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Her ambition is to be  
an astronaut. And so  
far Beth Jens is on  
the right trajectory.
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The big 
picture  
Market stalls have  
become a regular  
presence on the 
Parkville campus.  
Seen here on Open Day, 
the farmers’ market  
sets up once a month,  
offering everything 
from jam to fresh  
produce.
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Pursuit tells the 
latest stories
University of Melbourne research 
is changing the world – from the 
development of 3D-printed 
replacement arteries, to revealing the 
impact of a paleo diet on health, to 
finding novel ways of controlling 
Australia’s cane toad problem.

And now there’s a new place 
to learn about these discoveries: 
the University’s new multi-media 
platform, Pursuit.

The stories on Pursuit are as 
diverse as the University’s academics 
themselves. Recent items look at how 
Australian TV became flooded with 
US imports, the discovery of 20 new 
fish species, why China needs to 
come clean on its military plans and 
progress in the fight against malaria.

Editor Phil Gardner says the mix, 
significance and breadth of stories 
on Pursuit is already attracting 
readers from around the world. 

“The common thread through 
everything on Pursuit – story, video, 
graphic or podcast – is that it is all 
directly informed by world-leading 
experts,” he says. “Every piece is 
research-informed, authoritative and 
the latest in its field.”

Pursuit’s stories vary in length and 
style, designed to keep you coming 
back on a smartphone, tablet or PC 
as often as you want. It is updated 
daily, and you can subscribe to receive 
regular updates alerting you to new 
articles in your areas of interest.
Learn more: pursuit.unimelb.edu.au

TECHNOLOGY

Campaign sets 
new target
Believe – the Campaign for the 
University of Melbourne has passed 
its target two years ahead of schedule, 
thanks to the generosity of more than 
20,000 donors worldwide. 

The Campaign, launched publicly 
in 2013, aimed to raise $500 million 
by the end of 2017. Having achieved 
that, a new goal of raising $1 billion 
and engaging 100,000 alumni by 2021 
has been set.

Vice-Chancellor Professor Glyn 
Davis AC says the University has 
been overwhelmed by the generosity 
of its donors. 

“Our intent with the Campaign 
has always been to change the lives 
of future generations. Thanks to our 
incredible alumni and donors, the 
impact has been nothing short of 
transformative,” he says. 

“We’ve been able to provide 
more than $150 million to educate 
tomorrow’s leaders, $120 million 
towards enriching our communities, 
on top of the more than $230 million 
raised for ground-breaking research 
in areas including melanoma and 
skin cancers, childhood mental health 
and human rights law.”

The major gifts the University 
has received include $10 million 
to establish the Wade Institute for 
Entrepreneurship, $26 million 
for the Michael Buxton Centre of 
Contemporary Art and donations 
that will create 24 new professorships 
across the University.

Professor Davis says the 
University’s alumni and donor 
community has been essential to the 
Campaign’s success. 

Campaign Chair Mr Allan Myers 
AC QC (BA 1969, LLB(Hons) 1970, 
LLD 2012, Newman College) says: 
“As a graduate of this University, 
I believe that those who benefited 
from a Melbourne education have 
the power to create a legacy for 
future generations.

“The Campaign has achieved so 
much in developing new research 
programs and making a difference 
to the lives of thousands of students.”

Learn more: campaign.unimelb.edu.au

SCIENCE GALLERY

Plans to create a dynamic new venue 
for science and art collaboration at 
the University of Melbourne are well 
under way.

Science Gallery Melbourne 
will open in 2018 at the corner of 
Swanston and Grattan Streets, and act 
as the “front door” to the University’s 
new innovation precinct, Carlton 
Connect.  

Science Gallery is an award-
winning international initiative 
pioneered by Trinity College Dublin 
that delivers a dynamic new model 
for engaging those aged 15 to 25 with 
science. Once established, Science 
Gallery Melbourne will be part of 
the Global Science Gallery Network 
– a network of eight Science Gallery 
locations developed in partnership 
with leading universities in urban 
centres.

Vice-Chancellor Professor Glyn 
Davis AC says establishing a Science 
Gallery in Melbourne is a key pillar of 
the University’s engagement strategy.

“Engagement is the expression of 
who we are and what we value as a 
public-spirited University,” he says. 

“We are committed to the 
principle that science is the future, 
and a Science Gallery Melbourne will 
provide a whole generation of young 
people with science that is exciting, 
accessible, but also intellectually 
challenging.” 

Professor Karen Day, Dean of 

Science, says the new venue will 
contribute to the vibrant and rapidly 
expanding innovation “ecosystem” 
at the University of Melbourne.

“Seventy-five per cent of the 
fastest-growing occupations require 
STEM subjects, where Australia has 
worrying gaps in these skills from 
primary to tertiary education levels. 
A Science Gallery Melbourne would 
be a powerful addition towards 
building Australia’s engagement and 
literacy in STEM subjects and in 
providing a creative bridge between 
art and science,” she says. 

Michael John Gorman, CEO of 
Science Gallery International, says 
Melbourne was a natural choice for 
the next Science Gallery.

“For Science Gallery International, 
Melbourne was the obvious choice 
for the location of the first and 
only planned Australian Science 
Gallery due to its combination of 
a world-class university partner in 
the University of Melbourne, and 
its vibrant scientific and artistic 
communities – a city designed for 
creative collisions between science 
and art,” he says.

Rose Hiscock, former Director 
of the Museum of Applied Arts 
and Sciences, which includes the 
Powerhouse Museum in Sydney, 
has been appointed the inaugural 
Director of Science Gallery 
Melbourne. 

New ‘front door’ designed 
for creative collision

DONORS

Student offers 
on the rise
The University has made a record 
number of offers to interstate and 
Indigenous students for 2016, 
according to Victorian Tertiary 
Admissions Centre (VTAC) data.

The University has provided 2059 
offers to interstate applicants, up 
from more than 1700 offers last year. 
Indigenous applications also hit a new 
five-year high, with 68 offers made, 
up from under 50.

In total, 7794 students received 
a University of Melbourne offer, 
up from 7544 offers in 2015.

Provost Professor Margaret Sheil 
says the results highlight the positive 
outcomes being achieved as a result 
of the University’s strategic planning.  

“In the latest Growing Esteem 
strategy we made a strong 
commitment to increase the number 
of Indigenous students on campus, so 
these results are particularly pleasing 
on this front,” she says.

“Likewise, our enhanced 
investment in student accommodation 
options close to the University – such 
as the development in Leicester Street 
– is making a Melbourne offer even 
more attractive to interstate students. 

“We’re very happy that the number 
of students choosing to come to 
Melbourne from interstate is on 
the rise. We can also count a record 
number of Chancellor’s Scholars 
on the offer list – 158 in total. We’re 
thrilled with the overall result.”

In total, more than 57,000 students 
received first-round offers from VTAC. 
As in 2015, the Bachelor of Science 
remains the University’s most popular 
undergraduate course.  

RESEARCH

Project is 
primates’ play 

Primates at Melbourne Zoo are 
getting into the swing of a new way 
to play. 
     In a world first, researchers from 
Zoos Victoria and the University’s 
Microsoft Research Centre for Social 
Natural User Interfaces are trialling 
“intelligent projection” technology 
to give orang-utans control over the 
games and applications they play to 
challenge their minds.

While zoos around the world, 
including Melbourne, have for years 
been using computer tablets to enrich 
activities for their primates, the 
animals can smash these devices in 
minutes.

The computer games, painting 
applications and picture galleries 
being developed at Melbourne use 
projections, so the animals can use 
their whole bodies to activate the 
space. If the trial is successful, within 
a few years the orang-utans could be 
playing computer games with visitors 
whenever they want.

Zoos Victoria’s animal welfare 
specialist Sally Sherwen (BSc 2007, 
MSc 2010) says previous research at 
the zoo has shown the orang-utans 
are keen to engage. “They enjoyed 
using the tablet but we wanted to give 
them something more, something 
they can use when they choose to,” 
she says. 

Learn more: bit.ly/1SPYrlV

PRIDE  
OF PLACE 
 
91
per cent of alumni 
take pride in their 
Melbourne degree, 
according to recent 
University research. 

WINNER
Lauren Tapper 
(BSc 2003) has 
won a $250 book 
voucher after opting 
to receive future 
editions of 3010 by 
email. If you would 
prefer to have the 
magazine delivered 
to your inbox, sign 
up for the digital 
version at unimelb.
edu.au/3010

>>
New face 

of medicine: 
A report on the 

development of 
3D-printed arteries 

appeared on the 
Pursuit multi-media 

platform.

RECORD

<<
New venue:  
A concept drawing 
of the Science 
Gallery, part of the 
Carlton Connect 
innovation 
precinct.

http://bit.ly/1SPYrlV


A
t the junction of 
Melbourne’s prime 
medical, educational, 
research and 
commercial worlds, a 
colossal new $1 billion 
public institution will 

soon open for business. Most of us hope 
we will never have cause to step inside.

Yet in all likelihood we will. If not for 
ourselves, then for the people we love. 
Such is the pitiless reach of cancer across 
the population.

When we do find ourselves within the 
new Victorian Comprehensive Cancer 
Centre, architect Melina Thomas hopes 
that the structure she helped create over 
the past six years will wrap itself around 
us, its form and function conveying 
powerful support in ways we may never 
consciously recognise.

The needs of patients and of their 
families were at the heart of the building 
brief for the VCCC, the new home of the 
Peter MacCallum Cancer Centre, which 
manages the facility, and specialists 
from nine other research, clinical and 
educational institutions. 

“People arrive with a diagnosis feeling 
stressed and anxious and sick. The whole 
idea is to keep them calm, make them 
welcome, embrace them,” says Thomas, 
a director with Melbourne-based Silver 
Thomas Hanley, healthcare architectural 
specialists working as partners with 
DesignInc and McBride Charles Ryan 
in imagining and realising the VCCC.

The last thing patients need is to be 
overwhelmed. “But at the same time 
the building should inspire hope and 
courage, and a shared belief that progress 
in beating the disease will come more 
readily if a centre of excellence is created 
to bring together the right people.” 

That’s the mission of the 
comprehensive cancer centre model, 
borrowed from the US, where it has 
been operating for 40 years. It’s about 
the integration of research, education 
and clinical care, and the streamlined 
translation of discovery into prevention 
programs, diagnostic tools, bedside 
regimes and treatment options.

Situated at the nexus of Flemington 
Road, Elizabeth Street and Grattan Street, 
the gateway to the renowned Parkville 
medical and research precinct, the VCCC 
is “a magnificent piece of infrastructure”, 
says the partnership’s executive director, 
Professor Jim Bishop AO (MB BS 1972, 
MD 1990, MMed 1999). 

But the structure is only part of the 
story. For him and others who have 
championed its realisation for a decade, 
the programs and philosophies it 
embodies are equally impressive, a “once 
in a generation” opportunity to propel 
cancer care into a new realm.

They set out to create a cancer centre 
that would rank in the world’s top 10. 
“And I think we stand a very good chance 
of getting there, based on the depth of the 
work,” says Bishop, who took the helm 
at the VCCC in 2011. He was previously 
Australia’s Chief Medical Officer, and 
has held senior posts in cancer institutes, 
research and education in NSW, Victoria 
and the US. 

The VCCC aims to provide 
individualised treatment to patients, 
facilitate more clinical trials, nurture 
collaboration, support bench-to-bedside 
translation of research, and smooth 
the way for a seamless patient journey 
through the system.

It’s also explicitly designed to reach 
out to other institutions, with skywalks 

linking it to the Royal Melbourne 
Hospital and tunnels under the roads to 
plug into the supercomputing grunt of 
the Victorian Life Sciences Computing 
Initiative.

“There are a couple of big revolutions 
washing across medicine at the moment 
– like genomics and bioinformatics,” 
says Bishop. “We’re wanting to take 
advantage of those developments that 
are transforming medicine to transform 
cancer treatment.”

The University of Melbourne – which 
contributed $25 million to the VCCC 
project and is the only educational 
institution in the partnership – has a 
major focus on cancer research. Bishop 
is also the Herman Chair of Cancer 
Medicine at the University.  

S
tanding in the jaw-dropping 
13-storey atrium as swarms 
of work crews apply finishing 
touches to the sculptured spiral 

of the “Welcome Stair”, Melina Thomas 
conjures up the scene come July, when 
the first patients find their way to the 
Welcome Hall. 

Recognising that they may be feeling 
sick and fatigued, the lower floors 
are organised for easy navigation and 
proximity to clinical areas, pharmacy 
and pathology. There’s a wellbeing centre 

kitted out like an airport lounge, where 
patients and their families can visit, even 
when their treatment is finished, and sit 
around a kitchen table and talk about 
their experience, says Thomas.

Most visitors will be day patients 
attending for treatments and 
consultations that will be provided in 
either wide chemotherapy bays or more 
private spaces.

“We’ve found in our work with cancer 
hospitals in the past that a lot of patients 
like to share their experiences,” says 
Thomas (BPD 1991, BArch(Hons) 1993). 
“So in all the clinical areas our aim is to 
empower the patient in giving a choice 
between shared and private spaces.” 

“The building should inspire

hope and courage, and a

shared belief that progress

will come if a centre of

excellence is created to bring

together the right people.”
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  Care 
rises 

to a 
new 
level

A striking 
new building    
gives Melbourne’s 
renowned medical and 
research precinct a fitting 

entrance. But it’s what unfolds 
inside the $1 billion Victorian 

Comprehensive Cancer Centre 
that is truly revolutionary.

By Jo Chandler 

Designed to inspire hope: Architect  
Melina Thomas in the atrium of the  
stunning Victorian Comprehensive  
Cancer Centre.  PICTURE: JULIAN KINGMA C O N T I N U E D  P A G E  8

https://www.victorianccc.org.au/about-the-vccc/the-vccc-team/
https://www.victorianccc.org.au/about-the-vccc/the-vccc-team/
https://www.vlsci.org.au/
https://www.vlsci.org.au/


The molecular geneticist

“O
ur work is mostly about understanding 
where an individual sits on the cancer 
risk spectrum,” explains Professor 
Melissa Southey. It requires painstaking 

investigation of the interplay between genetics, 
environment, lifestyle, age and other variables.

It’s powerful information, with the potential to 
anticipate, intervene in and even prevent cancers. 
But it’s also fraught with ethical, economic and logistical 
complexities. The work of Southey and her team of 28 
researchers, soon to take up residence on level 10 of the 
VCCC, is underwritten by a priceless resource – 1.5 million 
biospecimens collected over the decades from studies 
including the Melbourne Collaborative Cohort Study, 
which alone involves 45,000 Victorians.

These specimens are now distributed across the 
University campus in liquid nitrogen tanks and scientific 
freezers, with duplicates distributed to other research 
centres across the world. 

But the development of the VCCC gave Southey an 
opportunity to design a custom-built, secure facility to 
bring together the samples and the researchers in a 
single location for the first time. 

“I see that as a very positive thing,” says Southey, 
“let alone being in this environment where not only is 
basic research being done, but we can witness its use 
and how it changes medical practice. The environment 
will also place us well to hear the current clinical issues 
and to be able to pitch our research at these.” 

The cancer  
experiences researcher

A
fter graduating as a nurse from St Vincent’s 
Hospital in 1985, in the last days of hospital-
based training, Dr Donna Milne went back 
into study at La Trobe and the University of 

Melbourne to eventually emerge with a PhD and a role 
straddling the clinical and research worlds.

Today her working week is split between attending to 
the needs of individual melanoma patients at Peter Mac, 
and investigating their wider experience of the disease 
and of the health system.

“So my research role very much reflects what I do 
clinically with patients,” Milne explains. “Broadly speaking 
I’m asking ‘you’ve got this diagnosis. What’s it like? What 
do you need?’

“My main interest is in the advanced disease realm, 
patients with stage 3 and 4 cancer, and in ensuring that 
their experiences are as positive as they can be.”

To that end, she’s counting down the days to the shift 
to the VCCC. 

“The layout will help ensure we have the right people 
in the right place, so patients get what they need with a 
minimal number of visits. It will certainly facilitate better 
communications between their health professionals.

“Our patients are in the most stressful period of their 
lives when they walk in. So an environment that is calm, 
appealing, not poky, with natural light – it all helps.”

PROFESSOR MELISSA 
SOUTHEY (BSc(Hons) 
1988, PhD 1993, GDipIPLaw 
1996, Ormond College)  
Molecular Geneticist, 
University of Melbourne

DR DONNA MILNE   
(MAdvNursPrac 2000, 
PhD 2009) 
Advanced Practice  
Nurse and Cancer 
Experiences Researcher, 
Peter MacCallum  
Cancer Centre and 
University of Melbourne 
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160 overnight inpatient beds

A 42-bed-capacity intensive care unit

110 same-day beds

Dedicated clinical trials unit

Eight medi-hotel beds, 
with space for overnight 
accommodation for families 
of country patients

More than 25,000m   of research space

Eight operating theatres

Eight radiation therapy bunkers 

From six original partners, the VCCC has grown 
to a partnership of seven hospitals, two research 
institutes and the University of Melbourne

VCCC:  THE FACTS
2

Public zones are also engineered to 
bring patients into proximity with other 
users of the building – doctors and nurses, 
research scientists and technicians, 
medical students and educators – en route 
to the lifts that will take them to their 
laboratories and workstations. 

Researchers will occupy the top six 
floors, clinical and hospital staff dominate 
the bottom six. Educators are positioned 
in between, in a space where patients 
and families and staff also mingle in 
the cafeteria, or step down a floor to a 
sprawling 1400-metre-plus rooftop garden 
for some respite.

The mixing of these populations 
is orchestrated to allow patients to be 
fortified by the army working for their 
health, experts to be galvanised by the 
reality of the individuals whose lives 
they might change, and to encourage 
serendipitous encounters between 
research and clinical players.

“The whole idea is to get people 
together to collaborate, to create formal 
and informal spaces where they bump 
into each other, where they talk about 
the work in the laboratory or the cases 
coming into the clinic,” says Thomas. 

“We wanted to create a building which 
fosters this interaction.”

It’s about breaking down silos to 
capitalise on the central ambition shared 
by every patient, scientist and specialist 
in the building: to beat cancer.

Natural light pours into the VCCC 
courtesy of its hollowed core, swathes 
of white balconies wrapping around the 
light, the quirky, organic shapes taking 
the hard edges off what might have been 
a formidable construction.

Stands of spotted gum trunks and 
greenery soften the institutional look into 
something more akin to a top-flight hotel. 
Clinical surfaces are warmed up with 
palettes of earthy colours inspired by the 
bark of the Victorian snowgum.

Breakout areas with gardens and 

natural motifs – leaves and flowers – 
are woven into the fabric of the building. 
The outside world is close, with patients 
given the best vantage points. Down in 
the radiation bunker there are backlit tree 
canopies and a light show of butterflies 
waiting to distract paediatric patients.

There’s nothing whimsical about such 
devices. “These biophilic design elements 
reinforce the connection to nature, and 
in turn promote healing, relaxation, and 
comfort,” says Thomas. 

Every component of the building has 
been thrashed out with focus groups 
representing the various users – some 300 
groups all vehemently championing their 
work, needs and priorities.

“There were formal meetings with all 
the doctors and nurses in every single 
department,” explains Thomas. Same again 
for the various research departments. 
“We go room by room, and then into the 
detail of the fixtures and fittings – where 
every power point goes. So these are quite 
intense meetings.”

Adding to the pressure was the 
recognition that there would be no similar 
investment in Victoria for a long time to 
come. “They had to have a building for the 
future – this was their only shot at it. So  
it had to be flexible enough to withstand  

F R O M  P A G E  7

Professor Jim Bishop in one of the Centre’s high-rise gardens.    PICTURE: CHRIS HOPKINS

the next 20, 30 years of breakthroughs.”
Tucked within the building’s seams 

is capacity to expand to accommodate 
the kind of unimagined hardware or 
laboratories or workforce that might 
be required for the next generation of 
patients.

Ultimately the best support for 
people with a cancer diagnosis is an 
environment that facilitates the efficient 
daily work of the doctors, nurses and 
allied specialists treating them. Staff 
also have retreat areas and natural light 
and views. “We needed to create a place 
that would attract the best of the best 
clinicians and researchers, to achieve 
the best outcomes for the patients.”

The prospects for patients today 
and in years to come will turn on 
the collaboration of clinicians and 
researchers striving for the next 
breakthrough, says Bishop. To that end, 
researchers and PhD students from 
Melbourne’s leading research institutions 
will shortly settle into the laboratories 
in the upper floors.

“There is a lot of evidence in the 
literature that it takes a long time for 
research discoveries to be translated into 
routine care,” says Bishop – often more 
than a decade, sometimes two. “I think 
we can do a lot better than that.”

Another big element of a 
comprehensive cancer centre is outreach 
to the wider population. So in addition 
to the core partnerships, there are also 
collaborations being established with 
Monash University, rural centres and 
cancer programs.

It also has a mandate to focus on 
population health, exploring disease in 
the context of geography, culture and 
environment. 

One of the big incentives for building 
the VCCC was recognition that the 
number of cancer patients was inevitably 
going to increase as the population ages 
and people don’t die of other things.

“This is not trivial,” says Bishop. 
“We are anticipating a 30 per cent 
increase in the next 10 years as opposed 
to the last 10.”

For architect Melina Thomas, being 
part of the effort to create a facility 
that will touch so many lives is deeply 
rewarding. There has been substantial 
international interest in the VCCC and 
encouraging feedback from medical and 
architectural specialists. “We’re quite 
overwhelmed at the buzz,” she says. 
“It’s creating a lot of excitement.”

But the true test will come when 
patients come through the doors and 
their carers get down to the business 
of healing them. Thomas will be in the 
wings waiting for the verdict. 

“These biophilic design 

elements reinforce the 

connection to nature, 

and in turn promote healing, 

relaxation, and comfort.”
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Having grown up in egalitarian 
Australia, she struggles with India’s focus 
on caste and class. “In India you have to 
insert yourself into this hierarchy and even 
though it’s something that you don’t want 
to do, if you don’t do it you get walked all 
over,” she says. 

“It’s a constant navigation game, and I 
still haven’t got it right because I don’t want 
to lose sense of where I’m from. I don’t 
want to lose sense of the values that I grew 
up with because that’s what I would like to 
inculcate in my children one day.”

While Sharda’s career is increasingly 
based outside India, she is still a huge fan 
of the classic Bollywood genre – colourful 
epics packed with emotion and lavish dance 
routines. 

“A good Bollywood film allows you 
to escape from the real world and it’s 
aspirational,” she says. “If you have a 
country of a billion people, most of whom 
are living below the poverty line, there is 
this kind of escapism that occurs through 

watching these films and I think that it’s 
naive to suggest that there’s no value in that. 

“The music is a very celebratory sound 
and at every wedding, every Indian 
function, people know the same tunes and 
they get up and they dance. I think it’s a 
really great cohesive force in a community, 
especially outside of India, which is why 
Indian film music is so popular amongst 
diasporic communities.”

However, the days of such films may 
be numbered. As Indian society changes, 
so does its creative output. Sharda says 
the burgeoning middle class want to see 
the issues they grapple with reflected on 
screen. 

“India is now starting to look at itself 
and ask some serious questions – what do 
we stand for, what is our identity? Being an 
incredibly pluralistic society these are very 
hard questions. 

“It’s a really interesting time to see 
Bollywood cinema. I’ve seen how fickle 
it can be in terms of what it means to 

be good, bad or ugly there – everything 
changes so quickly. Right now the kind of 
films that are doing well are more serious, 
international films, and I think if those 
get made and get sanctioned in India, the 
audience will broaden internationally.”

But in the unlikely event that Sharda’s 
movie career flounders, she could have 
another career option: barista. Desperate 
to enjoy the kind of skinny flat white she 
orders in Melbourne, she admits to giving 
the Indian baristas at Australian coffee 
franchises in Mumbai “Pallavi tutorials”.  

“I have gone in with a thermometer and 
actually measured the temperature of the 
milk before,” she says, laughing. “I had to 
explain to them that they were burning the 
coffee beans.  

“I said to the barista ‘I’m sorry, this is an 
Aussie company and I’m Australian … so I 
hope you don’t mind, but I’m going to tell 
you how to do it!’”

Follow Pallavi Sharda online: @pallavisharda

H
er Instagram profile describes 
her as a “raging Aussie”, yet she’s 
also one of Bollywood’s leading 
ladies. Contradictory? Not for 

Pallavi Sharda, who’s as at home in Mumbai 
as she is in Melbourne. 

This cultural fluidity does confuse some. 
“When I speak to Australian people in 
Bombay all of a sudden my accent gets so 
strong because I’m dying to speak in it,” 
Sharda says in her soft Australian accent. 
“Literally people stop and their jaws open 
and they’re like (adopts strong Indian accent) 
‘What happened to Pallavi madam?’ ”

Sharda’s ability to switch between her 
Australian and Indian identities has helped 
her create a career that goes beyond her 
childhood dream of appearing in Bollywood 
films. In India, Sharda (BA(Media&Comm), 
LLB 2010, DipModLang(Fr) 2011) has 
enjoyed success in films such as Besharam 
and Hawaizaada. Her Australian credits 
include Save Your Legs with Stephen Curry. 
This year we’ll see her in international 
productions Shambhala, opposite Jonathan 
Rhys Meyers, and Lion, alongside Nicole 
Kidman, Dev Patel and Rooney Mara. 

She is also increasingly taking on the 
role of cultural ambassador, promoting 
Indian-Australian relations. She was Queen 
(to Shane Warne’s King) of Melbourne’s 
multicultural festival Moomba last year, 
and was in Melbourne recently to support 
the Melbourne Renegades in cricket’s Big 
Bash League. 

“It’s such a nice thing because it’s a 
Melbourne institution and they’re looking 
at someone of Indian heritage from 
Melbourne to support the team. That’s 
something that didn’t happen when I was 
growing up,” she says. 

“If you go overseas, to the UK or 
America, no one bats an eyelid at a woman 
in a sari or someone deciding to have a 
curry night at home. But again, that didn’t 

happen when I was growing up. I’ve seen 
the change in the landscape in Melbourne 
and I think it’s really exciting.”

Sharda’s parents, academics Dr Hema 
Sharda and Dr Nalin Kant Sharda, migrated 
to Perth in the 1980s.

As a young girl, she loved Indian dance 
and drama, but for a long time was too 
nervous to even audition for 
school plays. That changed 
in Year 12, when she won the 
role of Ariel in The Tempest 
and choreographed the whole 
production with a Bollywood 
dance theme. “I realised my 
cross-cultural roots were 
legitimate,” she says.

Her new-found confidence 
took her to the University of 
Melbourne, where she fast-tracked 
her studies, cramming in as many 
subjects as possible – while also 
running a course on Indian dance 
for her fellow students – and 
devised a plan to get to Bollywood as soon 
as she could. 

“I thought that just in case I decided 
I really did want to be a lawyer or join the 
corporate world, I would need to be young 
enough to be able to do it. So I planned this 
weird thing that I would finish university, 
go to Bollywood for three or four years and 
then come back and either do a PhD or a 
Masters or join the workforce.” 

She might not have returned but 
the University is still close to her heart. 
“Melbourne Uni is Melbourne to me. 
It’s home,” she says. Last year she even did 
some filming on campus, shooting a scene 
for Lion at a studio at Union House, where 
she used to teach dance. 

Filming in India is quite a different 
experience. “Once you go to Melbourne 
Law School it makes you think a certain 
way … you want to understand the reason 

behind things, and in India working on 
an Indian film set there is often very little 
reason behind anything. There is a constant 
clash between what is reasonable and what 
is happening,” she says.

And that’s not the only difficulty. “A lot of 
people don’t realise that I am Australian,” she 
says. “I don’t feel the need to tom-tom about 
that; I don’t need to add a point of difference. 
I’m as Indian as anyone can be. I grew up 
speaking Hindi, I can speak in Indian-
accented English, and my mannerisms can 
switch seamlessly to Indian mannerisms. 

“But it’s actually been a little bit of a 
drawback because people don’t realise I 
think like an Australian. I might be fitting 
into all the cultural nuances but I am a 
very free, uninhibited, strong Australian 
woman, working in an industry that is 
often regressive. So there’s a constant 
clash of values, and I find that extremely 
challenging.”

Actor Pallavi Sharda has a foot in two 
cultural camps – her homeland Australia, 

and India where she passes for a local.  
But as she tells Val McFarlane,  

she still thinks like an Australian. 

An all-singing,  
all-dancing tradition

High emotion, spontaneous dance 

routines and a plot that’s got 

everything but the kitchen sink 

– the perfect recipe for a classic 

Bollywood movie, says Luke Devenish, 

lecturer in screenwriting at the 

Victorian College of the Arts.

The storytelling formula, based on the rasa tradition, 

aims to inject nine emotional states into each tale to 

create a masala experience – akin to a spicy meal. 

And audiences find it irresistible. The Indian film 

industry (Bollywood is just that part based in Mumbai, 

formerly Bombay; other major cities have their own 

industries) is huge. India produces more movies than 

Hollywood and in 2013, nearly 2.7 billion cinema tickets 

were sold across the country.

Indian movies really took off when sound films 

(“talkies”) rose to prominence in the West in the early 

1930s. In particular, Indian filmmakers saw parallels 

between the Western musical and their own performance 

tradition – and the all-singing, all-dancing classic Indian 

movie style was born. 

Today, the tone of Indian films is changing to reflect 

contemporary Indian culture. Movies (although still 

lengthy by Western standards) are getting shorter, 

and while music is still a crucial part of the soundtrack, 

characters are far less likely to suddenly burst into song.

Yet the richness of the stories remains. Devenish 

says the films still offer great entertainment for Western 

movie-goers willing to give them a go. “When you watch 

Indian cinema from a Western point of view you are 

totally hooked up in the storylines,” he says.

To learn more about Indian cinema,  

visit pursuit.unimelb.edu.au

Dancing to a 
    Bollywood  beat

“A good Bollywood film allows you to escape 
from the real world,” says Pallavi Sharda. 

Inset: In one of her movie roles.
 MAIN PICTURE: PENNY STEPHENS
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athy McGowan AO became 
a politician when she was 
nearly 60. But the independent 
member for Indi was hardly a 

political novice when she won the north-
eastern Victorian seat in 2013. She had 
spent much of her adult life in politics of 
one sort or another, especially as founding 
member and later president of Women 
in Agriculture – lobbying, networking, 
pushing to get things done. 

McGowan (DipEd 1976), now 62, has 
some advice for women thinking seriously 
about a political career: you’ve got to learn 
the skills, preferably before you stand as 
a candidate. And even before that, you’ve 
got to work out what you really care about.

“The first thing I’d want to say is 
you’ve got to work out yourself what your 
platform is,” she says. “There’s not much 
point unless you’ve got a bit of vision about 
what you’ve got to say and that takes a lot 
of work to refine.

“I’m a huge believer in people 
explaining what the pathway is, because 
it’s so rarely obvious and it’s not intuitive.”

The University of Melbourne’s Pathways 
to Politics program is designed to “explain 
what the pathway is” for women considering 
a political career. A pilot begins in June, 
and is a first for an Australian university. 

The idea came from philanthropist 
Carol Schwartz AM, who in turn was 
inspired by a Harvard Kennedy School 
program, From Harvard Square to the 
Oval Office. It offers selected graduates 
hands-on, practical skills, mentoring 
and networking. Past speakers include 
presidential hopeful Hillary Clinton and 
former Republican governor Christie 
Todd Whitman.

The aim of Pathways to Politics is 
simple: increase female representation in 

local, state and federal politics. The reason 
is obvious: while the “gender gap” in such 
areas as education and health has been 
largely closed in Australia, we are slipping 
behind other nations in female political 
representation.

In 2013, a comparison of women in 
national parliaments ranked Australia 
44th (behind countries such as Cuba, 
Sweden, South Africa, Mexico and New 
Zealand). We had slipped from 32nd in 
2008, and 20th in 2001. In a 2016 study, 
Australia had fallen to 54th. 

There has been slow progress 
since the first women entered Federal 

With Australia  
sliding steadily down 

the world ranks of 
female political 

representation, a new 
University program is 
preparing to light the 

path for aspiring 
women politicians.  

Gay Alcorn reports.

A POWER  IMBALANCE

Parliament in 1943. In January this year, 
the Australian Bureau of Statistics reported 
that women made up 30.5 per cent of 
federal parliamentarians. That had risen 
just 5.5 percentage points since 2001.

Women’s success in state politics varies. 
As of 2014, about 24 per cent of NSW 
parliamentarians were women, compared 
with almost 33 per cent in Victoria and a high 
of more than 41 per cent in the ACT. A survey 
of local government councillors in 2011 found 
that women comprised nearly 28 per cent of 
elected representatives.

Launching the Pathways to Politics 
program late last year, Foreign Minister 

Julie Bishop pointed out the positives. 
Australia has had a female prime minister, 
a female governor-general, and now has its 
first female defence and foreign ministers. 
Many states, too, have had female leaders. 
Queensland Premier Annastacia Palaszczuk 
has a female deputy leader, Jackie Trad, and 
women make up more than half her cabinet.

“It’s important for women to fulfil these 
leadership roles because unless others see a 
woman in that role they don’t imagine that 
it’s possible,” Bishop said.

The first Pathways to Politics course will 
be open only to University of Melbourne 
graduates, although this is expected to change 

over time, and will be run through the 
University’s School of Government. 

A cohort of 20 to 25 women from 
all political leanings will receive, free 
of charge, 12 fortnightly sessions of 
intensive training and discussion. 

At each session, a female politician 
will speak – off the record – and answer 
questions over dinner. Then someone 
with detailed knowledge of the political 
process – campaigning, polling, speech 
making and negotiating the media – 
will speak and give advice.

One of those will be Nicholas Reece 
(ExecMPubAdmin 2006), Principal 

Fellow at the University in the School 
of Government. Reece was formerly a 
senior adviser to prime minister Julia 
Gillard (LLB 1986, BA 1989) and was 
Labor’s campaign director for the 2010 
Victorian election.

“There is something systemically 
that makes it harder for women,” says 
Reece. “My personal political experience 
having worked for the first female prime 
minister was that I saw firsthand the 
gender lens that was put across a lot of 
things that she was engaged in.” 

C

Women of influence: Cathy McGowan, Julia Gillard, Julie Bishop, Kelly O’Dwyer and Sophie Mirabella
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Beth Jens on the beach at Torquay: 
“I love space exploration.”  
PICTURE: JULIAN KINGMA
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A step into
the  heavens
Beth Jens had to plot a circuitous 
route into space. A newly launched 
University program should make  
it easier for the next generation  
of students. 

B Y  T I M  T H W A I T E S  
( B S c ( H O N S )  1 974 ,  T R I N I T Y  C O L L E G E ,  J A N E T  C L A R K E  H A L L )

B
y following her dreams, Dr Beth Jens may well 
end up going as far as is humanly possible – 
deep into outer space. It’s an adventure the 
young engineer from Torquay has been chasing 

since she decided at the age of 12 to become an astronaut. 
And she’s certainly given herself a good chance to fulfil 
that ambition.

Jens (BEng(MechEng)(Hons), BSc 2008) is now 
employed at Caltech’s famous Jet Propulsion 
Laboratory (JPL) in Pasadena, California – the place 
where the Mars rovers and much of NASA’s rocket 
technology were developed. She is working on new 
ways of fuelling small space vehicles. 

Getting this far has taken a lot of hard work, a fair 
dollop of serendipity and that splash of ambition.

“I love space exploration,” she says. “When I was young, 
one of the Apollo astronauts was out in Australia. Dad 
happened to sit beside him on an internal flight, and he 
invited us to his talk in Geelong. He showed pictures of 
standing on the moon. And I thought, ‘Why couldn’t 
anyone who was passionate and worked hard get there?’   
I think that started it.

C O N T I N U E D  P A G E  1 6

Gillard herself famously said when 
she lost the leadership to Kevin Rudd: 
“The reaction to being the first female 
prime minister does not explain everything 
about my prime ministership, nor does 
it explain nothing about my prime 
ministership.”

One of Gillard’s challenges, Reece says, 
was that female politicians “could be either 
Margaret Thatcher the Iron Lady or you 
could be the girl next door, and they were 
the two archetypes you could choose from 
as a female politician. That’s just bullshit. 
There are just as many diverse characters 
who are women.

“Often there’s an underlying assumption 
that women shouldn’t consider a career in 
politics until they have children, or have 
raised their children. If you follow that 
logic through, women wouldn’t enter the 
political system until well into their 40s or 
50s, but to get ahead in politics you need 
to enter a parliamentary role in a relatively 
early stage in your career so you can do 
your time and be promoted to senior roles.”

Male-dominated preselection processes 
also disadvantage women, but they have 
to learn to push themselves forward, 
says Reece. 

“Women are often not as forward in 
these things and in a highly competitive 
area that is full of these overachieving 
hyper-ambitious types, they can just get 
pushed out.”

Pathways to Politics is non-partisan, 
and is looking for women of all ages 
from any political background. Yet it is 
undeniable that the conservative side of 
politics has struggled with this issue more 
than Labor and the Greens.

“So let this conference declare, by 2025 
… 50 per cent of Labor’s representatives 
will be women,” Labor leader Bill Shorten 
told the party’s national conference last 
year. Labor’s affirmative action rules were 
adopted in 1994 when women comprised 
just 18.4 per cent of Labor members 
– it’s now 45 per cent. By comparison, 
about 22 per cent of Liberal Party MPs are 
women, and 15 per cent of National MPs.

“I do not believe that (the increase 
in women MPs) would have happened 
without the focus that a target provides,” 
deputy Labor leader Tanya Plibersek told 
the launch of Pathways to Power. “Because 
in every individual seat there is always 
an excuse to preselect the bloke, who’s so 
exceptional. Or they say ‘I’m a supporter 
of equality, of course, I believe half our 
parliamentarians should be women, but in 
my case in this seat there’s a special reason 
why that rule shouldn’t apply to me’.”

For the conservative side of politics, 
the issue is complex. The Liberal Party 

does not support quotas as a matter of 
principle, arguing that candidates should 
be selected only on merit. The party once 
believed, too, that the number of female 
MPs would gradually increase over time. 
But when Tony Abbott’s first Cabinet 
after the 2013 election included just one 
woman – Julie Bishop – it was a wake-up 
call that waiting for things to change was 
not working. 

A party report last year recommended 
setting a 50 per cent target for women in 
Parliament, and warned that the party 
risked losing relevance if it did not address 
the issue. It listed various barriers to 
women seeking to be candidates in the 
party, including a “boys’ club” culture and 
a process designed to “keep outsiders out”. 
The target would be aspirational, rather 
than mandatory.

Assistant treasurer Kelly O’Dwyer 
(LLB(Hons) 1999, BA 2000) has 
experienced the difficulties of being a 
female politician firsthand, having last 
year been advised to express more breast 
milk for her baby Olivia in order to avoid 
missing parliamentary business. O’Dwyer 
does not support mandatory quotas, but 
she believes targets are needed.

“Those targets can be measured and 

we will be able to then hold ourselves 
accountable for our progress in this 
regard,” O’Dwyer told the ABC recently.

“I think that when you measure 
something, you achieve better outcomes, 
and I’d like to think that we can achieve 
better outcomes.

“I don’t think there’s one silver bullet 
that’s going to solve this issue. I think we 
need to put in place a number of strategies 
in order to encourage women to have 
the confidence to put up their hand for 
Parliament, to make sure that they’re 
supported and set up for success.”

Lillian Kline, the project co-ordinator 
of Pathways to Politics, says there is 
“enormous goodwill” around the idea, 
with most politicians and strategists 
approached keen to offer their time and 
expertise. 

Schwartz has been involved in 
promoting women in leadership for many 
years and is funding the pilot program 
through her Trawalla Foundation. 
Although it is modelled on Harvard’s 
program, this one has a unique element, 
Schwartz says – a session on political ethics.

“It gets back to that issue that all 
politicians who enter into politics are really 
very idealistic,” says Schwartz. “What are 
the ethics around compromising those 
beliefs and values in order to sort of toe 
the line with the party? That might make 
some people think ‘I actually don’t want 
to enter politics because I don’t want to 
do that’, or else ‘how can I negotiate those 
areas?’

“We definitely want people who really 
aspire to entering a political life, who aren’t 
just curious, but actually have read about 
it, worked in it, and are really committed 
to political leadership and political life.”

Cathy McGowan loves political life. 
She is driving home from Canberra when 
she takes my phone call. The woman she 
defeated in Indi, Liberal Sophie Mirabella 
(BCom/LLB 1994, LLM 1998), a former 
Public Policy Fellow at the University, is 
standing again at this year’s election, and 
McGowan is focused on the campaign. 

She is well known for her negotiating 
skills, her ability to network, and for 
putting people together to achieve things. 
She says that women who want to be 
politicians shouldn’t try to ape the way 
men do things.

“I just think that the blokes have worked 
out their own pathway, and women have 
got to work out their own pathway.” 

The Australian political system is 
“really biased against women”, McGowan 
says. Quotas have worked for Labor, but 
they might not work for every party. 

“You’ve got to actually look at the 
systemic problems – what’s the barrier 
and what are you going to do about it?”

F R O M  P A G E  1 3

“We definitely want

people who really aspire to

entering a political life . . . 

and are really committed

to political leadership.”

CAROL SCHWARTZ
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“I was very single-minded about being 
an astronaut, and I would do anything 
to get there. Now, I just love the idea of 
helping support the space effort, whether 
that’s as an engineer or going into space. 
But I’d still like to be an astronaut.”

When she was a young student in the 
1990s, no one laughed at Jens’ ambition 
to go into space. Her school, Sacred Heart 
College in Geelong, and especially her 
physics and maths teachers, encouraged 
her. Yet she admits there was a little good-
natured bewilderment on the part of the 
careers teacher, who then did her best to 
find Jens a relevant placement, at a flying 
school in Essendon.

When Jens went on to the University 
of Melbourne, it was natural to enrol in a 
physics degree, but she also decided to take 
on engineering, partly because she knew 
Australia’s only astronaut, Andy Thomas, 
was an engineer. Despite the fact that her 
elder brother was also in engineering, her 
parents needed a little reassurance. “Mum 
was a little confused at first. ‘Are you sure 
it’s a respectable career?’ she asked me.”

Even so, Jens suffered a little from 
culture shock. No space or aeronautical 
engineering subjects were offered at the 
University, so she opted for mechanical 
engineering and found herself in a class 
of young men who had been pulling cars 
apart since they were kids. 

When asked in a programming course 
what languages she had, it took her a 
moment to recognise it was computer 
languages that her lecturers were interested 
in rather than her experience of Japanese. 

Things are changing. A new generation 
of enterprising students are working 
on a project that could make this 
progression into space exploration much 
more straightforward. With support from 
the School of Engineering, they have 
established a University of Melbourne 
Space Program with the aim of designing, 
constructing and launching a series 
of kilogram-sized cube satellites from 
next year. 

They hope the experience they gain and 
the skills they develop will help to expand 
the small Australian space industry and the 
educational base to support it.

“Space is a hole in our national research 
profile,” says Professor Rachel Webster of 
the School of Physics, who was involved 
in a $40 million government effort to 
encourage a local industry. “When you 
think of the observational platforms 
above earth, these are now crucial for 
managing, monitoring and understanding 
the environment – fires, for instance, and 
much else. Expertise in space is something 
we cannot afford to be without.”

In recalling her journey into the field, 
Jens says it helped a lot to be living on 
campus in Newman College with the access 
that gave her to the university experience 
and to sports. With help from Professor 
Ivan Marusic, she even managed to conjure 
up a final-year research project on the 
prospect of powering space probes on 
Mars and Venus using wind energy. 

Not only was she awarded first class 
honours, she was also selected to present 
her work in Glasgow at the world’s largest 
space conference. That was her introduction 
to the global space community, and the 
industry that supports it.

She then attended a general 
introductory course of the International 
Space University at NASA’s Ames Research 
Center in Silicon Valley, and – with 
support from her local Rotary Club 
and the Australian Fulbright Program – 

enrolled in a Masters of Aeronautics and 
Astronautics at Stanford University. 

At the end of it all she was taken on 
as an intern at JPL, which eventually put 
her through her PhD at Stanford studying 
a new, safer form of rocket propulsion 
using a fast-burning hybrid fuel. One of 
the potential uses for this type of hybrid 
propulsion is in moving around cube 
satellites just like those being planned 
at the University. They are becoming an 
important and inexpensive space research 
tool, used for jobs such as gathering data 
and assisting communication.

“When I first got to Stanford I was a 
little concerned I might be behind the 
other students,” says Jens. “But it soon 
became clear that the skill set in maths and 
physics that the University of Melbourne 
had provided was very applicable – a very 
strong, sound theoretical basis.” Even so, 

she says, her leap into the space industry 
would have been a lot easier if she’d had 
an opportunity to apply her skills earlier.

That is just what mechatronics graduate 
student Rob Mearns (BSc 2012, ME 2015)
and three engineering mates thought 18 
months ago, several months after receiving 
an email from the Director of the Centre 
for Neural Engineering, Professor Stan 
Skafidas (BE(ElecEng) 1992, BSc 1993, 
MEngSc 1996, PhD 1998). The message 
invited them to a meeting open to anyone 
interested in building a cube satellite to be 
launched in 2018.

The four students saw the project as a 
way to develop useful expertise in a field 
critical to Australia’s future in areas such 
as land management and emergency 
response. So they wrote back proposing 
that they manage the project and, instead 
of just one satellite, that plans be drawn 

up for a series of launches, starting with 
a simple prototype in 2017.

Coincidentally, 50 years earlier a group 
of engineering students at the University 
began constructing the first Earth satellite 
built in Australia. The Australis Oscar 5, 
or AO5, was completed in 1967 and 
launched into orbit by a US Air Force 
rocket in 1970. In the 45 years since then, 
no Australian university has repeated this.

But now some universities – 
New South Wales, Sydney and Adelaide 
– have embarked on satellite projects. 
The student-run University of Melbourne 
Space Program, however, wants to do 
things differently. Although much basic 
technology is freely available, the group 
wants to develop its own skills, designing 
and customising the University of 
Melbourne satellites to their purpose.

Led by Mearns as engineering director 

Eye on the sky: Student 
Rob Mearns is working 
on the University’s  
Space Program. 

F R O M  P A G E  1 5

For Professor Andrew Melatos, the news 

was momentous. The announcement in 

February that gravitational waves had been 

detected changed the very way we look at 

space, he says.

“Without exaggeration, it changes 

humanity in a way,” he observes. “It’s a new 

era, because from now onwards humans 

will look at the sky with gravitational waves, 

as well as the other things we know, such as 

light and radio and X-rays.”

Melatos and the University are members 

of the Laser Interferometer Gravitational-

wave Observatory (LIGO), the huge 

international scientific collaboration that 

eventually detected gravitational waves. 

These were predicted by Albert Einstein 

a century ago on the basis of his theory of 

general relativity. 

Gravitational waves should allow 

us to penetrate regions of space that 

electromagnetic waves cannot, and 

therefore provide us with information about 

black holes and other exotic objects in 

the distant universe. And it is one of those 

exotic objects, neutron stars, the hugely 

dense remnants of supernova explosions, 

that lie at the heart of Melatos’ work. 

He and his students in the 

School of Physics model their 

theoretical properties and 

calculate what kinds of 

gravitational waves they 

should generate. Then they sift 

through LIGO data to see if they 

can pick up that signal.

Now the gravitational 

wave announcement 

has changed 

everything. 

“Up ’til now LIGO has been more or less 

a physics experiment, to make that first 

detection and prove Einstein was right,” 

Melatos says. “But now the astronomy 

begins. What we expect is that over the 

next five to 10 years the detectors will 

dramatically improve in sensitivity and we 

will see more and more things, perhaps 

even neutron stars.”

Melatos is one of a highly rated group 

of astrophysicists at the University 

who combine theory with practical 

experimentation. Many of them are at the 

forefront of research into one of the great 

unknown periods of cosmic history, a dark 

age known as the Epoch of Reionisation 

when the first stars and galaxies formed. 

During that time no light or other form of 

electromagnetic radiation was generated – 

at least that we can analyse directly. So we 

have to rely on other means of acquiring 

information.

Researchers in the School of Physics are 

using today’s most powerful astronomical 

instruments to plug that information gap and 

ask questions that are shaping the design of 

the next generation of instruments. 

“We’re trying to answer fundamental 

curiosity-driven questions, such as 

how did the universe come into 

being and, indirectly, what 

are the conditions for life?” 

says astrophysicist Professor 

Rachel Webster, a member of 

the science working group for 

what will be the world’s largest 

radio telescope, the Square 

Kilometre Array, part of 

which is to be built in 

Western Australia. 

CATCHING THE WAVE

PICTURE: CHRIS HOPKINS

and advised by Skafidas, with strong 
in-kind support from the School of 
Engineering, in little more than a year 
the program has recruited about 60 
engineering students and nearly half that 
number again from other faculties. 

This group is working on all aspects 
of the project – from engineering design 
and electrical circuitry through to legal 
issues, education and sponsorship. 
Another 70 or so students have expressed 
interest, and are attending meetings 
and workshops. The central idea, says 
Mearns, is to create a communications 
network in low-Earth orbit to facilitate 
the work of other satellites. The 
University’s satellites typically will weigh 
about a kilogram each, meaning they can 
be taken up as secondary cargo in rockets 
launching much larger space probes or 
supplying the International Space Station. 
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How a positive ripple   can shape our lives

I became bulimic when I was 15. I didn’t tell anyone. I suffered in 
silence. When I was 22 I went to a psychologist. By then I was 
studying a PhD in psychology and had learnt that we can use 
psychological exercises to reduce our negative emotions and 
thoughts. I overcame the eating disorder, but what followed was 

a decade of intermittent anxiety and depression. Again, I worked 
hard to overcome my negative thoughts and feelings and, thankfully, 
came to a point where I was free of illness. 

But the absence of illness did not make me happy. It just made me 
someone who was no longer ill. I was in 
a kind of psychological limbo – neither 
unhappy nor happy. Psychologically 
speaking, I needed to get north of zero. 
I needed to find psychological exercises 
to increase my positive emotions and 
thoughts (not just reduce my negative 
emotions and thoughts).

It was around that time (1998) 
that Professor Martin Seligman, then 
president of the American Psychological 
Association, introduced the simple 
yet profound idea that psychologists 
should try to help people build positive 
states and psychological strengths as 
well as fixing their negative states and 
psychological limitations. The field 
of positive psychology was born – 
and my mental health got the change 
in direction it needed.

Positive psychology provides new 
answers to the age-old question of 
how we cultivate health and wellbeing. 
At the same time, it gives scientific 
support to the everyday wisdom many 
of us have gained through first-hand 
experience – that happiness, virtue and 
meaning help transform our lives.

The field had its sceptics, who feared 
positive psychology was sugar-coating 
our troubles. But the supporters are 
growing en masse as study after study reveals how positive 
psychology builds emotional wellbeing, physical health, successful 
relationships, work satisfaction and longevity. 

Since positive psychology emerged, the number of published 
scientific articles has grown by a whopping 290 per cent and has 
captured the hearts and minds of top researchers across the globe. 
The field has offered new ways to unlock our wellbeing and potential 
by showing us how to utilise the strengths and positive qualities that 
already exist within us.

So let me ask you a question. How much of your attention is 
focused on fixing your flaws at the expense of building up your 
strengths? If you’re like most people you’ll take your strengths for 
granted (a phenomenon that psychologists call “strengths blindness”) 

have parents who adopt a strength-based approach. This is the 
approach I use with my own son and daughter.

But positive psychology isn’t just for the young. Strength-based 
parenting also improves life satisfaction and confidence in the 
parents. And strength-based approaches improve the wellbeing of 
adults in the workplace. In a series of studies conducted at the Centre 
for Positive Psychology we have shown that positive psychology 
approaches and wellbeing are significantly related to job satisfaction, 
work happiness, professional thriving, work contentment and work 
enthusiasm across a range of industries. 

In one study, we asked 
organisational leaders to adopt 
gratitude practices for one month. 
The leaders kept a gratitude journal in 
which they recorded three things each 
day that they felt thankful for at work. 
They used gratitude in staff meetings, 
on bulletin boards and in newsletters. 
They wrote letters of thanks to chosen 
colleagues. 

Gratitude is an emotion that puts 
stress into perspective and is a form of 
relationship glue. So it’s no wonder that, 
at the end of the month-long study, 
the leaders reported that it was easier 
to see the bigger picture at work and 
that they better appreciated the value 
of work relationships. Leaders also 
said that integrating gratitude into 
their work roles had brought them 
hope, happiness and optimism.

Beyond the physical settings of 
school, home and work, positive 
psychology plays a role in our virtual 
spaces. A big-data study comprising 
a research team from University 
of Pennsylvania, Northwestern 
University and the Centre for Positive 
Psychology found an association 
between the language we use on social 
media sites, such as Facebook and Twitter, with atherosclerotic 
heart disease mortality. 

You guessed it … use of negative words (such as hate, sick of, 
bored, grrr) were associated with increased rates of heart attack, 
while use of positive words (such as strength, opportunities, hope, 
fantastic) were associated with lower rates. What’s more, language use 
was a better indicator of atherosclerotic heart disease mortality than 
10 other common predictors used by researchers, including gender, 
socioeconomic status and health behaviours. This was a big-data 
study and was done at the population level of analysis, but it makes 
you think about how you express yourself on your own social media 
accounts, doesn’t it? 

I recently gave a TEDx talk (bit.ly/1S9Acif) where I spoke about 

and your flaws and weaknesses will get a disproportionate amount 
of your attention. Yet science clearly shows that correcting weakness 
takes us only so far on the journey to reaching our potential and that 
doing more of what we do best opens up the most effective pathways 
to success and happiness.

This doesn’t mean we should ignore our weaknesses or problems. 
It just means we need to see fixing them for what it is – remediation. 
Sure, fixing weakness is necessary, but the path to happiness is best 
achieved when we learn how to maximise our strengths. Positive 

psychology moves us from 
remediation to transformation.

Strengths can be many things, 
including your character, talents, 
aptitudes, ability and skills. The 
strength-based approach is gaining 
momentum in research and practice, 
and has been used successfully in 
families, classrooms, social work 
teams, psychology clinics and 
workplaces across the globe.

At the Centre for Positive 
Psychology, we are conducting 
research with students, teachers, 
education systems, parents, employees 
and workplaces to understand what 
helps people thrive. Our research has 
shown that a strength-based approach 
promotes wellbeing in young people 
and adults alike. 

For example, school students who 
are taught positive psychology skills 
report increases in hope, resilience and 
serenity as well as reductions in stress, 
anxiety and depression. In positive 
psychology classes, students learn a 
range of exercises they can use to 
increase their positive emotions and 
thoughts. They learn how to notice 
and savour the good moments, they 
learn about the importance of realistic 

self-talk and they learn how to cultivate supportive relationships. In 
one fascinating study, researchers at the Centre found that positive 
psychology lessons literally get “under the skin” of a student in the 
best kind of way by reducing levels of cortisol (the stress hormone).

The benefits of positive psychology for young people go beyond 
the school grounds and can make a big difference in their family 
lives. My own research shows that teenagers are better equipped to 
weather the challenges of adolescence if they have parents who adopt 
a strength-based approach. When a parent sees and cultivates their 
son or daughter’s strengths – for example humour, relationship skills, 
intellect or sporting ability – this helps build their teen’s confidence 
and life satisfaction. I’ve found similar results with younger children 
who are more likely to use their strengths to cope with stress if they 

how we can use social media to boost our moods and spread 
happiness to others. There’s now a veritable swathe of research on 
how moods and emotions spread through online social networks. 
According to a two-decade-long study conducted by researchers 
at University of California, San Diego, happiness is contagious. 
We catch positive emotions off others in our online communities. 

Positive emotions don’t just synchronise, they also spread. 
University of California researchers tracked the emotional content of 
posts generated by a large sample of online platform users over three 

years and found each post expressing 
a positive or negative emotion caused 
friends to generate one to two 
additional posts expressing the same 
emotion. What’s more, these positive 
posts then spread through social 
networks by up to three degrees of 
separation. With one positive post 
you can brighten the day of someone 
you have never met. Happiness begets 
happiness.

At its core, a strength-based 
approach is about bolstering the 
positive qualities, positive states and 
positive processes that support your 
wellbeing and optimal functioning. 
In other words, it’s about cultivating 
the right psychological soil from which 
your strengths can grow – be that in 
your physical or virtual life.

One of the first things people ask 
me when contemplating the infinite 
number of ways to bolster their 
strengths is: what should I focus on? 
They want to know what they should 
be putting into their soil.

In some ways, the answer is 
unique to you, but a meta-review 
I conducted with one of my PhD 
students including more than 18,000 
publications from over 700 psychology 

journals shows that there are six areas that deserve the most emphasis 
when building positive psycho-social functioning: (1) awareness, 
(2) emotion management, (3) coping, (4) goal setting, (5) virtues 
(for example, showing kindness, compassion, fairness) and 
(6) positive relationships. 

It’s easy to feel negative in a 24/7 news culture that’s dominated 
by stories about violence, war and corruption. Sometimes it’s hard 
to remember that we are part of humankind. Positive psychology is a 
field that brings our strengths to the fore and helps us all steer north 
of zero. It can set off a positive ripple across society, allowing us to 
collectively access our deep wells of strength and use our best 
resources to positively shape future generations. 

 Twitter: @ProfLeaWaters

ILLUSTRATIONS: JUDY GREEN

“There’s now a veritable swathe of  
research on how moods and emotions 

spread through online social networks.”

“The path to happiness is best  
achieved when we learn how  
to maximise our strengths.”
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t’s a late summer afternoon 
in Sydney and writer 
Anna Funder walks with a 
languid grace into a cafe with 

an industrial air – plain tables and raw 
concrete surfaces. Outside the heat is fierce 
and the light harsh yet Funder, slender, 
pale and the very model of sangfroid, 
is her own microclimate.

Last year the 49-year-old, Melbourne-
born writer returned to Australia after 
nearly four years in New York with 
architect husband Craig Allchin (BArch 
1989), three young children at serious risk 
of becoming precociously Americanised, 
and 16 cases of luggage. 

Allchin had continued to work in 
Sydney during their time in the US – 
“a long commute”, says Funder, with a 
slight curl of the lip and a generous dose of 
irony. This year she starts work at Sydney’s 
University of Technology, from which she 
has a doctorate in creative writing, 
in an honorary role that allows 
her freedom to write without the 
shackle of a heavy teaching load. 

Family seems to have been the 
chief motivation for her return. 
“So many things become clear only 
when you do them,” she says as 
her gaze falls to the white tabletop, 
“and for someone who works 
with their imagination I’m bad at 
imagining what they might be like. 
In time we realised that we would 
always be foreigners if we stayed in 
America. We would always be at 
one remove from the society, and at 
one remove from our children who 
are absolutely a part of that culture.”

But the move feels good. Funder 
(BA(Hons) 1988, LLB(Hons) 1991, 
MA(CrWrtg) 2002) spent the first 
month walking around Sydney taking 
photographs. “It was so beautiful,” she 
laughs, seemingly embarrassed at the pure 
simplicity of the emotion. “Australia is a 
fantastic country.” 

In place of America’s excitement and 
intrigue, and the physically intimidating 
mass of New York city – the family lived 
in Brooklyn – she is now “in a confident 
place to write from, a place I know”. But in 
a tacit admission that she might not know 
the place well enough, she is reading about 
early colonial Sydney when we meet, and 
excited by the story.  

Arriving at her family home from the 
airport her father, renowned medical 

“With All That I Am everybody is 
dead. The central mystery is probably, 
I think, an outrageous injustice and 
the only thing to do was to bring the 
characters back to life. The suspense 
of the book is what happens to them. 
But the heart of it is a rewriting of history. 
It is trying to tell a truth that history has 
tried to cover up, or refused to tell.

“Both of these stories are 
interventions in history – I don’t mean 
this in a grandiose way – but the form 
was dictated by those factors, by what 
I felt was appropriate.”

She has returned home to a life 
unencumbered by the awkwardness of 
exile – an easier life where she has to 
worry less about the kids – and to serious 
work on both a novel and some long-
form non-fiction pieces. 

She doesn’t want to talk about the 
novel before it’s set down. Writers 
rarely do. But for Funder it’s not a case 
of creative superstition so much as a 
concern that casual verbalisations might 
block off narrative paths. 

 “Fiction is an exploratory process,” 
she says. “If I say what it’s about I’ve 
made a synaptic path. I don’t want to 
make it harder for myself.”

I invite her to step into an alternative 
reality and consider what life might 
have been like if Stasiland had not 
steamrollered its way into best-seller lists 
and human rights law had instead been 
her true vocation: what causes would she 
most likely fight for? 

She declines, politely, the invitation 
to improvise. There’s just no point, when 
she only ever wanted to be a writer. 
“From the age of six I was so fascinated 
with language and what it could do and 
how the world looked different in French 
from in English and the power of that. 
It wasn’t even so much perhaps that I 
wanted to be one, it was that I couldn’t 
imagine being or doing anything else. 
Now, of course, I’m not competent 
to do anything else. If I ever was. 

“I don’t think I would have 
actually harmed anyone if I’d 
continued as an international 
lawyer for the Australian 
government, but still. What 
I’m really interested in is 
exploring what it is to be 
human, in case the Martians 
ever come down and want 
reading material.”

I

MAIN PICTURE: JULIAN KINGMA

researcher Professor John Funder AC 
(BA 1964, MB BS 1965, PhD 1970, MD 
1971, DMedSc 2013, Newman College, 
International House), offered the Punjabi 
taxi driver a tip. “He didn’t want that spare 
change,” she recalls. “It was like, ‘This is 
Australia. We’re all equal. I don’t want your 
loose change. I have my own dignity and I 
don’t need it.’ And I like that!” 

There is a remarkable – almost 
fantastical – quality to Funder’s writing 
life: it seems to have come out of nowhere. 
There was no obvious apprenticeship. She 
emerged fully formed, like Athena from 
the head of Zeus. 

Armed with her University of 
Melbourne degrees and a gift for languages 
– she is fluent in French, which she learnt 
at school in France from the age of six, and 

German – Funder had pursued a Europe-
based career in human rights law. It was 
while working in Berlin in the mid-1990s 
for Deutsche Welle TV that she started 
researching what would become Stasiland. 

First published in 2002, after earning 
Funder a Master’s in creative writing at 
the University of Melbourne, the book 
is a driven, almost journalistic (in the 
best sense of that word) inquiry into the 
remnants of the German Democratic 
Republic’s ubiquitous security apparatus, 
the Stasi, and its victims. In some 
hands it might have been a rather grim 
investigation, yet Funder’s prose is warmed 
by human sensitivity, humour, and a 
writer’s capacity to see the world aslant. 

Stasiland won the Samuel Johnson Prize 
for non-fiction, the British equivalent of a 
Pulitzer. Her next book, All That I Am, is a 
novel similarly concerned with the victims 
of a German-speaking security apparatus, 

only this time the events that send 
a depth charge through the story 
take place against the backdrop 
of Hitler’s rise to power, and the 
human drama is focused by the 
white magic of imagination. 

Stasiland is a true story 
animated by novelistic craft; 
All That I Am, which went on to 
win the Miles Franklin, is a novel 
nourished by a quest for truth. She 
continued to work this fictional 
seam in The Girl with the Dogs, 
a quiet, lapidary novella published 
last year, a riff on Chekhov’s 
masterful The Lady with the Dog.

Why did she turn, after the 
global success with Stasiland, to 

the high-wire act of fiction? “I started to 
write Stasiland as a novel and a terrible 
novel – just execrable in its own right 
– but my problem was the form wasn’t 
meeting the content,” she explains. 
“I was living in Germany and would talk 
to people living in Berlin and they were 
all alive. People who had resisted the 
Stasi and people who had been part of the 
Stasi were walking around streets together 
and in a supermarket queue together.

“Stylistic choices are ultimately moral 
choices and it seemed inappropriate to try 
to inhabit someone’s head rather than let 
them speak for themselves. It had to be 
non-fiction and I had to put it together in 
a string of pearls form and the glue of the 
story was what it was like to live in Berlin 
at that time. 

Telling stories for  the Martians 
Anna Funder’s 
award-winning 

books are vividly 
grounded in time, 

place and historical 
fact, which makes 

her return to 
Australia to write a 

new novel a 
fascinating prospect.   

By Luke Slattery  
(BA(Hons) 1983) 

New York winter:  Anna Funder before her return home.

“The heart of it is a

rewriting of history.

It is trying to tell a

truth that history has

tried to cover up, 

or refused to tell.”



F I V E  Q U E S T I O N S
u

n
im

e
lb

.e
d

u
.a

u
/3

0
10

  
IS

S
U

E
 1

, 2
0

1
6

 
F I V E  Q U E S T I O N S22

S
cientists at the University of 
Melbourne, Royal Melbourne 
Hospital and Florey Institute for 
Neuroscience and Mental Health 
have found the holy grail of 

bionic research.
They have developed technology to 

closely monitor, record and interpret 
human thoughts and use them to control 
a bionic limb, or even a vehicle, without 
opening the skull or implanting sensors 
directly on the brain. It has been dubbed 
“the bionic spine”.

It is a world first in biomedical 
engineering that uses electrodes on 
a tiny stent, called a stentrode, 
inserted through the jugular 
vein to lie beside the brain. 

The electrodes pick up the tiny microvolt 
electrical signals generated in brain neurons. 
Trials so far have been on sheep, whose 
thoughts are unknown, but when clinical 
trials begin with humans next year, their 
thoughts will be known, detected, recorded, 
interpreted and sent to a computer via a 
radio transmitter implanted under the skin 

of the chest.
Algorithms running in the 

computer will interpret those 
signals and send instructions to 
a bionic limb or vehicle to help 

disabled people with spinal 
cord damage, even 

motor neurone 
disease. But the 

Melbourne 

researchers see great potential for 
other fields, including amelioration 
of Parkinson’s disease, prediction and 
control of epileptic seizures and treatment 
of severe depression. 

Professor David Grayden (BE(ElecEng)
(Hons) 1990, BSc 1991, PhD 1999) is a 
team leader in the group of 40 medical 
and bioengineering specialists working 
on the project. Professor Grayden (left) 
and his team are charged with identifying, 
recording and interpreting brain signals 
collected by the stentrode and with building 
the algorithms to instruct an external 
device. 

He is Professor and Deputy Head 
(Academic) of the Department of 
Electrical and Electronic Engineering. 

1 Collection and 
interpretation of 
brain signals has been 

possible for years. What 
makes this development  
so important?
Until now, detecting and recording detailed 
signals from neurons required electrodes 
inserted directly into the brain. But most 
degraded and failed after six months – 
partly due to loss of insulation but more 
because the brain built up scar tissue or glia 
(non-neural tissue occurring naturally in 
the brain) around the electrodes, blocking 
contact with neurons. 

The stentrode has no contact with the 
brain. Electrodes are firmly placed in the 
blood vessel, the wall of which grows over 
the stentrode, securing it in place, so it can 
continue in use in everyday life.

2Trials so far have  
been on sheep, but,  
as you say, it is difficult 

to get useful information. 
You can’t tell a sheep what to 
think. But clinical trials with 
humans, disabled and not, 
are to begin in 2017. What are 

the goals then?

Before we can begin clinical trials with 
humans we must prove the stentrode 
is safe and convince surgeons that our 
implants will not cause harm. Nitinol, the 
nickel-titanium alloy used for the stent, has 
been proven biocompatible. The stent is a 
standard item, first developed to remove 
blood clots in the brain that have caused 
strokes. In our case, electrodes are fixed 
to the stent by Dr Nick Opie (PhD 2012) 
and his team at Royal Melbourne Hospital. 

The vein we use is about three 
millimetres in diameter, into which we 
insert a tube. The stent and its connecting 
wires are then pushed through the tube, 
which has an internal diameter of less 
than two millimetres. The tube is then 
withdrawn, leaving the stentrode and its 
wires in place. In our trials with sheep 
the wires connect to a recording unit 
on the sheep.

For very long-term use in humans we 
plan to have the wires emerge from the 
blood vessel and connect to a device 
that has a battery, a processor and a 
radio transmitter. When the first humans   
receive this device next year, we will 
launch straight into decoding the signals 
produced by their thoughts. 

3Recording signals from 
the brain is now fairly 
common in modern 

medicine. What makes your 
research different?
It is a by-product of the way neurons behave 
in activating and communicating with each 
other that they create electrical fields. It was 
discovered many years ago that you could 
record those fields and make sense of them. 
That’s how EEG (electroencephalography) 
developed. But we want to record those 
minute electrical fields over very small areas 
of the brain and infer from them what the 
neurons are doing. 

So, if you are sending an instruction 
to “lift your leg” there will be a sequence 
of activations of those neurons that send 
commands down to the spinal cord and 
then to the legs saying “activate that 
muscle or this muscle”.

4So it’s finding out what 
the voltage changes 
mean and then creating 

appropriate instructions to  
a bionic device? 
Yes. We can use different techniques such 
as EEG, MEG (magnetoencephalogram), 
which measures magnetic fields in the 
brain, and MRI (magnetic resonance 
imaging) to look at brain activation as 
people imagine actions. 

With the stentrode we can look at a 
signal picked up by a single electrode, 
see the characteristics of it and, if certain 
frequencies become activated, then that 
means something is happening and we 
can decode that. 

Another way is to look at what the 
relative activity is between multiple 
electrodes. There may be a sequence of 
instructions or we can target where the 
signal is coming from, just as multiple 
microphones on a submarine can detect 
the position of a sound source.

We would say to someone, “imagine 
raising your arm”, they imagine it, we 
record the signal and then we say “lower 
your arm” and we get hopefully a different 
signal. We can analyse that directly or, 
a common approach now, feed it into a 
machine-learning algorithm in a computer 
to decipher it. From that we can set up 
templates of what different actions look like.  

Machine learning is very helpful but it 
needs to adapt over time because people 
adapt the way they do their thinking. 
There is an interaction – you have machine 
learning to decode the patient’s activity 
but the patient is also learning how best to 
work with the system. 

Such learning happening from both angles 
is more likely to make the system work. 

5And the goals of your 
team? And what about 
other applications?

Success depends largely on our ability 
to communicate with the machine, the 
computer that converts the signals from 
the brain neurons into instructions that 
replicate and transmit the intent in the 
thoughts of the patient. You can put 
electrodes into the brain, but if you can’t 
make sense of the signals being recorded, 
then there’s not much point. 

The idea of using a stent came from 
Dr Tom Oxley (a neurologist from the 
University of Melbourne interested in 
vascular systems and electrophysiology). 
Tom was looking for support for his idea. 

Professor Terry O’Brien (MB BS 1988, 
MD 2000), head of medicine at the Royal 
Melbourne Hospital, suggested he speak 
to Professor Tony Burkitt and me. We were 
at the Centre for Neural Engineering at the 
time. We thought the idea was fantastic 
and agreed to support it. 

We immediately saw what the 
challenges were and were familiar enough 
with the bionic eye and ear to know the 
sorts of challenges that would be met, 
such as finding biocompatible materials 
and working in very small spaces. 

Tom had been speaking to DARPA 
(the US Defense Advanced Research 
Projects Agency) and we joined in with a 
formal application for funding, which was 
successful.  

It might be possible to record from 
other parts of the brain, perhaps use it for 
epilepsy monitoring. I am also interested 
in the prospect of stimulating the brain 
through the stentrode’s electrodes. Could 
we deliver electric current to the brain 
to stop a seizure, treat severe intractable 
depression or stimulate lower brain 
centres for control of Parkinson’s disease? 
An implanted device to treat Parkinson’s 
disease is already available but its use 
involves invasive surgery with all the 
inherent risks of entering the brain.

Electrical stimulation delivered there 
can alleviate some of the symptoms of 
Parkinson’s. Severe shaking and “freezing”, 
when the patient can’t move, are treatable.

Read more on Pursuit: bit.ly/1VOI6rK

A tiny device  
that captures 
the brain’s 
electrical
signals may 
be about  
to transform 
medicine

Brain wave: The stentrode that  
may transform the lives of millions.

PICTURES: PAUL BURSTON ILLUSTRATION: FRANK MAIORANA
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FIVE QUESTIONS ON THE ‘BIONIC SPINE’  
FOR PROFESSOR DAVID GRAYDEN. 
BY GARRY BARKER
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‘Coming back as 
a mentor I feel 

welcomed, like 
part of a family. 

What do I get out 
of it? In a word, 

happiness’

hen you get to my age you find you’ve done a lot, 
but essentially my life’s work has been the criminal 
justice system. I’ve been a teacher in maximum-
security prisons, and for the last 17 years I have 

volunteered as an independent prison visitor. Now I’m in the 
education team at the Supreme Court in Melbourne. I realise the 
importance of people gaining a thorough understanding of the 
legal system. It’s not Judge Judy in court, it really isn’t.

I’ve also been a corporate consultant, restructuring companies 
that are on the brink of going into administration. I’ve always 
had empathy and understanding for the underdog and what 
I’ve experienced in the corporate world has given me additional 
empathy into the ramifications of decision-making from a lofty 
position.

I was Googling something at the University and I came 
across the mentoring program and I thought, why not? I believe 
this country has been very good to me so it’s good to do these 
volunteer roles and give a bit back. 

My academic skills are hardly anything to write home 
about. Maheshi would run academic rings round me. But more 
important for mentors is a sense of worldliness, an understanding 
of what the world is about.

Maheshi and I don’t have set times to meet – the flexibility 
of the program is really quite important to both of us. We have 
a coffee together and I’ve also taken her to the Supreme Court. 
I think Maheshi was overawed by the extreme formality, the 
rules. She would like to volunteer with me but she said she’s not 
ready yet – and that’s fine. When she does she’ll be much better 
appraised of what’s actually involved. 

For me, learning never stops. I do say to Maheshi, keep your 
mind open. Even if at this point in your life you are thinking of 
being a criminal barrister, the law has many other applications. 
Don’t think you’ve failed if you decide it doesn’t suit you. The 
days of doing one thing all your life are gone. Every few years, 
reinvent yourself, reinvent the manner in which you do things 
and go into new fields. 

My own experience at the University of Melbourne was 
fantastic. I loved it. Coming back as a mentor I feel welcomed, 
like part of a family. What do I get out of it? In a word, happiness. 
I love learning and that someone like Maheshi wants to learn.

or a long time I was looking to do medicine. My parents 
would like me to be a doctor, but chemistry and maths 
have never really got my heart racing. But when we 
did legal studies in year 11, that really captured my 

interest. We went to the County Court and seeing that was really 
interesting to me. 

But I didn’t really have any practical knowledge of law. There 
aren’t any lawyers in my family. My cousins are all in science and 
teaching, and culturally, law is seen as a masculine profession.

It was amazing to be accepted into the mentoring program. At 
uni all I’m thinking about is studying and I don’t really think about 
what comes after graduation. I feel like this is a good step towards 
making a decision that’s outside my studies. 

I didn’t know anything about Julie before we met for coffee on 
campus. She told me all these stories about prison life and all these 
people that she knows. To talk to someone who’s been doing this 
stuff for a very long time and is very learned was a bit unnerving 
but I tried to hold my own. 

Now we mostly talk on email. Julie hoped I would volunteer 
at the Supreme Court on its education program but it’s a bit too 
demanding – maybe I’ll do it in the future. For now the goal is to get 
into Honours and then after that – fingers crossed – into law school. 

Because I don’t know anyone personally who is in the law, to 
actually have someone who’s in the system gives me better insight to 
see how I would fit. To hear how people work in that environment 
has been really good. 

Law is very competitive and it’s easy to get discouraged because 
you are told there are so many barriers. As the daughter of Sri 
Lankan immigrants I perhaps don’t fit the mould of your typical 
Australian lawyer, but having Julie on my side is helping me get a 
foot in the door. 
Julie and Maheshi were introduced through the University’s Access 
Connections Mentoring Program, one of a number of mentoring 
programs run by the University. New alumni mentors from all fields 
are always welcome. Find out more: 
alumni.unimelb.edu.au/volunteering-opportunities

A Melbourne education 
involves much more than 
lectures and libraries.  
For third-year arts student 
Maheshi Kapilaratna, one  
of the highlights of her 
degree is being mentored 
by alumna Julie Ritchie 
(GDipEd 1985). Julie, 68,  
and Maheshi, 20, speak  
to Val McFarlane about 
their relationship. 

W
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JULIE

PICTURE: CHRIS HOPKINS

MAHESHI
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I
f you go back to where it all started, 
it was probably the frozen dim sims 
that did Salvatore Malatesta’s young 
head in.

Wrinkly, sad and pale, and with 
a filling of indeterminable origin, they 
were simply unappealing to a lad bought 
up by restaurant-owning parents. 

It was food like this on the University 
campus in the early 1990s that drove 
Malatesta and his friends to the cafes, 
trattorias and bars of neighbouring Carlton.

“There was a myth that all students 
were poor, or all students weren’t willing to 
spend money on food,” he says. “I was in 
a faculty where students had a disposable 
income and were willing to spend it.”

They also had an interest in food 
that young Malatesta (LLB(Hons) 1998, 
BA 2002) decided to test. He opened 
a cafe, Caffeine, on campus and with 
a dose of Italian brio – not to mention 
good espresso – offered an alternative to 
standard takeaway fare. And that’s when 
and where his coffee addiction took root.

Salvatore Malatesta – Sal to most – 
is a Melbourne institution, fast thinking, 
faster talking, solid in build and with a 
laid-back fashion sense that allows for an 
ever-changing array of hats. 

Just talking to him is a bewildering 
exercise. The conversation is interrupted 
as he receives texts, calls out to his PA, 
greets passers-by, checks the time and 
considers his next move, which might 
mean suddenly leaving the room and 
jumping in a car to catch someone before 
they leave for the UK. 

It’s a frenetic pace, not unlike an over-
caffeinated buzz, except Malatesta, known 
widely as the coffee king of Melbourne, 
doesn’t overdo it on the coffee.

He leaves that to others. You could say 
he depends on it, and in Melburnians he 

Workshop Coffee after he fell out with his 
business partners) in a former nightclub. 

Word got out fast on social media.  
The review on the Coffee Hunter blog 
was typical of the enthusiastic welcome: 
“The espresso is excellent but what makes 
St. Ali stand out is the smooth velvet 
froth they are creating for flat whites and 
lattes. 

“It’s an Australian strength that St. Ali 
appreciates that smooth velvet that brings 
out the taste in the coffee.”  

Today, he has four outlets in the city 
and has set a course for world expansion.

Following St. Ali pop ups in Milan, 
Jakarta and Seoul last year, Malatesta 
announced plans to have a permanent 
presence in Jakarta, in partnership with 
Indonesia’s Common Ground Roastery. 
Bali is due to get its own St. Ali this year. 

The reasoning behind the expansion 
is simple: “Indonesians drink coffee 
all the time.” Specialty coffee would be 
new to them but he was encouraged 
by their enthusiasm to know more, 
something brought home after St. Ali 

held masterclasses in Jakarta during the 
World Barista Championships some 
years ago. With admission costing up to 
$200 a head, classes still sold out.

Malatesta is now ready for coffee’s 
next wave, which will be about improving 
brewing technology and the science that 
lies behind creating the perfect espresso. 

It begins with the main ingredient 
– water. Minerals in water can hold 
the key to higher extraction rates, so 
his researchers (he has three) are using 
reverse osmosis purifer technology 
to determine the most desirable 
composition of water in coffee making. 

Water temperature is also being 
studied, along with the quality of the 
coffee grinder.

“We’re doing some funky stuff at 
the moment,” he says, adding it’s a bit 
of a secret. Trademarks and patents are 
involved. But then he proceeds to divulge 
a tantalising taste of what’s to come.

“I don’t know if you know anything 
about brakes on a race car but they are 
made out of porcelain so they don’t heat. 

We’re doing the same thing with grinder 
blades.

“We make them out of porcelain so 
when they grind coffee the blades don’t 
heat and spoil the coffee.” These grinders 
are being developed with mass sales in 
mind.

And they are just some of the ideas 
being explored by “director of education”, 
young Melbourne barista Matt Perger – 
a former Australian Barista Champion 
and World Brewer’s Cup Champion – 
who is Malatesta’s business partner in 
Sensory Lab.

“I feel like we own the collective coffee 
brains trust in Australia,” says Malatesta. 

“We are getting closer and closer to an 
exact science.’’

MAIN PICTURE: JULIAN KINGMA

has found more than willing partners. 
“Melbourne definitely has led the coffee 
renaissance globally,” he says, “and right 
now Melbourne is synonymous with being 
a global heavy hitter in coffee.”

According to Roy Morgan Research, 
in any given three-month period, 11.5 
per cent of Melburnians visit a cafe for 
coffee 16 times or more, making the city 
the coffee capital of Australia. Not that 
the country’s other cities are far behind. 
In 2013 the Australian coffee market was 
valued at $1 billion. 

And now Australians are spreading 
the word of the bean globally. From Paris 
to New York to London you will find 
many an Aussie accent behind the coffee 
machine, influencing tastes and trends.

By the time Malatesta graduated with 
a law degree he ran 15 cafes. The law 
engaged him for just 18 months, long 
enough for him to learn it wasn’t for him. 
He then he set out building his St. Ali 
coffee empire, based in a South Melbourne 
laneway. Eventually he would have 11 
outlets under four brands. 

While figures aren’t forthcoming, some 
media estimates put the group’s annual 
turnover at about $35 million. 

Then, in about 2005, Malatesta had 
an epiphany. He found the depths of his 
coffee passion.

“I discovered specialty coffee, which is 
terminology often misused,” he says, “but 
essentially refers to the craft of sourcing, 
roasting and making quality coffee using a 
score of 84-plus (on a 100 point system).’’

Specialty coffee doesn’t come cheap; 
it’s two to three times the commodity price 
– but, ah, the taste.

 “It was like a God-shot. Until that 
point I thought about (coffee’s) crema and 
milk texturing,” Malatesta says.

The coffee that opened his eyes 

wide was a Panama Geisha Don Pachi 
celebrated for its complexity, its jasmine, 
bergamot delicacy and mouthfeel. And its 
steep price.  

“I thought, Wow! All this stuff I know 
about coffee, I know nothing!

“I knew then that I was on to 
something. No one was going to put up 
with bad coffee, no one was going to put 
up with blends anymore. It wasn’t about 
brands, it was about us being custodians 
for the farmers’ work, it was about us 
celebrating the subtle characteristics of 
single-origin, single-estate microlots.”

It was a clarion call. 
In 2010 he branched out, heading to 

London to establish St. Ali (it changed to 

Dissatisfied with campus  
fare, Salvatore Malatesta  

did something about it.  
Now he has a coffee empire and  

is exporting Melbourne’s cafe 
culture to the world. By Jeni Port 

Coffee  king’s  caffeine buzz

“It’s an Australian strength

that St. Ali appreciates; that

smooth velvet that brings

out the taste in the coffee.”  
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Salvatore Malatesta at his St. Ali cafe in 
South Melbourne: “I  feel like we own the 

collective coffee brains trust in Australia.”



A N N I V E R S A R Y 2928
u

n
im

e
lb

.e
d

u
.a

u
/3

0
10

  
IS

S
U

E
 1

, 2
0

1
6

 
A N N I V E R S A R Y

He’s become one of Australia’s  
most celebrated landscape  
gardeners, and one of Burnley’s  
most famous graduates.  
So what drives Paul Bangay? 
By Muriel Reddy

Down  
the 
garden  
path

 Paul Bangay steps back in time 
as he visits the fabled gardens 
at Burnley. For several 
exquisite minutes, he is that 
young, precociously talented 

student who spent hours working in 
the gardens, eating under the giant oak 
tree, and studying horticulture in the 
art deco buildings. The unfolding of old 
memories makes him smile. 

In the 30 years since those days 
of promise at Burnley, Bangay 
(BAppSc(Hort) 1985) has grown into 
one of the most celebrated landscape 
gardeners of his era, the designer of 
choice for a who’s who of Australia and 
beyond. He carries his fame lightly but 
unpacking the memories has made him 
reflective, even a little wistful.

In so many ways, his has been a 
most fortunate life. He probably got 
the gardening bug from his mother, 
Annette. She was forever reworking the 
family garden in suburban Vermont 
while her eldest son was exploring the 
even bigger possibilities in a plot next 

door. It may have been run down but to 
Bangay’s creative eyes, it was magical. 

“I think I always dreamed big and 
it was probably because of that plot,” 
he recalls. “The garden was huge and it 
had a big orchard, big paddocks and a 
big lake. Everything was big and I think 
that’s where I got my sense of scale 
from.” 

He devoured books on gardening, 
inspired by the works of Gertrude 
Jekyll and Sir Edward Lutyens, which 
he borrowed from the local library. 
“They ignited a huge passion in me,” he 
remembers. “I’m sure if I grew up with 
native Australian plant books, it might 
have been a different story. But I grew 
up with these books and looked at those 
images and just dreamt of them all the 
time.”

In time, he would go on to write his 
own books – The Enchanted Garden and 
Paul Bangay’s Guide to Plants, to name 
just a couple – and to design bold and 
beautiful gardens. But in the beginning 
there was just the dream and the 
determination to do justice to his gift. 

He enrolled at Burnley at the 
insistence of his father, Robert, an 
academic who put a premium on 
education. And he loved it. These were 
the golden days of John Patrick and 
James Hitchmough, two Englishmen 
who would themselves become stars 
of the horticultural world, and were 

then teaching at Burnley. They put 
the students to work in the garden. “It 
was probably slave labour, but that’s 
why the gardens looked so good back 
then,” says Bangay. “You gained so 
much experience. They were really 
big on plant identification and plant 
knowledge. You had to learn 20 plant 
names a week so you came out with a 
great depth of plant knowledge.”

His passion gave him momentum. 
He began working for the society 
florist Kevin O’Neill, both at his shop 
in Toorak Road and in the gardens at 
his Mount Macedon property. On a 

trip to England, Bangay met David 
Hicks, arguably the greatest garden 
designer of the 20th century who, like 
O’Neill, would become a friend and 
mentor. “I looked at this garden and 
it was so masculine and strong and 
stylish. And that blew me away,” he 
says.

Bangay’s career began in a small 
nursery that he opened in Hawksburn 
village. Call it naivety or nonchalance, 
but he had neither a business plan nor 
a care. “You just thought of things and 
made them happen. Now it’s so hard 
to make things happen but back then 
it just seemed a lot easier. I think that’s 
youth, don’t you?”

People would pop into the nursery 
and ask him to design their gardens. 
“And I would work out how that would 

be built and put it in. Now there’s 
about 50 of them going at one time. I 
always dream about going back to that 
original place where you just have to 
worry about that one garden. And I 
dream about that because I just think 
that would be beautiful.”

Bangay’s style has evolved subtly yet 
significantly over the years. Where his 
gardens were once very formal, very 
green and very clipped, they are now 
softer. “I think that’s probably just old 
age,” he quips. In truth, his styles are 
adapted to the different climates and 
scales he works within. 

In the early days, he was obsessed 
with formality and the green colour 
palette. Time and experience have 
broadened his horizons. “I like it softer 
now, more organic. I’m still the same 
in terms of symmetry and balance 
but generally it’s a lot softer. My plant 
repertoire is a lot broader and includes 
a lot more flowers and a lot more 
colours.”

CONTINUED PAGE 30

“It was probably slave labour,

 but that’s why the gardens 

looked so good back then.”

Paul Bangay, pictured in 
the gardens at Burnley.

PICTURE: CHRIS HOPKINS
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A 
program of events will mark 
the 125th anniversary of the 
Burnley Campus, part of the 
School of Ecosystems and 

Forest Sciences. It’s a fitting nod to an 
institution that has taught generations 
of students through all those years of 
continuous horticultural education, a 
record unmatched anywhere in the world. 

And while the 
13-hectare campus 
in Richmond – about 
seven kilometres from 
the heart of Melbourne 
– may have its roots 
in the 19th century, it’s 
also proving to be a 
trailblazer of the 21st. 
It is now recognised 
internationally for 
its growing profile in 
green infrastructure 
research and 
development.

“In terms of world 
standing in higher and 
further education, 
you need research 

to define who you are,” says John Rayner, 
a senior lecturer in urban horticulture. 
“Much like in medicine and architecture, 
horticulture needs a vibrant research 
culture to underpin it. 

“A good university is built around 
disciplines and the strength of those 
disciplines is set against a good research 
background.” 

This research culture is one of the 
significant developments of the past few 
decades. And while it may have an eye 
on the future, Burnley is keenly aware 
of its rich history. It has a roll of alumni 
that includes the great Edna Walling, 

Olive Mellor, Phillip Johnson (BAppSc(Hort) 
1997), Andrew Laidlaw (DipAppSci(Hort) 
1981) and Fiona Brockhoff (BAppSc(Hort) 
1987, Ormond College). 

Its course offering has expanded over 
the years and student numbers have 
swelled, thanks in part to the burgeoning 
profiles of its alumni and the rise of 
gardeners to celebrity status in recent 
times. It now offers undergraduate, 
graduate and short-course study options.

Burnley’s history stretches back to 1861 
when the Horticulture Society of Victoria 
established experimental gardens to 
introduce new plants to the colonies and to 
promote both botanical and horticultural 
science. The society was given the land 
on the proviso that at least a section of it 
would be open to the public.

In an Australian first, the Royal 
Horticultural School was opened in 1891. 
One of its renowned principals was Charles 
Bogue Luffman, an English landscape 
designer who in 1897 decided to admit 
female students to the school, making it 
one of the first Australian institutions to 
do so. 

He also gave the gardens a dramatic 
makeover, adding ponds, sunken paths 
that wound through shrubberies and open 
areas planted with wildflowers. Many of the 
deciduous trees and shrubs found there 
today date back to his time. The site was 
added to the Heritage Register of Victoria 
in 2003.

In 1997, the campus became part of 
the University of Melbourne’s Institute of 
Land and Food Resources. In 2014 it was 
incorporated into the School of Ecosystem 
and Forest Sciences in the Faculty of Science.

ecosystemforest.unimelb.edu.au/
burnley125years/events

BURNLEY: A POTTED HISTORY
He’s excited by the richness of his 

colour palette, the sumptuousness of 
the oranges, the reds, the yellows and 
burgundy. “Everyone used to be so safe 
about colour but now it’s hot, hot, hot!”

While his designs suit the Australian 
climate and spirit, he prefers to characterise 
them as international. He works only with 
plants that are hardy. “When I first started 
off, everyone wanted an English-style 
garden with English flowers. Through 
necessity that has toughened up and 
that’s down to our 
changing climate. 
In Melbourne we 
always had lots of 
water up until the 
’80s and everyone 
used to just water the 
hell out of gardens. 

“Then we had a 
few droughts and 
that scared the hell 
out of people. It has 
got hotter and drier. 
A lot of plants are 
not coping. When I 
started off, we planted 
a lot of silver birch 
and rhododendrons 
but we can’t plant them 
any more.”

Climate has not been his only 
frustration. He rails against what he sees 
as the proliferation of council regulations. 

But he’s keenly aware of how fortunate 
he has been professionally. “I’m blessed 
that I get really good clients with big 
budgets. I’m really blessed because that 
gives you a lot of freedom. I would find 
it very hard to have my wings clipped by 
an inadequate budget so in that respect, 
I’m very lucky.”

But he’s also a worrier. He worries 
about running a business, about his 
employees and about the myriad projects 
he has on the go at any one time. He’s 
a fitful sleeper who harnesses his own 
nervous energy. Time and experience 
have lifted his sense of who he is. 

“When I first started off, I was really 
influenced by European gardens … 
As you become confident and settle into 
your own self and your own style, you 
don’t rely on them any more. You don’t 
look at gardens over there and go, we 
need to copy that detail or do that. Now it 
comes naturally to you because you have 
become comfortable with yourself.

“The confidence of working for a long 
time naturally makes your style evolve. 
And it has softened, definitely softened.”

Time has left its mark on Burnley, 
too. To his eye, the gardens aren’t quite 
as pristine as he remembers them. “But 
they’re still beautiful. They’re magnificent.” A pruning class in the 1940s. Inset: Students with the campus draught horses in the 1920s.
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Veteran casts 
an eye on TV
N I G E L  D I C K  A M
( P h D  2 0 1 5 )

Nigel Dick has devoted his working 
life to television. Not as a writer or 
an actor but as an executive, one 

who witnessed first-hand the birth and 
development of Australian TV.

“Bloody hard work,” Dick says of 
his decades at the top of the country’s 
broadcasting industry, running the show at 
GTV9 and Southern Cross Communications. 
“But it was exciting. All the way through.”

But then, he was never one for idleness.
Four years ago, aged 83, a time when most 

Australians are well into their retirement, Dick 
applied to do a doctorate. “I was getting a bit 
bored with life and I thought, well, nobody has 
written a thesis on the history of TV,” he says. 
“I thought it might be an interesting way to 
while away the hours.”

Unlike most history academics, Dick had 
the unusual advantage of being an eyewitness 
to the subject of his research. He was in his 
mid-20s – and working in the advertising 
offices of Sir Frank Packer’s media empire 
– when a Royal Commission was appointed 
to consider the introduction of commercial 
television to Australia.

He decided to make the Royal 
Commission – and its aftermath – the 
subject of his thesis. “It’s a bit grand to 
say it, but there aren’t too many who 
were as senior as I was in the executive 
ranks of media who could write a thesis,” 
he says. “Simply because many are dead.”

Dick ran Sir Frank’s television stations in 
Melbourne and Sydney. He later headed the 
Broadcasting Corporation of New Zealand. 

So why not a biography?
“I had the desire to publish and write a 

thesis as opposed to a book [as it] has the 
advantage of being academically supervised. 
You don’t get away with anything,” he says.

Dick completed his doctorate in December 
– aged 87 – putting him among the 9 per cent 
of alumni aged 70 and over.    

 KATE STANTON

Diverse is the word to describe the University of Melbourne’s  alumni.  
This 352,000-strong  community is involved in a vast range of activities  
across the globe.  Here is a snapshot of who — and where — they are.

24 and under  •
16,792    5%

25 to 29  •
45,877    13%

30 to 39  •
89,420    25%

40 to 49  •
65,280    19%

• 50 to 59
48,775    14%
• 60 to 69
38,218    11%
• 70 and older
32,872    9%
• Unknown
15,398    4%

AGE SPLIT

PICTURE: PAUL BURSTON

http://ecosystemforest.unimelb.edu.au/burnley125years/events
http://ecosystemforest.unimelb.edu.au/burnley125years/events
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On a mission  
in Ulaanbaatar 
LY N E T T E  P H U O N G  
( M P H  2 0 1 4 )

She is passionate about helping people 
around the world eat and live better, 
but Lynette Phuong has learnt that 

being a health advocate can be demanding.
The self-described nutrition “nerd” 

moved to Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia, last year 
as a public health officer with Australian 
Volunteers for International Development.

It was a huge transition. Mongolians 
have high rates of smoking and alcohol 
consumption, putting them at risk of 
diseases like cancer and diabetes. 

“It’s a good place to be if you love junk 
food. If you’re after a Snickers bar, it’s so 
cheap,” she says. “Fruit is four times the 
price.” Yet Phuong (pictured right) loves a 
challenge.

“It presents a really unique opportunity,” 
she says. “How do you act? How do you get 
people to think about what they’re eating?”

Phuong has designed a nutrition app 
for Mongolians that can link users with 
personalised nutrition advice and reward 
them for eating healthy foods. She and 
her co-workers at the Mongolian Public 
Health Professionals Association have also 
launched health awareness campaigns 
and a mentoring program for public health 
workers.  

Although she is only 27, Phuong’s work 
in Mongolia follows years of volunteer 
experience and advocacy work. 

After graduating from Monash University 
with a Bachelor of Arts in 2010, Phuong set 
her sights on fashion design, until the pull of 
working in public health proved irresistible. 
She took up an internship at the United 
Nations and a position at Cancer Council 
Victoria. 

Phuong decided she needed to 
undertake more study and entered the 
University of Melbourne’s Master of Public 
Health program. After an intensive 
community health course in Jamkhed, 
India, she was so eager to start work  
that she took six subjects in her last 
semester and graduated early.

Phuong says her desire to help 
people comes from her parents, 
Vietnamese refugees who relocated to 
Melbourne 36 years ago. 

 KATE STANTON

Drawn by the  
China factor
J U S T I N  F U N G 
( B C o m ( H o n s )  1 9 9 5 , 
L L B ( H o n s )  1 9 9 8 , 
D i p M L ( C h i n )  1 9 9 9 )

Justin Fung is a people person. The 
Melbourne-born management whiz 
works for one of the world’s largest 

headhunting firms, Spencer Stuart, where he 
pairs corporate clients with senior executives 
across the Asia-Pacific. But the scale of his 
responsibility belies his connection to the 
people whose lives are involved. 

“It’s kind of a privilege,” he says. “You get 
to speak to these people and hear their life 
story. There are a lot of emotions caught up 
on both sides. It’s a big move for anybody 
to change positions, particularly at senior 
levels. It involves their whole family.”

Fung, one of around 2700 alumni based in 
Hong Kong, specialises in finding executives 
for major consumer-facing companies. He 
says it’s part science and part art.

“We try to assess their experiences and 
the things they have achieved. Would this 
person be able to do the same things in a 
different environment?” he says. “It’s not 
straightforward.” 

Now 42, Fung spent his formative years 
studying at the University of Melbourne. 
He also worked as a research fellow in the 
Department of Economics and as a research 
associate in the Melbourne Business School. 

The long-time pianist even picked up an 
Associate of Music diploma. 

 In 2000, he was recruited by the Boston 
Consulting Group, a global management 
consulting firm that seemed to mesh with 
his need to learn more about the world. 

Fung, whose parents are from Hong 
Kong, also felt called to China. He had fallen 
in love with the “complexity” of the country 
during an exchange trip to Beijing and asked 
for a secondment to Shanghai.

“There was a real buzz, an excitement,” 
he says of China. He adds: “In those days it 

seemed like there was so much potential 
for so many things to happen and so 
many people’s lives being changed.” 

Fung also studied Business 
Administration at Harvard Business 

School, where he worked with other 
students to found a charity helping rural 

Chinese communities.  
 KATE STANTON

2. Malaysia

7100
1. Australia

205,000
3. US

5800
4. Singapore

4900
5. China

4500
6. Indonesia

2800
7. Hong Kong

2700
8. UK

2000
9. Canada

1200
10. Thailand

1100

TOP 10 ALUMNI LOCATIONS*

*Figures are approximate based on current data
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New take on 
prison drama 
L E A H  S A N D E R S O N
( G r a d D i p F i l m &T V ( N a r r ) 
2 0 1 2 ,  M F T  2 0 1 5 )

Most of the prisoners at Southern 
Queensland Correctional Centre 
have experienced a fair bit of 

drama in their lives. Now, with a little help 
from Leah Sanderson, they are taking to the 
stage to explore drama of a different kind – 
Shakespeare. 

Sanderson is project manager for the 
Shakespeare Prison Project, run by the 
Queensland Shakespeare Ensemble. 

The group works with inmates at the 
maximum-security prison to produce 
a Shakespeare play in three months. 
Sanderson directed the most recent 
production, Twelfth Night.

While the prisoners generally have no 
experience of drama, and may initially find 
Shakespeare’s work daunting, they work 
together to get to grips with the texts. 

“Shakespeare isn’t written to be read off 
the page, so I think a lot of people who have 
read Shakespeare in high school found it 
quite dull or quite complex. Shakespeare 
is meant to be spoken, acted and engaged 
with,” Sanderson says.

“Lots of the men actually relate to 
Shakespeare far more than they think they 
will. There are so many hearty themes that 
cross all sections of society and experience 
that a lot of them really surprise themselves 
with how much they enjoy it.”

While the project’s most basic objective is 
to help the prisoners put on a play, there are 
many spin-off benefits. Sanderson has seen 
improvements in participants’ literacy, 
teamwork skills and self-confidence. 

There’s also evidence that it helps 
reduce violence within the prison 
environment. 

The public are invited to watch one 
performance of each play. Sanderson 
says the experience often challenges 
people’s perceptions of prisoners. 

Her role allows Sanderson to 
combine her passions for social justice 
and creative arts. “I absolutely love going 
into prison,” she says. “The relationships and 
friendships we develop with the participants 
are really refreshing.”
Learn more: bit.ly/1pp1696
 VAL McFARLANE
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Why should young 
alumni engage with the 
University? Two Alumni 
Council members explain.

Alumni Council member Margaret Quixley 
would have loved to call on a mentor in her 
student days. “It would have been amazing 
to have access to a mentor or advisor – 
especially one from a different faculty to 
my own,” she says.

“I generally would have liked greater 
exposure to the plethora of career 
opportunities available and I probably 
only realised the benefits of having such 
a mentor once I graduated.”

An expanded mentoring program is one 
of the opportunities the Alumni Council 
actively encourages.

Quixley, 29, was elected to the Council – 
the peak representative body for Melbourne 
alumni – in 2014. She fits this role around a 
dual career, as founder of social enterprise 
Young Opportunities Australia and as 
Campaigns and Supporter Engagement 
Strategist for BirdLife Australia. 

Quixley (MIR 2014) believes the 
University is getting better at providing 
networking opportunities for alumni.

“The range of events available means 
there is always something on where you can 
meet fellow alumni,” she says.

“Events are particularly great settings 
for networking because you are there with 
like-minded people – having a common 
point of interest starts the conversation.”

Quixley, like many young alumni, 
is motivated by the need to network.

“Finding time to build and broaden your 
skills and experience outside your ‘day job’ 
is a really important part of career building,” 
she says.

“The Alumni Council is really passionate 
about shaping better professional networking 
outcomes for alumni.”

At 25, Dr James McGann is the Alumni 
Council’s youngest member. Now a junior 
doctor at the Austin Hospital in Melbourne, 
he stresses the benefits of engaging with 
alumni from beyond your faculty.

“We understand nowadays the importance 
of transferring skills, so connecting with 
people who have interests in other areas and 

industries can be greatly beneficial.”
McGann (BBiomed 2011, MD 2015, 

St Hilda’s College) says the variety of 
networking events, mentor programs, 
seminars and public lectures means that 
a little commitment can go a long way.

“Getting involved shouldn’t be too 
onerous,” he says.

“We want people to know that the variety 
of events and number of interesting people 
you meet means you can get great rewards 
for a relatively small amount of time and 
effort.”

The latest opportunities can be found 
on the new Alumni and Friends website 
(alumni.unimelb.edu.au), which makes 
connecting with fellow Melbourne alumni 
easier than ever. 

CHRIS WEAVER

The Alumni Council represents the many 
cultural, academic and professional attributes 
of the Melbourne alumni community. 
The next election will be held later this year.  
To find out how to nominate and vote, go to:
alumni.unimelb.edu.au/your-alumni-council

VIEW FROM THE COUNCIL

A new generation forges link

Networking: Margaret Quixley and James McGann

WHAT YOU TOLD US
The University loves hearing 
from alumni. So it was thrilling 
that so many of you took part in 
the various surveys in the past 
year to ensure alumni relations 
activities are on the right track. 
Here are some findings.

88% of alumni 
value access  
to University 

libraries, journals and databases
Alumni can access these useful 
resources via:  
alumni.unimelb.edu.au/ejournals 
More details back page

77% of younger 
alumni  
expressed an 

interest in job and career services
The Melbourne Careers Centre 
offers a wide range of support, from 
online career advice to seminars 
and round table events:  
careers.unimelb.edu.au/alumni 

66% of alumni said 
they were 
interested in  

volunteering, including mentoring 
students.
We’re making it easier for alumni to 
connect with  students looking for 
a mentor: alumni.unimelb.edu.au/
volunteering-opportunities

88% of alumni are 
interested  
in attending 

events with an intellectual focus
Details of dozens of public lectures 
open to alumni every year can be 
found at: events.unimelb.edu.au

58% of alumni  
get their 
University  

news from Alumni eNews
We’ve relaunched the newsletter 
this year and added more news to 
our revamped Alumni and Friends 
website: alumni.unimelb.edu.au 

65%of 3010 
readers said 
they enjoyed 

research stories the most
Find even more research news on 
Pursuit: pursuit.unimelb.edu.au

Want to share your thoughts? 
Get in touch:  

alumni.unimelb.edu.au/contact 

SURVEY FEEDBACK

http://alumni.unimelb.edu.au/your-alumni-council
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AWARDS, HONOURS & ACHIEVEMENTSAWARDS, HONOURS & ACHIEVEMENTS

Miles Allinson 
(BCA 2003) won 
the People’s Choice 
award in the 
Victorian Premier’s 
Literary Awards 
2016 with his first 
novel Fever of 

Animals. The book, which was also 
shortlisted in the Award for Fiction 
category, won the 2014 Victorian 
Premier’s Unpublished Manuscript 
Award.

Gary Waugh (DipForSc 1966, 
BScFor(Hons) 1972) has been 
presented with the Chinese 
Friendship Award in recognition 
of his involvement with universities 
in China, spanning more than 
25 years. Mr Waugh has trained and 
supervised postgraduate students 
and worked with the Chinese 
Academy of Forestry on the 
development, collaboration and 
supervision of research projects and 
in the training of research scientists. 
He was the convenor of the 
International Union of Forestry 
Research Organisation eucalypt 
working group, which involved 34 
countries from 1995 to 2007.

Yeo Ling Mien (BCom(Hons) 2009) 
has been awarded two prestigious 
scholarships – the Chevening 
Scholarship, presented by the British 
Government, and the Mansion House 
Scholarship bestowed by the Lord 
Mayor of London. She will use them 
to undertake a Master of Science in 
Risk Management at the University 
of Southampton.

Sam Birrell (BAppSc(Agr) 2002) is 
the new Chief Executive Officer of the 
Committee for Greater Shepparton. 
The Committee works with the 
government, business and community 
to drive the development of the 
Shepparton region.

Nadeeka Wawegama (PhD 2013) 
received the 2016 Science and 
Innovation Award (Dairy) for Young 
Scientists in Agriculture, Fisheries 
and Forestry, awarded by the 
Department of Agriculture and 
Water Resources. The award was in 
recognition of the diagnostic tool 
she developed during her PhD to 
detect animals infected with 
mycoplasmas, a kind of bacteria. 
Ms Wawenga is a postdoctoral 
research fellow in the University of 
Melbourne’s Faculty of Veterinary 
and Agricultural Sciences.

Allan Myers QC, 
Chairman of Believe 
– the Campaign for 
the University of 
Melbourne, and his 
wife Maria Myers 
were among many 
Melbourne alumni 

recognised in the 2016 Australia Day 
Honours. Mr Myers (BA 1969, 
LLB(Hons) 1970, LLD 2012, Newman 
College) and Mrs Myers (BA 1971, 
GDip(Social Studies) 1972, LLB 1990, 
St Mary’s College) each received the 
Companion of the Order of Australia 
for their eminent service to the 
community. For a full list of Australia 
Day honours awarded to alumni visit 
alumni.unimelb.edu.au/
notablealumni

Dr Richard Pestell (PhD 1991, MD 
1997 Queen’s College) has been 
awarded the Eric Susman Prize for 
2015, for work published over the last 
two years in the field of critical care 
medicine research and clinical care. 
The Prize is awarded annually to a 
Fellow of the Royal Australasian 
College of Physicians for the best 
contribution to knowledge of any 
branch of internal medicine. 
Dr Pestell’s contribution included 39 
peer-reviewed papers, contributing to 
the understanding of the molecular 
mechanisms governing hormone 
responsive cancer. Dr Pestell is 
currently an oncologist and professor 
at the Thomas Jefferson University 
Hospital, Sidney Kimmel Cancer 
Center in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. 
He served as the Center’s director 
from 2005 to 2015.

Dr Misty Jenkins 
(BSc(Hons) 2001, 
PhD 2007) has 
been awarded the 
2015 Tall Poppy 
Science Award, 
which recognises 
the brightest 

young researcher in Victoria. 
Dr Jenkins is a senior research 
officer and cellular immunologist at 
Peter MacCallum Cancer Centre 
where she is investigating cancer 
and inflammation. The Tall Poppy 
Awards are run by the Australian 
Institute of Policy and Science 
(AIPS) to honour up-and-coming 
scientists who combine world-class 
research with a passionate 
commitment to communicating 
science. Dr Jenkins is active in 
promoting science and education 
among young Indigenous students. 

Neuroscientist 
Professor Perry 
Bartlett FAA 
(BDSc 1969, PhD 
1974) received the 
CSL Florey Medal for 
his breakthrough 
discoveries, 

including finding that the adult brain 
could change and its neurons could 
regenerate. Professor Bartlett is 
founding director of the University 
of Queensland’s Queensland Brain 
Institute. The medal, awarded every 
two years, has only been presented to 
10 scientists since its inception in 1998. 

Siobhan Sweeney (LLM 2008) won 
the Cambridge-McKinsey Risk Prize 
2015 for her research paper 
recommending the appointment of 
one ‘Contrarian Director’ – inspired by 
the concept of the Devil’s Advocate – 
to every public company board, to 
protect and encourage independent 
thinking and questioning by senior 
management. It was produced during 
Ms Sweeney’s MBA studies at 
Cambridge Judge Business School.

Jayde Lovell 
(BASc 2007, MA 
2013) won the 
The Next MacGyver 
screenwriting 
competition, 
an initiative to 
encourage more 

women to enter the field of 
engineering. Ms Lovell’s idea for a 
television show focussed on a female 
engineer was handpicked from 
almost 2000 entries. The judging 
panel of Hollywood heavyweights 
included Ugly Betty actress America 
Ferrera and Anthony E Zuiker, creator 
of the CSI franchise. 

Patrick Walta (BE(ChemEng)(Hons), 
BSc 2005), Executive Director of 
Carbine Resources, was named 
Young Achiever of the Year in the 
2015 Australian Mining Prospect 
Awards. Mr Walta has been 
instrumental in driving plans to 
restart operations at Mount Morgan, 
which has the potential to become 
one of the lowest cost and most 
environmentally focussed gold 
producers in Australia.

The Burning Elephant is the new 
novel by Christopher Raja (BA(Hons) 
1996, GDipEd 2001, PGDipEdSt 2004). 
The book tells the story of a young 
Indian boy and his family at the time 
of Indira Gandhi’s assassination. 

Several Melbourne 
alumni were named 
in The Australian’s 
list of 30 most 
influential people in 
higher education, 
including Professor 
Barney Glover 

(BSc(Hons) 1980, MSc 1982, GDipEd 
1982, PhD 1993, Whitley College), 
Vice-Chancellor of the University of 
Western Sydney; Professor Anne 
Kelso AO (BSc(Hons) 1975, PhD 1980, 
St Hilda’s College), CEO of the 
National Health and Medical Research 
Council; Senator The Hon Kim Carr 
(BA(Hons) 1977, GDipEd 1978, MA 
1984), Shadow Minister for Higher 
Education, Research, Innovation and 
Industry; and, pictured, Professor 
Gregory Craven (BA 1979, LLB(Hons) 
1980, LLM 1984), Vice-Chancellor of 
the Australian Catholic University.  
The list was headed by University  
of Melbourne Vice-Chancellor  
Glyn Davis AC.

UK-based alumnus Professor 
Ian Scott (LLB 1963, Queen’s College) 
has been appointed Honorary 
Queen’s Counsel in recognition of 
his contribution to the English and 
Welsh legal system through writing, 
lecturing and Government committee 
work, particularly his work editing the 
Civil Procedure Rules. 

Dr Jane Elith 
(BAgr(Hons) 1977, 
PhD 2002) received 
the 2015 Frank 
Fenner Prize for Life 
Scientist of the Year, 
one of the annual 
Prime Minister’s 

Prizes for Science. The award 
recognises Dr Elith’s contributions 
to environmental management 
worldwide. She is an Australian 
Research Council Future Fellow in 
the School of Biosciences at the 
University of Melbourne and a 
member of the Centre of Excellence 
for Biosecurity Risk Analysis. 

Associate Professor Warwick Frost 
(BCom 1980, BA(Hons) 1986) and 
Dr Jennifer Laing (LLB(Hons) 1988) 
consider the myth of the American 
West in their new book, Imagining the 
American West Through Film and 
Tourism. They explore how this 
constructed imagination of the 
American West is full of contradictions. 
The authors both work in the College 
of Arts, Social Sciences and Commerce 
at La Trobe University.

Honourable  
Healers: Pioneering 
Women Doctors is 
the new book by 
retired paediatrician 
Dr Merrilyn 
Murnane AM 
(MB BS 1960, 

GradDipHealth&MedLaw 1998, 
GDipArts 2004, PGDipArts 2010, 
Ormond College). It tells the stories of 
the first registered woman doctor in 
modern times (Elizabeth Blackwell, 
registered in the USA); the first in 
the UK (Elizabeth Garrett Anderson) 
and the first in Australia (Constance 
Stone). It also discusses the founders 
of the Queen Victoria Hospital, 
several of whom were University of 
Melbourne Medical School alumnae.

Allan Cameron (BAgrSc 1994, 
International House) has been 
appointed regional manager of 
GippsDairy, a not-for-profit 
organisation which aims to improve 
the profitability and sustainability 
of Gippsland’s dairy farms.  

Nobel Prize-winning scientist 
Professor Elizabeth Blackburn AC 
(BSc(Hons) 1970, MSc 1972, Janet 
Clarke Hall) is the new President of 
the Salk Institute for Biological 
Studies in California, USA. She joins 
from the University of California 
San Francisco, where she was the 
Morris Herzstein Professor of Biology 
and Physiology. She was one of three 
co-winners of the Nobel Prize in 
Physiology or Medicine in 2009 for 
her work on telomeres, the ends 
of chromosomes that serve as 
protective caps essential for 
preserving genetic information. 

In Brazil is the first 
book by travel 
writer Fran Bryson 
(BA(Hons) 1992). 
Ms Bryson, a former 
literary agent, 
spent a total of 18 
months exploring 

the South American country before 
producing the book. 

Sexuality in Adolescence: The Digital 
Generation is the new book by 
Professor Meredith Temple-Smith 
(GDipMvmt&Dance 1985), Professor 
Susan Moore (BSc(Hons) 1967, 
GDipEd 1969, MEd 1975) and 
Professor Emeritus Doreen 
Rosenthal AO (BA(Hons) 1971, PhD 
1975). It reviews research and theory 
about adolescent sexuality today.

Social entrepreneur 
and businessman 
Simon McKeon AO 
(BCom 1976, LLB 
1978) has been 
appointed 
Chancellor of 
Monash University. 

Mr McKeon is a former investment 
banker and was 2011 Australian of 
the Year. 

The University has celebrated 
the achievements of alumna 
and Aboriginal advocate 
Dr Margaret Williams-Weir 
(GDipPhysicalEd 1972, University 
College) with the naming of a 
prestigious fellowship and a 
valued student space in her 
honour. Dr Williams-Weir was 
the first recorded Aboriginal 
graduate of an Australian 
university, and a significant 
contributor to the development 
of Aboriginal education policy. 
Her association with the 
University was recognised 
through the naming of the 
Dr Margaret Williams-Weir 
Lounge in the Melbourne 
Graduate School of Education, 
and the Dr Margaret Williams-Weir 
Vice-Chancellor’s Fellowship, 
of which Noel Pearson is the 
inaugural recipient.  
Dr Margaret Williams-Weir  
died in October 2015.

Kate Jenkins (BA(Hons), 
LLB(Hons) 1991, Ormond College) 
has been named Australia’s Sex 
Discrimination Commissioner. 
Ms Jenkins, a lawyer of 20 years’ 
experience, was formerly the 
Victorian Equal Opportunity and 
Human Rights Commissioner. 
Announcing the appointment, 
Attorney-General George Brandis 
noted Ms Jenkins’ “outstanding 
record in advancing gender 
equality and as a human rights 
leader more broadly”. 

For more Milestones visit unimelb.edu.au/3010

Several alumni, all career officers 
with the Department of Foreign 
Affairs and Trade, have been 
appointed to senior government 
roles overseas. 

John Pilbeam has been appointed 
Australia’s High Commissioner to 
Trinidad and Tobago, and Australian 
Ambassador to the Caribbean 
Community. Until recently 
Mr Pilbeam (BCom(Hons) 1974, 
Whitley College) was Director of 
the Korean Peninsula and Mongolia 
Section. He has previously served 
overseas as High Commissioner to 
Vanuatu and Deputy Consul-General 
in Hong Kong, with earlier postings 
in Seoul, New York, Port Moresby 
and Jamaica. 

Amanda Gorely (BA 1987, LLB(Hons) 
1989) has been appointed 
Ambassador to the Philippines. 
She was formerly Corporate Counsel 
and head of DFAT’s Corporate Legal 
Branch and has served as Deputy 
High Commissioner at the Australian 
High Commission in Wellington and 
Deputy Permanent Representative to 
the United Nations in Geneva, with 
earlier postings in Stockholm and 
Copenhagen. She has also served in 
Canberra as Assistant Secretary, 
WTO Trade Law Branch; Director, 
International Law Section; and 
Director, Human Rights and 
Indigenous Issues Section.

Bryce Hutchesson (BCom 1981, 
LLB 1983) is Australia’s new High 
Commissioner to Sri Lanka. 
Mr Hutchesson was formerly acting 
First Assistant Secretary of the South 
and West Asia Division and has 
served as Deputy High Commissioner 
in New Delhi, with earlier postings 
in Bangkok and Tel Aviv. He has 
also served in Washington with the 
Office of National Assessments, 
and in Canberra leading DFAT’s 
South Asia Branch, Executive, 
Planning and Evaluation Branch and 
several branches responsible for 
international security.

http://alumni.unimelb.edu.au/notablealumni
http://alumni.unimelb.edu.au/notablealumni
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y father, Doug, was the winemaker at Seppelt in 
Rutherglen and I suppose there were expectations 
that I would follow in his footsteps. But I didn’t want 
that, not back in the late 1970s anyway.

When I graduated from uni, winemaking was far from my 
mind. A possible career in the petrochemical industry (I had a 
summer job at Shell analysing oils) beckoned, but by the third 
year I knew it wasn’t for me.

I got my degree and then I was off. Two years of travel across 
South-East Asia and Europe followed. In London I found work as 
an au pair for a well-to-do Notting Hill couple with four children. 
The wife was a fantastic cook. I have worked for a few people 
who have been excellent cooks. I’d be forever looking over their 
shoulder to see what was happening or helping out. 

I was always doing that with my mum, too. She wasn’t such 
a great cook but us kids were always putting cubes of cheese 
on skewers or making pinwheel sandwiches when my parents 
entertained.

Often now I will look through my family’s old recipe books 
and it’s my dad who has written out the recipe. My dad was really 
into his food. On Saturdays he’d load us up into the car with 
Eskys and we would drive to Albury to the only delicatessen for 
miles and buy Hungarian white-skinned salami, smoked oysters 
in bottles, camembert in cans and port salut. We would complain 
in the car on the way home how much it stank.

After Europe, I was back at home in Rutherglen (300 kilometres 
north-east of Melbourne). I needed a job. Finally, winemaking 
won out.

I started with my uncle Les, at Jones Winery, just outside town. 
It would have been around 1987. He was a bit of a seat-of-the-pants 
winemaker, so after a couple of years with him I took myself off 
to Charles Sturt Uni to study winemaking. I won the Ron Potter 
Scholarship, making me a cellar hand at the uni winery, but it led 
to the opening up of so many more doors. 

I worked vintage in Portugal, Chile, and then Bordeaux in 
France. That led to a permanent job at Chateau Carsin in the 

Cotes de Bordeaux. I was made winemaker – the first woman 
cellar manager in the region’s history, according to one French 
magazine. I was 30.

What a learning experience. We had one contract with a 
big UK supermarket chain, Sainsbury’s, to make wine for their 
private label, including a Cuvee Prestige Claret. The Sainsbury’s 
people came to me one day and put a bottle of Yalumba shiraz on 
the table and said, ‘Can you make that?’

I said no, I’m in Bordeaux, I can’t make a wine like that but 
I can make a wine with as rich a mouthfeel as I can. We started 
off small making 160,000 bottles of that style and by the end 
of the contract Sainsbury’s was selling over one million bottles 
a year.

After 10 years I was ready for home, but before I left I lived 
in Paris for six months and attended the Cordon Bleu Culinary 
School, finishing with a diploma and some great cooking skills. 
We learnt to truss a bird properly, de-vein yabbies while they 
were still alive, chop up live crayfish, frogs’ legs. You could say it 
was challenging!

Jones Winery is where you will find me these days, making 
wine, overseeing the preparation of meals for our cafe and special 
events, and working with my brother, Arthur, who looks after our 
9.17 hectares of vines. The winery dates back to 1860. There is so 
much character here.

I stick to Rutherglen grape classics for the most part – shiraz, 
durif, malbec, muscat – but there are alternative varieties that 
seem well suited here, too, such as Italy’s fiano. 

With our wines you will always see a sense of place.
I learnt that philosophy in Bordeaux – seek out the varieties 

that do well on your bit of dirt, stay true, don’t give in to trends. 
I would never try sauvignon blanc or chardonnay here. It’s just 

not right.
I have been lucky in my life. Fate, too, has played a part. 
I will always be proud that both Bill Clinton and Mikhail 

Gorbachev have been served my wine – a Chateau Carsin White 
Bordeaux. Not bad for a girl from Rutherglen. 

M

PICTURE: ROB CLEARY

Realising that someone I have never met is supporting me in getting an education has 
had a huge impact on my life.

The experience has inspired me not only to reach my academic potential, but also to be 
an active member of the community. To be someone who gives back.

I volunteer as a tutor at a local high school and my hope for the future is to benefit society 
through my work. I’m thankful to my donor for not only easing my financial burden, but 
also for giving me this perspective that I will take with me throughout my life.

Ewe Jin Tan  
Faculty of Business and Economics

Commerce Opportunity Bursary recipient

Visit campaign.unimelb.edu.au to find out more.

SCHOLARSHIPS PROVIDE A WORLD OF OPPORTUNITIES

Raise a glass to my bit of dirt
B Y  M A N D Y  J O N E S  ( B A p p S c  1 9 8 2 ,  U n i v e r s i t y  C o l l e g e )





Libraries of the world…
exclusively yours online

Special offer for University of Melbourne alumni
As alumni of the University of Melbourne you’re entitled to access many of the University’s eJournals,  
a repository of the latest and greatest academic minds the world over. 

On call. Online. Exclusive to UoM alumni. And for only $20 per annum.

Join online 
alumni.unimelb.edu.au/ejournals

Other exclusive alumni offers  
alumni.unimelb.edu.au/benefits-services

*Terms and conditions apply. See website for details 
Image: The Bücherkubus (bookcube) of the study center of the  
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