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ABOUT THE BOOK

Act Cute is the second poetry collection from Queer Poz (PLHIV) writer
and performance-maker Andrew Sutherland. In Act Cute, the poet
addresses the gap between memory and the present, and asks how to
perform a coherent self, amidst the forces of nostalgia, institutional
entanglements and reckonings, and queer desiring.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Andrew Sutherland (he/they) is a Queer Poz (PLHIV) writer and
performance-maker from between Boorloo (Perth) and Singapore,
currently based in Naarm (Melbourne) on the unceded lands of the Kulin
nation, where they are a PhD candidate at the Victorian College of the
Arts. He holds a BA (First Class Hons) in Acting from LASALLE College
of the Arts Singapore and works in the performance sector as maker,
playwright, director, performer, dramaturg, arts educator and mentor.
Andrew’s debut poetry collection, Paradise (point of transmission), was
published by Fremantle Press in 2022 and shortlisted for the Small Press
Network’s Book of the Year prize.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. In their author interview below, the poet provides some potential
definitions of ‘act cute’. The epigraph on p.5 also contains two
definitions of the words ‘cute’ and ‘acute’. How does this information
inform your own reading of the poems?

2. Can you choose a couple of poems and speak to the way in which
the idea of ‘acting cute’ may underpin them?

3. What are some other themes within the collection of poems as a
whole?

4. On p. 9 the poet talks about the structure in which these poems have
been written. It is contained within institutions, systems, narrative
conventions and sets of governance. How do you understand the
‘tension’ of being an artmaker within structures that are both ‘violent
and limiting’?

5. In what ways do you think such structures may be ‘violent and

limiting’ for an actor/artist/poet who identifies as Queer Poz?

Can you find evidence within the poems of such a tension?

What does the poet mean when they say ‘Complicity, in all its forms,

must be recognised and moved with’ (p. 9)?

8. Why do you think that this collection has been structured the way it
has? How does its structure and layout contribute to the meaning of
the poems?

No

Andrew Sutherland

“startling, luminous
and deeply alive”
— Sara M. Saleh

9. These poems have a very definite, very deliberate physical presence on the page. Can you choose a
number of poems and talk about the different ways in which form helps to create that poem’s meaning?

10. Which words are consistently struek-through in these poems? Why do you think the poet has done this?

11. What are some cultural touchpoints and references within these poems that spoke to you?

12. Even if these poems are ‘self-facing’, do you think there still (and always) exists a gap between poet and

speaker (the ‘I’ voice in a poem)?
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IN YOUR OWN WORDS

1. Write a poem that is ‘self-facing’. Pay as much attention to the form of the work as its content. How does
the way your poem looks on the page underscore the meaning of the poem?

2. Now take the content of your poem and shape it in a different way. In what way does this affect its
meaning?

3. Write a poem in the second person that is addressed to somebody close to you.

4. Make a list of cultural touchpoints that have informed your life.

5. Now write next to each one what was the context in your life when you first encountered this cultural
touchpoint? What is it that makes them important to you?

6. Write a poem that uses one or more of these cultural touchpoints.

7. Make a list of the institutions, systems, narrative conventions and sets of governance that inform the way
you move through the world.

8. Write a poem in which some of these constraints are in evidence.

9. Isit possible to write a counter-poem that breaks free from these constraints?

INTERVIEW WITH THE AUTHOR

Can you tell me about the notion behind ‘act cute’? When did the poems you were writing start to
coalesce around this idea?

Cultural theorist Sianne Ngai unpacks the aesthetic and production of cuteness as one of the defining
aesthetics mapped onto twentieth-century capitalism [Our Aesthetic Categories: Zany, Cute, Interesting,
Harvard University Press, 2012]. As an affective aesthetic, cuteness proliferates endlessly; look around and it
is everywhere; the more blob-like, big-eyed and harmless it appears, the more it makes demands on us.
Purchase me, hold me, squeeze me, purchase another and another me. It is also a ‘minor’ aesthetic:
cuteness, after all, is not the same as the beautiful or the sublime. When | was in my early twenties, | was
often called ‘cute’ when | wanted to be ‘handsome’. It is (or can be) perceived as a slight, a diminishment, a
put-down. The phrase ‘act cute’, | personally associate with Singlish and Singapore, although it has a broader
usage and cultural etymology. This idea, | think, is generally always a negative, as in, by ‘acting’ cute it's
implied you are failing to ‘be’ cute. So it is a double-failure: if, as Ngai writes, the aesthetic of cuteness already
appears to be failing to make its political or affective demands, to act cute is also to fail to embody or perform
oneself (oneself-as-cute) seamlessly. | think | wanted to organise this poetry collection and its game-play with
that sense of self — its sincerity and insincerity, its romanticism and disappointment, the disjoint between
nostalgia and present tense, the actor and the failed-to-act — through the lens of that (oddly satisfying) double-
failure. It is a mode that I'm interested in.

Can you tell us about your creative process when it comes to writing a poem? Do you always know
what you want to say before you begin? How do you work to refine it? What difference can an editor
make?

For this collection, it was more or less my intention to work into a structure, but this doesn’t always eventuate
as you map it out. But it is helpful to find the concept of the poem and then find the material, whether that is
drafting new or recuperating from scraps, journal entries, memories. Having said that, concept evolves as you
write into it.

The third section of this book, “twink death in Europa!!” did start, effectively, as travel journal. | drafted one to
three poems every day over a month in Germany and Czechia, and this was very helpful both for having an
organising focus and for being outside of my regular environments.

Refinement, repair, the decision to fix or to cut is both the most frustrating and most satisfying part. | want to
do that personal rigour before going to an editor. But having an editor is incredibly useful, particularly when
trying to consider a collection as a whole. Sometimes it is to test meaning or impact, sometimes it is because
their work is to help direct you to your blind spots.
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Is there a poem in here that took you by surprise?

Sometimes material will stay in fragmented form for years, and it is surprising and incredibly fulfilling to return
to an old journal and realise a phrase or ‘scene’ you had written years ago is exactly what is required.

Do you keep in mind how readers might receive your work when you are writing?

| think there are three overlapping circles of attention to the way | write (these) poems, and this is very much
due to the conceits of voice, performativity, address and audience that underpin this book in particular. The
smallest and most controllable circle of attention is for myself: is this adequately communicating my intentions
back to myself, is it transforming affect, imagination or memory into language in a way that surprises and
speaks to me as its author? The second is the specific reader: the addressee, as a range of these poems are
in direct address. So the reader in mind is hyper-specific; in fact, an individual. For the poems addressed to
Morwenna and to E%, this also meant that these two people helped to comment and shape the poems in draft
form, because for these two relationships in particular, the ethics of publishing poems addressed to them
meant, to me, that they should be included in the drafting as conversation. But this second circle of attention
(the direct address) is heavily mediated by the third circle of attention, which is the imagined audience, who
also have to understand or access the poems in some way as bystander, be they eavesdropper or knowing
and gathered audience.

Is this a very wanky answer? In short, yes | care what you think of my poems, but not too much &
What’s next for Andrew Sutherland?

| will read poems at your wedding for a very competitive fee.
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