
 

  



 

The Water Was Dark and It Went Forever Down, by Tim Winton 

Synopsis 

The Water Was Dark and It Went Forever Down (‘Water’) is a story about a girl’s struggle to cope 

with her domestic anxieties, chiefly the effect her mother’s alcoholism has on her. It explores 

themes of survival, coping and existentialism.1 With regard to discovery, the main themes explored 

are about self-actualisation and epiphany.  

Analysis 

The beginning of the story introduces the few key problems resolved by the end. The main plot point 

is the mother’s problem with alcohol. However, it’s important to understand that alcohol here isn’t 

the problem, or rather, it isn’t the root problem. Alcohol seems a way of medicating or coping with 

her problems: her husband walking out on her and her daughter, the accident with the fire and the 

bitter depression that followed afterwards. This is an important point to understand as it allows a 

direct contrast with the daughter. Both suffer from the same sense of existential dread: what am I 

living for, who am I living for, what does living even mean? Construing the problem this way means 

there’s a parallelism of the mother and daughter coping with the same problem. If you interpret the 

problem as alcoholism such a comparison isn’t possible. 

The daughter’s anxieties can be inferred from her behaviour later in the story – the excitement of 

her epiphany at the island implies she was struggling with demons. However it can be seen more 

directly early on. ‘She kicked up a string of kelp and watched it settle’ and ‘the colossal white backs 

of dunes … threatening the place with their shifting weight’ are apt metaphors here, representing 

respectively the girl’s frustrations and her fears. In fact, ‘she’s gonna send me crazy, she thought’ 

follows immediately after the dunes metaphor; the juxtaposition of the two strengthening the 

metaphor’s effect. On top of that, her worries about her mother are listed with repetition or 

polysyndeton: ‘she knew her mother was sick and bitter and afraid’ and ‘over and over’. 

1. On the surface, discovery is generally an external phenomenon. We discover things through 

interactions with the rest of the world. But throughout different texts, the notion of discovery as 

impacting a person’s mental state keeps coming through. This comes through in Water. The 

short story’s complication is about the girl’s worries and anxieties. What is the link between 

discovery and understanding yourself and your place in the world?  

                                                           
1 Existentialism in the literal sense, i.e. relating to existence and what existence means.  



 

Having established that the two characters suffer from largely the same problems, Winton 

strengthens the parallel by their methods of coping. Both depend on ‘a life of fluids’, and the motif 

of fluids is obviously very strong throughout. However there is a world of difference between the 

two.  

The mother’s ‘life of fluids’ is derided. It is undermined by irony – despite the mother’s wisdom that 

‘all a person needs is a bit of land’ there was a ‘whole ocean she must have drunk by now’. Winton 

makes the point obvious when he juxtaposes the antithesis of ‘solid’ and ‘drinking’. Winton further 

derides the mother’s methods of coping by the list of bitter and resentful bits of wisdom she imparts 

on her daughter. Within these, you get an ‘us v. them’ mentality created by the pronouns. In a way, 

she tries to keep a grip on her daughter by turning her against the world. The emotively charged, yet 

direct, ‘your father never loved you’ opens our eyes to this ugliness. What also comes through is a 

sense of stillness and isolation – the pronouns and the ‘us v. them’ mentality, combined with the 

mother being cooped up watching television (contrast to the daughter coming home from training) 

hints that the mother is not willing to change, explore, push her boundaries. In a word, discover. 

The daughter on the other hand is the opposite; rather than receding into herself and shutting 

herself from the world, the daughter’s ‘world of fluids’ are a method of exploration and discovery. 

She sees a small island and ‘wonder[s] how far out it [is]’, and though the swimming training is 

exhausting an effort she ‘knew she couldn’t be without it’. The daughter acknowledges this herself 

through metaphor. The swimming allows her to survive in her mother’s ‘sea of grog’ – ‘it stops her 

drowning me’.  

Also, perhaps looking too deeply into things, note that a large part of the characters’ current 

problems stem from the fire. On one hand, the mother chooses alcohol to cope (which reacts 

dangerously with fire), but on the other hand the daughter chooses water (which extinguishes it). 

The metaphor might be too ambitious and not at all what the author intended, but it’s an interesting 

thought nonetheless. 

1. What is the significance between discovery and attitude? What kind of attitude do we need to 

make discoveries? Is it just luck that the daughter’s methods of coping wind up better than the 

mother’s, or is there a reason one works better? 

2. There seems to be a bit of a chicken and the egg problem here: earlier in the document, it says 

discoveries affect our sense of self. But now the document suggests our attitude (sense of self) 

affects discovery. Which comes first? Which is more important? Do discoveries affect our 

attitude or does our attitude affect our discoveries? 



 

By the end of the story, the daughter undergoes a transformative moment. She has a sudden 

epiphany about the nature of life from her trip to the small island and understands better who she is 

and what she wants to do. There is a very obvious connection to Darwin here – not only does she 

refer to her biology class, but she essentially summarises natural selection. ‘The island was a bird 

sanctuary’ is a useful metaphor to begin on: not only do birds symbolise freedom (later she watches 

them ‘soar and stitch about her’, wondering ‘why they thrived so’), but the sanctuary part also 

comes to represent a sanctuary away from her mother. 

The epiphany here is the point about Darwin and the parallel it has to her own life. ‘The sick and the 

weak died and the young and the strong lived and thrived’ reflects herself and her mother. Note at 

the beginning of the story she describes herself as convinced that her mother was ‘either sick or 

stupid’ and this is immediately juxtaposed by her, in the very next paragraph, looking at her own 

‘unblemished’ body. In fact, she describes her mother as sick a couple of times whereas her body is 

‘strong and hard’ and repeatedly compared to an engine or a machine.  

And this finally helps her overcome her worries and anxieties at the beginning of the story. She has 

mastered her existential uncertainty – ‘you just need to go, that was it; survive, win’. Earlier on in 

the document, it was suggested that one of the central questions for the characters was 

understanding what they lived and struggled for. Her mother had her own little philosophy about 

pieces of land but it was never quite clear what her answer was. However, the daughter develops a 

strong conviction in her new answer. ‘There was no more room … for feeling sorry for dead things 

and dying things and sick things … Now there was only time to live, to survive. Live. Survive. 

They’re the same thing … No difference.’ Note the certainty in her beliefs, represented by 

declaratives and short, direct sentence – it all implies a real sense of discovery.  

And this epiphany helps her solve one of the other major themes in discovery – self-actualisation. 

She finally understands her place and who she is. She looks at ‘her perfect shape in the sand’. She 

bares herself, running ‘naked down to the water’, symbolising her new found sense of self and 

certainty (note that she wears a bikini at the beginning of the story). This self-actualisation is 

represented using the same devices of declaratives and short sentences as the epiphany. ‘She knew 

… There was no room … She had to … There wasn’t enough anymore.’ The short, direct sentences 

(a lot of them with imperative language, exclamation or other devices) are obvious enough to not 

need reproducing here.  

It ends powerfully too. ‘She felt young and strong and perfect in the cold darkness.’ Note the 

polysyndeton reappearing. 



 

1. Things work out for the daughter in the end, according to the story. But do they really? 

Do you think she has really solved her problems, or has she just determined to run (swim) away 

from them? Rather than helping her mother, she resolves to leave as soon as possible. 

2. Can you blame her though? If life is all about survival and strength, then she has every right to 

act that way. But do you agree with this? Do you think that, in the paragraph where she says 

there’s no more room for feeling sorry or for bothering with weak things, she loses a bit of her 

humanity?  

3. But back to discovery, does her discovery lead to self-actualisation, i.e. find her sense of self and 

place in the world? Is that what discovery is all about?  

4. How much does discovery depend on the person involved? Could you, or another person, have 

come to the bird sanctuary and swam away with a different conclusion? Do discoveries have a 

life of their own, living and existing independently of how finds them, or are discoveries victim to 

the frame of reference a discoverer brings to them? 


