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In Spore or Seed, her fifth poetry collection, Western Australian writer Caitlin Maling
reframes motherhood as a study of thresholds. Across her body of work, Maling has
consistently used autobiography as both subject and method, tracing identity through
lived experience rather than abstraction. Her earlier collections chart distinct phases
of selfhood: Conversations I've Never Had explores adolescent interiority and constraint,
while Border Crossing reflects on displacement and the expatriate self. Spore or
Seed extends this trajectory into motherhood, a state that both intensifies and
destabilises the autobiographical project. Rather than presenting maternity as a
redemptive identity, Maling resists sentimentalised maternal narratives through
sustained attention to bodily process, ecological metaphor, and erotic disruption. The
speaker offers an unflinching record of pregnancy, birth, and early motherhood that
ruptures the boundaries between self and other, life and death, and the erotic and the
banal.

At the heart of Spore or Seed lies edgeless, liminal imagery that “‘moves across
boundaries like prayers,” recalling Judith Wright's metaphor of the foetus-in-utero as
a ‘formless, shapeless seed” (18). In the titular poem, Maling addresses the foetus: ‘you
linger / indivisible from dust... the days don’t end / but begin and rebegin” (9).
Positioned at the collection’s opening, these lines signal how the fragile, in-between
state of the foetus expands outward, shaping the speaker’s porous and unsettled
maternal identity. Initially, this unsettlement arrives as revelation, showing the
speaker ‘how easy it is to grow or let go,” but as the collection progresses, the
consequences of self-dissolution emerge in increasingly blunt reflections (14). By ‘Part
Two: In Process,” she confronts her ‘thwarted longings” and admits: ‘there is no one
who can tell me this will not remake me” (28).

This remaking of the speaker forms the crux of the collection, reaching its
clearest articulation at the book’s close, where motherhood is recognised as a
condition of repeated transformation rather than singular loss. Addressing her unborn
child, the speaker declares: “you will only die once, though I may have many deaths
live and then pass inside of me’ (119). Centring this process of transformation, Maling
examines maternal identity through the collapse of boundaries between self and other
in the entwined existence of mother and foetus, revealing the emotional duality of
care. The speaker craves this entanglement, seeking ‘any indication of sameness” with
the infant, yet agonises over the resulting loss of bodily autonomy (17). This
dissolution recalls Julia Kristeva’s formulation of the abject, with its emphasis on
bodily permeability and vulnerability; however, unlike Kristeva’s focus on
repudiation, Maling’s speaker endures the maternal body, holding moments of horror
alongside tenderness.

66

http://www.limina.arts.uwa.edu.au Published by: The Limina Editorial Collective
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons BY-NC-ND licensing arrangement




Limina, Volume 31.1, 2026 Book Review

Part Four, ‘It is Hard to Become Accustomed to Being Food,” intensifies this
tension by portraying the infant as parasite or predator, echoing a familiar feminist
trope, as in Dorothy Porter’s unsentimental depiction of offspring as cysts
in ‘Motherhood’. In describing breastfeeding, the speaker tells her child, ‘I housed you
and now you scale the outer edges of us both” (41), language that conveys both
physical intrusion and a sense of possession, as if the mother’s body has become
territory to be claimed. Later, Maling writes, ‘I do not want to breastfeed / anymore
but I do it, imagining the infant as a ‘cobra / eating another’s eggs” (103). Through
these images, she foregrounds the bodily extremities of motherhood, showing how
the infant’s demands pierce and reshape both the mother’s body and her sense of self.

Maling traces this involuntary ‘shapeshifting” into another fraught threshold:
the uneasy meeting of eroticism and mundanity (18). In the transition between
pregnancy, birth, and postpartum, the speaker is unable to ‘reckon with (her) desire’,
which has become ‘inherently pedestrian’ (28, 45). She orgasms in her sleep over
‘nothing special” and describes her body as ‘an aquarium for ... fronds of bacteria” (44,
45). Yet Maling also reveals how this raw transition uncovers a surprising eroticism in
daily routine. In ‘A Fairytale’, prurient language describes blocked milk ducts that
‘[erect] hard cities in the soft tissues of (her) breasts’, while reflections on the wider
world betray a quietly erotic sensibility, as ‘we all are meeting slowly in the middle of
a tongue’ (44, 47). Desire does not disappear; it mutates, adhering to the body’s new
functions and infusing mundane gestures with unexpected sensual charge. This
eroticism, however, is entwined with discomfort and latent shame, reflecting the
societal pressures and internalised judgments that often frame sexuality in
motherhood. Acknowledging that “the poetic field rarely has children in it’ but ‘often
desire’, Maling’s sustained focus on the speaker’s sensual life foregrounds how desire
persists even when it feels illicit or dissonant, revealing the tension between bodily
sensation and the socio-cultural expectations imposed upon the modern mother (27).

From this charged negotiation of embodiment and vulnerability, Spore or
Seed turns outward to the fragile tension between life and death, situating its erotic
intensity within the precariousness of the contemporary world. Part Five, 'The Death
Section,” stages a severance between mother and infant, as the speaker, no longer
‘human singular’, acknowledges that her child will ‘know the world once it moves
past” her (33, 57). Spurred by grief over her geriatric cat, the passing of her aunt, and
the international hysteria of the coronavirus pandemic, this rupture underscores the
pervasive fear inherent in new motherhood (58, 62). In this context, Maling situates
maternal experience within the fragility of existence itself, suggesting that giving life
is inseparable from an awareness of mortality and loss. By birthing her child - ‘eyes
greedy with life” — the speaker realises she has inducted him into the natural world
and its cycles of emergence and extinction (69). Maternal anxiety thus converges with
climate anxiety, as the infant, once inseparable from her, echoes her own rhythms in
the collection’s final poem: ‘heart beats / like the barks / of Weddell seals / on the
melting ice” (123).
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Ultimately, Spore or Seed is the fearless, contemporary chronicle one might
expect from Maling, an autobiographical poet whose speaker declares she ‘will not
have a second child’. Unshrinking from the viscera of pregnancy, birth, and early care,
Maling embraces the abject to illuminate how identity is continually reshaped by the
demands of the infant, bodily change, and the tension between desire and obligation.
This obligation is experienced both socially and physically: the speaker must suppress
her erotic life to meet the relentless demands of heteronormative caregiving, even as
personal and planetary precarity mirror and intensify one another. Navigating this
tension, Maling’s poetry inhabits liminal spaces, capturing the vulnerability, intensity,
and continual transformation of maternal experience.

The collection closes with the speaker suspended between the known and the
unknown, reflecting on her ongoing negotiation of selfhood, desire, and maternal
responsibility. By the final poems, she appears to reach a place of quiet acceptance;
embracing both these demands and a future shaped by devotion to her child. In the
closing lines of the penultimate poem, she reassures him: “You will speak your own
tongue / and hold your own name / and I will love and love anyway, easily given up
/ for the awe of you’ (114).
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