive sequence of notes and illustrations which, while not 

strictly necessary, add deeper layers of meaning. They show that she regards the historical 

material as crucially illuminating the political concerns driving the poems. From a variety of 

sources Casey has created a broad canvas outlining a tragic period of both Irish and 

Australian history. She integrates individual stories, including aspects of her own past, into a 

sweeping analysis of the famine. Her formal approach is multifarious. Yet there is a coherent 

fluidity to the whole, uniting each element of the work. It is more than merely a poetic text. 
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Her fury at the injustices of colonialism is evident on every page. Her vision propels the 

reader through a dense yet wholly readable text. It is an ambitious, sophisticated project 

which succeeds marvellously. 


