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“Vivid and complex” portrait of Truganini wins
nation’s richest prize for life writing 

 

26/8/2021 
 

A “vivid and complex” portrait of remarkable First Nations woman Truganini 
has won this year’s $25,000 National Biography Award, the nation’s richest prize for 
biographical writing, the State Library of NSW announced TODAY [Thursday 26 
August 2021].

Truganini: Journey through the apocalypse by Cassandra Pybus (Allen & Unwin) 
presents the extraordinary story of Truganini, a Nuenonne woman from Bruny Island, 
off Tasmania, whose life has been shrouded in myth for almost two centuries. In this 
award-winning work, Truganini claims her place as a survivor in the face of a 
determined effort to eradicate Aboriginal people from Tasmania.

According to Senior Judge, Suzanne Falkiner: “We were all impressed by Truganini, 
which combined evocative writing with scholarly research. The perceptive analysis of 
cultural incomprehension between black and white in 19th century Australia shows 
the resulting deceit, treachery, intentions both benevolent and malevolent, and 
unintended consequences.”

“Given the limitations of assembling Truganini’s biography through the contemporary 
accounts of third-person witnesses, and where the subject’s own voice is almost 
entirely absent, Cassandra Pybus has deftly attempted to reverse the gaze of history,” 
said Ms Falkiner.

“She reveals the sexual politics at play in areas depleted of young Indigenous women 
by European depredations, while recognising the agency, shrewdness, and refusal to 
accept the roles of passive victim of Truganini and her companions.”

This year the $5,000 Michael Crouch Award for a Debut Work was presented to 
Andrew Kwong for his powerful and heartfelt memoir, One Bright Moon 
(HarperCollins Publishers). 

“Kwong’s understated but highly effective account of a childhood in Maoist China and 
his eventual journey to Australia is both historically informative and moving in its 
description of his family’s sacrifices for him,” said Ms Falkiner.

According to NSW State Librarian John Vallance: “With 101 entries this year alone, the
National Biography Award continues to underline the importance of biography as a 
way of understanding our societies and their origins. 
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“The Award was created out of the initial vision Dr Geoffrey Cains and the late Mr 
Michael Crouch AC and continues to this day thanks to the ongoing support of the 
Nelson Meers Foundation.”

The shortlisted authors each receive $2,000:  

 The Lotus Eaters by Emily Clements (Hardie Grant Books)

 Max by Alex Miller (Allen & Unwin)
 Tell Me Why by Archie Roach (Simon & Schuster Australia)

 Penny Wong: Passion and Principle by Margaret Simons (Black Inc. Books)

 

The judges for this year’s Award were Suzanne Falkiner, Mandy Sayer and Rick 
Morton.  

The National Biography Award is administered and presented by the State Library of 
NSW and is generously supported by the Nelson Meers Foundation. 

For more information and to organise an interview, please contact: 
Vanessa Bond, Media & Communication Branch, State Library of NSW  
(02) 9273 1566, 0411 259 898, vanessa.bond@sl.nsw.gov.au   
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