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SHIRLEY BLAKE 

Sketches from a Journey 
For Geofji-ey 

Not the intense moment 
Isolated, with no before and after, 

But a lifetime burning in every moment 
And not the lifetime of one man only 
But of old stones that cannot be deciphered. 

T.S. Eliot. East Coker 

I sit again on a park bench by the River Kennett, close to the Marlborough High 
Street, at my own risk. The last time I sat here an imperious duck pecked my leg, 
demanding something in the way of immediate, edible attention. 

Now the only ducks I see 
(suddenly 

the swans process again 
one adult, two cygnets, 
one adult, four cygnets, 

in balletic single file) 
are waddling, preening, skid-landing and squabbling as proper ducks should. 
There's food about. A lady of indeterminate but older years delivers lunchtime 
rations with a practised fling of the arm. So have things ever been between ducks 
and aging ladies, and every day is a deeply entered ritual that things should so 
remain, while tomorrow becomes more and more a probability that we don't want 
to think about. 

* * * 

Is most of time waiting, or is it just, while waiting, that it seems so? "Better late 
than never," says the proverb, but "better early than late" is the lore of the lone 
traveller. Can I speak of waiting, whose longest sit ~o far is only six hours at 
Digbeth, followed by five in Marlborough, four in Oban, three at Victoria? My 
most intense sit, however, was not in a bus station or High Street, and of so extreme 
a boredom that I could only guess at its duration, maybe forty minutes: in the back 
of a Post Office van, somewhere in the west of Lewis, on a September day of 
cutting wind and driving rain, when sheep and rocks could barely be distinguished 
from each other. Our driver suddenly announced that the little stone house he had 
pulled up by was his own and that he was off to have a cup of tea, leaving the three 
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of us, a Bulgarian girl and I to wonder wordlessly at it all, and an elderly bescarfed 
woman from Stornoway to break into English to declare for our benefit that she 
didn't know how people could live "in such a horrible place". 

* * * 

On a nameless, cloudless evening, mist settling on the land, sky still pale blue, only 
the sheep moving, an evening that could have been anyone of millions, except that 
it happened to be this one, I walked up to the Uffington White Horse and stopped 
by signs that said: 

This ancient White Horse 
is being damaged by visitors' feet. 

Please help to protect it 
by not going beyond this point. 

Through the long, defending grass I made out the various curves of this lovely 
template, identifying the eye last of all. The sun behind me seemed to be exactly 
the same size, and as watchful. The birds flocked west. Only anxiety at the 
gathering mist, not respect for the courteous sign, halted me, and knowing that the 
image would be no clearer for getting closer. Resolution needs distance. I turned 
to go and could hardly believe it, when a white horse with a grey-coated rider 
suddenly cantered across the hill, slowed to a walk past its ancestor's portrait and 
slipped, just as suddenly, out of sight. The sun was magenta, blood-shot; and by the 
time I reached the car, it had utterly disappeared in the mist. 

* * * 

The tourist information in the carpark said that Wayland's Smithy was nearby. An 
old fragment of poetry whirled in my head: 

WeIand him be Wurman wraeces cunnade. 
(WeIand amongst his weapons suffered misery.) 

DEOR 

Hopeless at map-reading, I couldn't make out the directions to the Smithy, a 
neolithic chambered tomb, but came upon signposts to it anyway, as I drove on 
along the main road, and reached it at last on foot, none too bravely in the growing 
darkness, at the end of a short lane a few hundred yards along a little section of the 
Ridgeway. Only the gutteral drone of a tractor and the far-off lights of Swindon 
spangling the north-west tethered me in time. The huge circling yews kept vigil. 

A crunch of footsteps startled me back to my hire car like a rabbit, scattering all my 
precious notions. I had come to Britain seeking old stones, especially old stones in 
Sutherland; but my time in Scotland had turned out differently and instead I had 
stood at Blake's grave and Milton's grave and Shakespeare's grave and at so many 
other graves. I had walked among standing stones on Lewis and standing stones at 
Avebury. I had touched the walls of nearly every parish church I had passed in two 
months of constant walking. Now 1 had begun to indulge the fantasy that, here in 
Wiltshire, where I had loitered for eleven days, I had achieved some grip, some 
purchase, on the place, some degree of habitation. "I am no longer a tourist," 1 said. 
Then this burial mound, with its large stones and little chambers, its long, straight 
sides, its complete simplicity, exposed my nonsense and reduced me to utter vacuity. 
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I was at the end of my trip and in truth had not begun. Nor in a dozen life times 
could one begin. Stone builders have always known that and chosen their medium 
accordingly. I was overcome. 

I also hadn't driven in England at night before. "Excuse me," I said to the owner 
of the returning crunching footsteps, "I don't know how to turn the lights on in this 
car." 
"Australian?" he said. 

* * * 
The time is so short. The Roman era in Britain ("... longer than from the 
Elizabethans until now," said my newly formed friend in the Royal Academy, over 
grilled fish and salad), the Saxon, the Norman, those Elizabethans, and all those 
before and between and after, have bequeathed to this moment a weight too heavy 
to be borne in the heart and an aura too diaphanous to be grasped in the mind. Is 
that why art fascinates, because it has all to do, and is never done, with light, the 
impalpable medium of solidity? I hate thinking like this, but don't know how else 
to handle being here. I try to draw. That way, when it goes well, things flow and 
fuse, the brain doesn't struggle, and a mark is made, weak, yet linking one to the 
stone-builder and the hill-digger. The defeat of the old is frightening: I'm not far 
behind them. The triumph of the young is embarrassing, their loud laughter and 
precocious knowledge. Where are my buried years? In poetry? 

When my spirit 
was overwhelmed within me, 

then thou 
knewest my path. 

PSALM 142:3 

* * * 

I came to Britain because an old woman, a distant relative, had written, "You should 
be here, now, to see the heather." That was one September. So, late in the 
following August, I took an overnight bus to Inverness and my first sense of 
Scotland was the silhouettes of thin trees and dour houses and, in the grey dawn, 
paint brush blotches of cloud one could almost reach out and touch. I had always 
been taught to feel that it would be special, not by anyone else, but my own 
conjuration with the magical name of Scotland. An obsession I had that not all 
things brave and rare, but certainly most, were Highland; a mere bigotry that always 
preferred whatever came before to whatever came after. And Scotland came before 
everything. 

Within minutes of locating my prebooked Band B, I found out that Jennie, myoid 
penpal, was in hospital, terminally ill. I wandered about, entered a church yard, read 
inscriptions and, sitting on a high bank amidst yellow roses, watched the vigorous 
Ness and cried in the lightly falling rain. 

* * * 

The morning after my walk to Wayland's Smithy, I thought I should return to 
Avebury, hub of a wonderful constellation of prehistoric sites. Ignoring my map, I 
meandered along lanes and through villages, bound, only the signs of a rapid fuel 
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consumption, to the idea that 1 should not stray too far from my eventual target. 
Once back on the A4, 1 stopped at Kennett Long Barrow, to enquire of the dead. 

It being a Tuesday morning, and no longer the season, 1 was the only caller, almost. 
Crunching footsteps as 1 emerged from the softly sun-· lit chambers. 

"Hello." 
"Good morning." 

Thus we tacitly agreed that he should walk into the chambers while 1 strolled over 
the grassy top. As 1 returned to the entrance, he emerged, smiling, and began to take 
photos of the surrounding swelling land. 1 thought of saying something like, 
"Lovely, isn't it?". But said nothing. Strange bonds, 1 thought, are made at times 
like this, the faintest possible communions, perhaps also the strongest, so that one 
suddenly feels one could always say anywhere in the future, "Haven't I met you 
before, perhaps at Kennett Long Barrow ... ?" 

More people were coming, and 1 was glad to be already away, down the straight, 
narrow path. 

"Hi. " 
"Morning." 
Smile, smile. 
Not the same. 

In the distance a gaggle of small boys was gathering, chattering, notebooks at the 
ready. I guessed they were seven-year-olds. Some broke free and took off, 
overtaking each other for the summit. 

"I don't see the need," a titian-haired member of the main group intoned richly, 
"we're all going to get there in the end." 

"How old are the boys in this class?" 1 managed to blurt to the last member of the 
rapidly passing file. He was determinedly pulling on red gloves and did not look 
up. 
"Eight." 
"Eight," 1 echoed deferentially. 
A few paces on he turned his head slightly in my direction to add, "And seven." 

Roman roads, the King's peace, the will of Parliament, and here too 1 was 
witnessing the quintessence of English enculturation, in these little boys, already so 
keen to rule and pleased to serve. 

* * * 

"New Zealand?" said my Falstaffian host, filling the narrow staircase at my Stratford 
Band B. "I always say New Zealand first," he annotated without guile, "they don't 
like to be asked if they're Australian." 

Preliminaries over, he continued, "What are you doing tonight?' "Nothing," 1 said, 
still stupified from the distance I had just carried my dead-weight luggage and from 
sheer disbelief at physically being here, whose first entry into my mind and marrow 
as Stratford-on-Avon is quite lost from memory, although it could perhaps be 
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roughly pinned down, carbon-dated to one or two strata of my shallow scholastic 
past. But then, it is not a matter of deduction from old records. More, a detection 
of the minute charges that run along neural fibres between sense and feeling. Just 
as experiencing Shakespeare was not so much in walking around the Trust's 
Properties, to see the crib in the bedroom and the courting bench in the cottage, or 
lingering near the gravestone in the nave, for 4Op. It was in the theatre. 

"You can't come this far," said Falstaff, "and not go to a play. Tonight there's 'As 
You Like It' and 'Pericles'." I went to 'Pericles', already in a heady state from 
spending the long late-summer evening beside the Avon, ate strawberry icecream at 
interval and afterwards walked back to the wonderfully named Salamander Guest 
House through the dark pockets of Stratford's streets, alone, pretending confidence. 

Give me a gash, put me to present pain; 
Lest this great sea of joys rushing upon me 
O'erbear the shores of my mortality 
And drown me with their sweetness. 

PERICLES, ACT 5, SCENE 1. 

* * * 

The politics of seats-at-bus-stations. A man was stretched out on one at Swindon. 
I deliberated and then sat on the other side, thereby portraying myself as a human 
crust, thrown to pigeons. Straight away, from the next bench a small figure 
approached, proclaimed the virtues of the recumbent body behind me and, 
emboldened by my acquiescence, sat down, shoe cap tapping on my shin, finger on 
my elbow. It was hard to follow what he said. "... Are you Roman ... Roman 
Catholic ... you sigh ... you sign the ... thingamigig ... and then you're married and 
you live clean ... clean ... I came from ... I came from over there ... there's lots of 
food in the country ... you've got to pay ... I got to Fort Augustus ... good food there 
.. , respect ... you must respect ... I could cry now ... I go mad, mad ... " His clenched 
fists hit his temples. I nodded, muttered, smiled, agreed, agreed, agreed. His mouth 
worked, his eyes wept, his hands wafted. I clutched my bag to my chest and 
breathed slowly. Diesel engines revved behind me. 
"I have to check the buses," I said, although there was still an hour to wait. 
"Going west?" he asked. 
"Maybe," I lied again. 
I moved away, to a plaza out of sight of the buses, sat under swinging cranes by ill
looking plants and watched an ant engaged on an epic journey to nowhere, oblivious 
of the terrors of pile-driving feet. 

* * * 

And so back to London (" ... a city on a human scale," one of my trans-Atlantic 
breakfast companions had called it) after five weeks. A saturated brain now trying 
to recollect its initial lessons of where to go and how to get there. 

"Wrrrltgtngndthhgrrrsstt," came over the bus's microphone. 
"Excuse me," I in my most plaintive antipodean accents, "what did he say?" 
"That we're late getting in and the garage has shut," translated an elegant youth, 
whose flawless complexion, long oranged hair and fringing beard had my eyes 
frankly staring and my memory searching through the ages of man for something 
between the whining school-boy and the sighing lover. 
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"I hope we're not too late for connecting buses," he said to no-one, a genuine bardic 
aside. 
My staring grew. It was either my increasing hypersensitivity or the particular 
genius of this city that every figure who rushed out of the dark wings on to the 
thronging stage that was Victoria Railway Station at 6.00 pm seemed to be, well, 
fantastically Shakespearean. Or was it that life is sui generis dramatic, subtly 
enmeshing in setting, character, plot and apparent chance; scripted and inexorable; 
free yet chosen? Behind and within the seeming solidity, something numinous, 
especially felt at times of entrances and exits, times of travel. 

* * * 
I was getting careless, leaving behind things I needed, carrying the superfluous, 
mistaking buses and routes more than I had at the beginning. I'd come out without 
my London guides and maps. Not that the day's chores were complicated, but, 
without the usual aids, there was now nothing for it but to trust that neural paths 
recently traced would prove familiar and to give oneself over to a barely conscious 
sense of direction. The cygnet was on its own. 

Why do people walk the obliterated, potent circles of Avebury, the austere backs of 
Kennett and Uffington barrows, the cruciform of Callanish? Admiration of the 
prowess of those early builders? Attempts to understand a life utterly different from 
now? Do I care what it was like to hunt bear or mammoth? I think what I do care 
about is what it was like to live in ever encroaching darkness. 

* * * 
Up the stairs at Victoria into the morning melee. Where was I? Which way? 

"Have you got some money for the Gypsy children, luv? Some money for the 
children? In the caravans?" Proffering a red tissue flower on a foil stem. 
"How do I know ... ," I started, harder against soliciting than I had been six weeks 
before. 
"It's for the children, luv, for the Gypsy children ... Kinder .,. are you German?" 
"No." 
"A pound or SOp for the children in the ... " 
I handed over less. 
"I'm a Gypsy, luv, have a nice day," with a cutting edge. 
"I'm Australian, have a nice day," cutting back. 

* * * 

I wander thro' each charter'd street, 
Near where the charter'd Thames does flow, 
And mark in every face I meet 
Marks of weakness, marks of woe. 

WILLIAM BLAKE, 'London'. 

Theatre signs proclaimed the "most talked about show of the year", which had 
"audiences rising to their feet" in appreciation of the stars' "spellbinding 
relationship". I had just spent an hour in a bookshop and was surfeited by all the 
"truth" on sale in thousands of titles and backcover raves. The streets teemed with 

10 WESTERLY. No.3. SEPTEMBER. 1991 



the old and young and I wondered how they were making any sense of it all. I was 
strangely depressed, considering how pleasant much of the day had been, spent with 
a warm-voiced, elderly ex-mariner, a widower and great lover of the arts. 

"I think you should be careful," he said, gently checking some of my more 
extravagant notions, "against supposing that life has any meaning. The species is 
driven to survive and reproduce. Nothing else is certain." We had lunch at the 
Royal Academy and found more energy for conversation than for Gauguin prints 
and paintings. The train roared into the underground station to which he had 
escorted me, late in the afternoon. 

"Now I am going to kiss you," he said, and so in four hours was contracted a solid 
friendship. He, too, was a Celt. 

The mosaics at Tottenham Court Road Underground were lovely. OK. The 
meaning is that there is no meaning. A young woman beside me rubbed her 
companion's stomach. "You're not tired, are you?" she coaxed. Kiss, kiss. Their 
pleasure was lovely too. 

"It doesn't pay to think too much," my gentleman friend had said. I was thinking 
anyway, over lasagne and cappuccino. Some eat and many don't. That means 
something. 

I rang Scotland and walked home in the dark, along a neurally familiar path. Jennie 
had died three weeks before. 

* * * 
If God is pure awareness of himself, how lonely that must be. Which goes against 
apatheia, that God, being God, could conceivably feel anything. But then, God isn't 
conceivable, so it doesn't matter, I thought this morning, on the train to Ealing. 
Theologising is just so many sepulchres of dead men's bones; all we know about 
God is that our ant antics give him migraines. That his Godness is his willing 
himself into existence each frightful, fantastic moment; which creates the moment. 
We just will ourselves somehow to meet it. This particular morning I was willing 
myself to find Milton's cottage. 

* * * 

Some cloud of fear condensed into palpable liquid and trickled into the cup of an 
idea that I could grasp and raise to my lips. "I'm going to Lewis," I said. 

* * * 
The top of even small towers, the railings of even large ferries, the staircases of even 
stout castles, made me nauseous with vertigo, dangerously attracted to submission to 
gravity. Just as the permanent horror of planes is being only a metal skin's breadth 
from oblivion at thirty thousand feet. 

"I feel frightened for you," said my elderly friend. "You're vulnerable." 
"I know," I said. 

* * * 
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There is a meaning in being important to others, it doesn't matter how. That 
meaning is constantly taken away. The fast train cut through the green and dappled 
wonder of the morning. There is a meaning in sacrifice. But, I thought, it is hollow. 
There is a meaning in making a mark, whether about importance or wonder or 
sacrifice, but at best it is a shadow. There is a meaning in the archetypal business 
of a man and a woman. But, " ... I am sorry for young people these days," my friend 
had said, "there is no social ritual ... " 

* * * 
I had watched other people, and listened, and wondered what they were travelling 
for. Weather, food, wine, meeting people, were all motivations that got mentioned. 
And, of course, the experience of confirming what one already knew in some 
fashion, with just a dash of exposure to the unknown. I had to put my trip down 
as being also, along with all those things, a rehearsal for dying: the familiar, yet 
unknown, journey par excellence. I hadn't realised until this morning just how 
much of my orientation might in fact have been towards suicide. 

The curator at Milton's cottage invited me to eat, of all things, an apple in the 
adjacent garden, 

whose mortal taste 
Brought Death into the world, and all our woe, 
with loss of Eden ... 

My apple's mortal taste was sweet; everything was sweet. This afternoon, towards 
the end of a remarkably dry summer, it seemed that rain was about at last. 

* * * 

"Is there a charge to cash travellers' cheques?" 
"Just a moment. Is there a charge to cash travellers' cheques? Yes. Would you go 
to the cashier's window. Thank you." 
''I'd like to cash a travellers' cheque." 
"Two pounds. No, you must sign in front of me. Where's the biro?" 
"Passport?" 
"Put it through too." 
"Would you like the charge taken out of this? And a mixture of notes?" 
"Yes, I've nothing in coins. Thank you. Just one of the pleasures of it all." 
"What?" 
"Getting money." 
"Haven't you been charged before?" 
"Not always." 
"You should have been. It's two pounds no matter how much you cash. If you had 
cashed two hundred, it would ... " 
"It's OK. I just meant travelling - it's a pleasure. I'm not a bitter person ... ', I 
trailed off ridiculously. 

Once outside, I concluded that English is a savagely ambiguous language, especially 
in England. Not because too little meaning is grasped, but because too much 
meaning is suspected. 

* * * 

Instead of taking the train straight back to London, I walked around the streets of 
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Amersham, following signs for the Old Town, and found myself outside the local 
premises of the Samaritans. Please come in, said the sign. I did. Welcome, Just 
wait a moment, Do you want to talk about suicide or despair, said the notices in the 
foyer. 

Someone came down the stairs who turned out to be Molly. Talk, talk; question, 
answer; question, question; tea, biscuits; telephones ringing. About forty minutes 
later I left. It was raining lightly. Nothing had happened. Something had 
happened. 

* * * 
It had been heights and depths. Edges. Fear of jumping, fear of falling. Feeling 
too heavy, feeling too light. It drew me to the specialness of birds. The first swan 
I had seen in England was swimming on a little patch of water in an unremarkable 
suburb near the bus route from Heathrow into the city. The last swans I was to see, 
just as my bus, again the wrong bus, veered away towards Swindon, were two adults 
and a cygnet, nearly grown, flying above the watery fairway of the Kennett. 
Epiphanies in feathers. 

* * * 
"Those pigeons want your cake." 
"They can have it," I said, throwing the last bits amidst the scouring mass on the 
floor at Victoria. 
"Horrible cake, isn't it? 40p and it falls apart in your hands. The coffee's not bad 
though, is it?" 
"No, good coffee." 
"Have you been in there?" eyes glancing towards a smart cafe opposite our red, 
plastic bucket seats. 
"No." 
"Pricy there, 65p for a buttered roll and I think they've gone up lately. Staff to pay 
though." 
The voice was muffled by the woollen collar that she constantly lifted to hide her 
face. Her hands were stained and shaking. Her eyes were reddened and darted 
away from contact. 
" ... he's got six houses for B and B near here, twenty pounds a night and all you 
get is a bit of toast and a coffee. How much is yours? Oh, that's not bad. First 
time over? You'll be glad to get back. The first time is all right, but that's all. 
Have you got the time?" 
"Nearly 11.06." 
"Is that all?" 
"I have to go. Good bye." 

On to Platform 6, on my last full day in England, to join the pilgrims, going to 
Canterbury. 

"He was a big man," said the Cathedral guide, "and struck with such force, that the 
sword broke and the top of his skull landed here." 

* * * 
After twelve years in the Samaritans, Molly was clever. Wonderfully lit-up face 
when she smiled, full of praise, with little nudges of sense and suggestion. Open, 
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but deft at maintaining distance. The immediate effect was comfort and relief. The 
delayed effect was that one had been tutored and set homework. 
"I think our pride, we're all proud," Molly said, "prevents us from being able to 
admit we are lonely." 
"Well, I'm certainly proud," I said, "but I think I would admit loneliness. My 
difficulty would be in recognising it in the fIrst place." 
Molly smiled. 
"You must be tired. I think you'll feel it's all right when you get back." 
"Yes. The time will be right. But I hate flying." 
"Oh, so do I. My husband's been flying for thirty years and he still hates it. But 
you do it, don't you? Oh, those phones! I'm sorry, I must go. So pleased to meet 
you." 

* * * 
Away to the south the skies were clearing. 

* * * 

One is always in the midst of things that cannot be grasped. What, for example, is 
a country. Something geographical. The plane banked and sliced through the 
envelope of fog and I made out for the fIrst time the toyland dimensions of London. 
It was too much, the tiredness, tension, surplus food on an anxious stomach. It all 
came up. On the ground at last, cleaned, weak, with a disbelief of being here that 
two months of doggedly walking, exploring, touching, confirming, would barely 
begin to dispel. Obviously, it was the overreaction of an untravelled life. Or 
ovulation. 

* * * 

"Women get emotional at times," suggested Molly. "Men don't understand that. 
Hormones." 
"I think men do, but they've forgotten how," I said. 
"It's a man's world," said Molly. 
"That's why they can afford to forget," I said. 
"God has hormones," I said. 
"Do you have anyone you can talk to?" asked Molly. 
"Yes. At least there's one friend," I said. "A man." 

* * * 
Something historical. Some sediment remaining from every layer of every life bred 
of and laid back into the earth. Some resonance still floating from every sound. My 
ever-hovering question returned: why do people walk the circles of the stones and 
the straight backs of the barrows? Not for something different, I knew now, but as 
like seeking like. This physical tracing of routes, it was to reopen gently old neural 
paths within ourselves, in order to recover some sense of sheer being, free from our 
modem, ticking brains. 
"I have felt deeply at home here," I said to Molly. 

* * * 

Something else, spiritual, for want of a better word, between the warp of place and 
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the weft of time. I was looking for S1. Augustine's Priory in Canterbury and instead 
found myself in St. Martin's and St. Paul's Without. It was broad and airy. 

Alleluia, Alleluia, Alleluia, 
was worked in gold thread on the green altar cloth. The only people present were 
the dead, distinguished by their epitaphs. Some slabs were layered over others. The 
dead didn't mind; there was plenty of room. 

"Jerusalem, Jerusalem, which killeth the prophets 
and stoneth them that are sent unto thee," 
said the flrst window in the nave. 

"Death hath no more dominion over him," 
said the next. 

"The spirit of the Lord hath fllled the whole world," 
said the third. 

All the flgures in the sequence looked conventionally biblical, except for some 
English-looking sheep and some decidedly Medieval-looking shepherds, playing 
draughts. 

* * * 
It was all just a game. Walking was a game: study the maps, follow the signs, ask 
likely-looking locals, be taken for a likely-looking local, and usually end up 
somewhere else anyway. Drawing was a game: start anywhere, wherever the eye 
settled on a spot, work out from there the angles and distances, until the whole 
fragile structure succumbed under the accumulation of unnoticed mistakes, and the 
paper won again. 

The wind was thoroughly cold. I stopped in the entrance of St. Thomas of 
Canterbury Catholic Church. 

"Relics are here," said the sign, "of St. Thomas a Becket." In an aisle, towards the 
front, to the left, knelt a flgure as still as the statues except for the miniscule 
movement that passed the rosary beads slowly between her flngers. Between the 
warp and the weft. 

* * * 
Elspeth's walk was brisk along the gleaming corridors of the hospital. 

"You mustn't be surprised," she said, "she's gone down over the last year. You 
wouldn't know her from the photographs. Here we are." 

She drew close to a small turned flgure 

("Skeleton of a child, approx. 5-7, 
displayed just as it was discovered 
at diggings nearby, skull deformed 
by pressure of earth. ") 

MUSEUM AT AVEBURY 
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- whose face was glazed with pain and exhaustion even in sleep. Elspeth nudged 
her mother awake with her own soft face. 

"Jennie, pet, look who's here, look who's come. Who's coming from Australia? 
Who did we write to, to get to come? Look who's come." 

Jennie's eyes concentrated and then shone. Her thin arms reached forward. "Oh, 
my lassie." 

* * * 

Isabelle drove me to Heathrow. Amidst the clatter of her four young children, we 
talked about fear. She was a sensitive of some kind; things visualised for her. 

"I was driving," she said, "to get the children from school. The scene through 
which I was driving turned into a picture. The picture was tom in half without 
violence. Beyond the picture, I saw heaven and I saw nothing. Do you 
understand?" -

"Yes," I said. The meaning that is no meaning. The no-meaning that is the 
meaning. 

* * * 
I felt nervous and chewed the last of my unpleasant travel sickness pills. When 
depressed or anxious, have a good strong up of tea. I wondered whether my flying 
fear was natural or phobic. Security announcements came impeccably over 
loudspeakers at regular intervals. 

"That's fine. That's all there is to it. Good morning." The young check-in man 
was a placebo in uniform. 

I went to the departure level well before time, for my last "sit", and bought the 
Economist. 

"Go. Did Someone say Go?" asked a quizzical cover photograph of Mrs Thatcher. 

The effects of my cup of tea wearing off, I sat pseudo-suave on the floor, like other 
jean-clad isolates. It was a good vantage point for scanning the long lines of adult 
faces. Nobody was laughing. 

* * * 
"Are you sensitive?" asked Roddie MacKinnon of Barra, as we talked over tea, 
biscuits and television in Stornoway. I mistook his meaning and he went on to 
explain that his wife was sensitive: she felt things. She knew from a place whether 
happy or unhappy lives had passed there. Roddie, otherwise sceptical, had solid 
proof of it. We talked about Gaelic thought, feeling and language. We talked about 
Gaelic past and present. We didn't reach far into the future, but over our next Band 
B breakfast, I pronounced myself won over by our three evenings of conversation. 

"I'm going to Barra," I said. 
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* * * 
Just as my mind framed the question, the VDU flashed the answer: 

Flight BA 009 check in Desks 29 - 33 ... 
Flight BA 009 will board Gate 11. 

* * * 

Mrs Macneill of the dark hair, bright eyes and definite opinion stood with biro point 
to paper. 

"How do you like your breakfast?" 

Barra was Mrs Macneill's passion. 

"A pity you're only staying three days,' she lamented. "There's so much to do. 
Lots of people say Barra is the pick of the islands. You could walk around it in a 
few hours. No, you'd be best to go that way and get the hill over first. Then just 
over that way there's a prehistoric dig. University students, you know. And you can 
go to the castle. A boat goes over most days. No, I don't do dinners. There's three 
hotels; you can try them all. Would you like a cup of tea, and a biscuit? It doesn't 
help my weight, but I do like a cup of tea and a biscuit in the evening." 

* * * 

Other passengers were eager. They strode along the moving conveyor belt. I stood 
still, submitting to its slow, inexorable service. 

"We're all going to get there in the end." 

A couple of weeks earlier I had woken with a black fear about this flight and 
wondered about a postponement. But the feeling didn't recur and, ultimately, there 
are no postponements. 

Our flight was called. Teeth crunched determinedly behind me. Travel sickness 
tablets. She emoted her nervousness; he rationalised his. 

"No worries. You're welcome." I gave up my window seat to a couple who 
apparently had a seating allocation mix up and an inability to be parted from each 
other. Secretly I scorned their dependence; or envied it. That put me beside a 
Scottish accent. 

"Want to read a paper? he said. 'Takes your mind off it." 

He took his mind off it with frequent rum-and-cokes. 

After a Bangkok stopover, I regained my window seat and eventually the 
implacable, brown flatness darkening into night was Australia. Once again, the 
rudimentary bonding that occurs amongst travellers: it preserved the merest space, 
within the egotistical luggage scramble, for an exchange of smiles and nods with 
which we congratulated ourselves on being home. Even the woman next to me who 
had told me she had been to Germany to see her old mother for the last time. 
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Warte nur, balde 
Ruhest du auch. 

GOETHE, Wanderers Nachtlied II 

* * * 
If we have thought that words frame real questions or find real answers, then we 
have erred from the wiser, ancient path of metaphor; from the knowledge that life is 
a game, a play, a rehearsal. A journey. A mystery met in each moment. I had come 
to England to seek the past of my language; to Scotland to sense the roots of my 
nature. And to probe, if possible, one particular neural path through a dark morass 
of feeling. I wanted to understand more of my brother, who had died, who had got 
to Scotland before me. 

"Ye tak' the high road 
And I'll tak' the low road." 

And so, it happened, one perfect day, on Barra, I took two walks, alone. Not into 
any particular danger, but sufficiently beyond roads and paths, and out of sight of 
human signs, and through soft, deceptive ground, and over rocky outcrops and along 
tilting edges, and straining of muscle and stretching of nerve, to reduce me to pin
point concentration of where next to put my foot. And I learned that when thought 
is made physical, pain transmutes to joy. There is only the moment, the union of the 
sudden and the lasting thing, the swan and the river. 

* * * 

Next morning, the ferry to Oban slipped between the shoulders of Castlebay. 

I leaned over the railings on both sides of the ship, to farewell those bare hills, 
receding so quickly, where I had walked, sat and sketched, accompanied only by 
ambling sheep, oblivious of my whisper that I had found what I had come for, and 
now I could go back. 
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RITA TOGNINI 

Marco Polo Bridge, Beijing, 1985 

"Along a quiet road about four miles south of the Marco Polo Bridge in Beijing is 
a stretch of sandy river meadows. It is one of Beijing's three main execution 
grounds." 

Newspaper report, October, 1989. 

"Why have they brought us here?" they asked, 
As they climbed from the bus and stood 
Buttoning coats, tying scarves, stamping 
Against the cold, the unpromising site. 

After palaces, heavenly temples, 
Jewel-lintelled tombs, the square 
Leading to the ramparts of empire 
A quiet crossroad, a modest bridge. 

A family rode past; the child, a red hooded 
Jacket masked against the smoky air, 
Waved. They heard that in this place 
History, like a river, changed course. 

At the bridge's end, a sign barring progress. 
Strolling back, they studied the parade of lions 
On marble balustrades: each snarling, each 
Resting unsheathed claws on their universe. 
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JENA WOODHOUSE 

Abandoned Village 

20 

Mt Olympus 
The village occupied by cloud 
harbours one old partisan. 
Ouzo-crazed, convinced 
the war's still on he snipes 
at rough slate roofs -
grey scales - St George -
dismembered dragon; walls 
annulled by war and rain. 

Village moulded to its incline; 
nesting-place of nightingales 
where Byzantine ossuaries spill 
relics and ancestral choirs 
stifle in dust and desiccated 
bones. Black angel hovering 
in mist a woman clicks her tongue 
and beckoning me fills my hands 
with walnuts hard as skulls. 

Hunters stalk the high red road, 
the way to Old Skotina. 
From villages replete with peace, 
ex-partisans shoot pigs. 

Cloud reaches clammy fingers down 
and down. Amnesia. Anomie. 
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VERA NEWSOM 

Four Tankas 

Avenue 
And the wind-tossed light 
whiter than spilt pear blossom 
drifts through the tall trees -
snowflake petals dissolving 
into indigo shadow. 

Now air is turning 
goosefeather grey; rain's thin wisps 
fine as pencil stokes 
on a sepia paper 
spear the pale anemones. 

Smudged purple on black 
wild violets hide themselves 
in wet spikes of grass. 
The dark is full of drowned scents 
and a grey owl's double call. 

No crunch of gravel 
or swish of wheels in puddles. 
The long avenue 
is a giant telescope 
focused on a dying star. 
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The Kiss 

22 

JAN OWEN 

I love the way 
a Pole will take your hand 
in both of his 
and straighten with the merest hint 
of a military click 
and bow his head 
and tighten his grip 
and press his moist and fervent lips 
to your skin, 
also the gentle after-caress 
of his moustache. 
Most, I love the dark 
and frankly soulful look 
(still holding your hand) 
he'll fix you with 
for exactly three seconds after; 
the look that says 
this we understand means nothing 
and everything -
you are a stranger I salute 
across this vast uncrossable abyss, 
you are Baila, my first love 
in her blue cotton dress, 
you are my mother 
holding back her tears, 
you are garrulous Mrs Majewski 
who gave us eggs, 
you are all our grandmothers 
waving after the train, 
you are woman, 
we may never meet again. 

WESTERLY, No.3, SEPTEMBER, 1991 



DAVID P. REITER 

The River Under Kwai Bridge 
Heap up the mound there and implant on it 
the oar I pulled in life tl'ith my companions. 

- Elpenor to Odysseus 

prologue 

Not the bridge: it's been recast to suit 
the sunsets, stubborn blood sanded away 
from shivering grains by a new troupe 
of grateful coolies, deafened to the litany 
of water below, who still whistle marches 
for movie cameras. Before Charon's current 
could be crossed, his toll exacted seven 
Bunnese and Laotian skulls for every 
precious lmperalist who gurgled adieu 
to his king. Where are their plaques? 

the river's aria 

when aching hones cluttered my hanks 
i gave the doomed a hed to cleanse 
their hlackened skin for watery sleep 

every lung surrendered its air 
to whirlpools of trancing relief 
ahove my silt and patient fish 

no stones heneath to prick their sack 
the veins decayed so quietly 
like leaves dissolved hy tiny jaws 

a pilgrim's canon 

'Death Railway' means nothing to a fresh 
plank: no initials are scratched on these 
spikes to console those who seek the raspy 
throats still crying out for proper burial. 
On the span you dodge the stray hooks 
of Thai fishennen scudding on Japanese 
motorbikes, their clapping cuffs, legs apart 
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24 

for balance, your shoes sticky with creosote 
(these timbres were dedicated to tyres) 
glazed on the beams to glimmer under 
December fireworks of lusty commemoration, 
and then the thin girls in wedding dresses 
so white, but going blue as the sky clicks 
down to darkness in a liturgy of Nikons. 

the river's refrain 

why seek ashes and baptism from the sky 
when heaven's girders always come to rust? 
better to bathe below in sympathy with mud 

war cemetery canticles 

Knees on the damp sod, a dedicated army 
of gardeners clips grass away from marble, 
tidies discreet trenches edging each grave, 
rakes the river gravel smooth along the paths. 
Every marker is flanked by native shrubbery 
trimmed back neatly as uniforms saluting 
a final sacrifice, as though heroism in chorus 
weren't hushed by the clarity of a single voice. 

Only steps away, the Chinese dead in crypts 
of granite left to dust and weeds. Snapshot 
ovals smile out from the stone, as though still 
sniffing the dewy flowers of faithful tribute. 
No picnics or parasols browse this requiem 
of coughing neglect. Will Buddha provide? 

the river hums back in aphorisms 

no channel or flesh is sacred in flood 

without compassion, no war 
without war, no compassion 

when levees break, it's every treaty 
for himself - sand's better than slime, 
clay better than sand, branches better 
than clay, rocks better than branches, 
a steady hand better than rocks 

trust nothing more than your final breath 
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epilogue 

above the munnuring river ghosts 
the bridge wears its darkness well 

LAWRENCE BOURKE 

Walking Through the Mall 

Walking through the mall, sidestepping gently 
around an old woman in black 
around a boy with his friend in a neck-hold 
watching the water-sculpture, counting the rhythm 
when each bucket filling tilts 
splashing water into lower buckets until filling they tilt 
splashing out with a self-satisfied clap 
and think I must get back to tell you of it 
like a child running home from an adventure 
holding it in the head as it grows and grows 
when to tell it over this will shine 
that will glow with a fantastic darkness 
when the old woman's eyes crinkle with blessings 
the two boys are supple and strong as champions 
the water sculpture gleams like crystal 
a symbol in the heart of the amazing city 
or the old woman is broken by history 
the boys are history 
and the water splashes bacteria and disease 
in the rotten heart of the amazing city 
walking through the mall, sidestepping it gently. 
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Fathers 

26 

DAVID McCOOEY 

My father says little and swears well. 
To return home is freedom from speech; 
To stride the long hall, 
Lock-jawed, impossible to impeach. 

Much as his father I suppose, 
In a land suited to silence marked by bells, 
A history to which I have no recourse. 
All's quiet in Llandrindrod Wells. 

And perhaps they are right: 
To be free from insistent talking; 
Of small children's speech daily wrought; 
A son running before walking. 

Do I silently disappoint? 
Tell me how do I fare? 
In the face of silent fathers 
Aloof in ageless annchair. 
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DENNIS HASKELL 

"My rather tedious hero" : 
A Portrait of Kenneth Siessor 

Any astute reader who can allow "Observation, with extensive view" to survey 
Australian literature will remark on the absence of quality biographies. Works such 
as Axel Clark's on Brennan and Henry Handel Richardson or Brian Matthews' on 
Louisa Lawson stand out like upshoots of growth on the One Tree Plain. For this 
reason Geoffrey Dutton's Kenneth Slessor* is especially welcome, like a guest at a 
sparsely attended Slessorian dinner. Slessor is unquestionably one of the most 
important poets Australia has produced so he is a key focus of attention for anyone 
interested in Australian literary biography. However, the only previous attempt was 
Douglas Stewart's A Man of Sydney, an altogether 'nice' book which fragments into 
intellectual wishy-washiness. Dutton's Slessor is far more probing. He has read the 
Slessor papers, pored over the poems, interviewed a wide range of people who knew 
Kenneth Slessor, and writes excellent prose. Dutton is himself a poet who lived 
through most of the period of Slessors's life, and met Slessor on a number of 
occasions. It shows. Dutton has an acute ear for Slessor's poems, knows his subject 
thoroughly and writes about him with a combination of enthusiasm and stem 
judgement. It seems to me that if we are to get a better biography of Slessor it will 
only be when more papers are discovered or released. I 

At the same time it must be stated that Dutton is left asking "Will the real 
Kenneth Slessor please stand up" and believing that he won't. Slessor, Dutton 
concludes, "remains an enigma, but also a very subtle master of the mask" (p.330). 
Slessor was such an intensely private person that even his friends found him 
impossible to know, or else knew him in one role only - as journalist or as bon 
vivant, for example. Like Wallace Stevens, many of his colleagues at the office 
never dreamt that he was, or had been, a great poet. As Dutton declares: 

The life he shared with anyone else is scarcely ever allowed to emerge in 
his poetry; he kept no journals; he wrote hardly any letters; almost no-one 
ever dared to speak to him about his private life. (p.104) 

Slessor sounds like a biographer's nightmare, and to some extent he is. Fortunately, 
Slessor was a bower bird with papers; some of his family and friends are still 
around; and towards the end of his life his poetry was sufficiently recognised for 
him to receive attention from interviewers, literary critics, and students who 
encountered him as subject matter. It is possible to see many aspects of Slessor, or 
to view him in a number of different roles. Putting the roles together, however, 
seems impossible - the great poet with an extraordinarily sensitive ear for language, 
the raffish Smith's Weekly journo who loved vulgarity, the heavy boozer in the pub, 
the meticulous dresser, and the fifty year old father-to-be delighting in babies. 

* Geoffrey Dutton, Kenneth Slessor: A Biography. (Ringwood: Viking, 1991), 377pp. 
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Slessor at different stages of his life is seen as extremely energetic or as lazily 
having too little to do. One striking fact which emerges is that his poetry was 
written when he had too much to do, not when he had too little. 

The sketchiest part of the book, understandably, is that dealing with Slessor's 
early life. Very little has been publicly known about it until now. Dutton rightly 
pays great attention to a portrayal of Slessor's father, Robert, whom Slessor revered. 
Born in England, of German Jewish parents, Robert Schloesser (who changed the 
family name to "Slessor" during the Great War) was a surprising man of humane 
intelligence and an international sweep of mind. Much of Slessor's sophistication 
and intellectual tolerance must have been learnt from him. Dutton sees him as 
making Slessor "immune both to the cultural cringe and its opposite, xenophobia" 
(p.3). Slessor's father was a mining engineer, and visits to mines provided Slessor 
with some of his earliest memories. In a diary of Kenneth's, not quoted by Geoffrey 
Dutton, the poet notes that "Father's books travelled in wooden gelignite or mining 
explosive cases, which could be stacked as bookshelves".2 These explosive book 
cases were not just for mining textbooks; amongst the authors included were 
Darwin, Herbert Spencer and Maeterlinck. Robert Slessor was a liberal man of 
ideas. 

The Slessor who grew from this background was a man who liked England but 
not the English, who enjoyed the rough and tumble world of journalism in a city 
(Sydney) which he clearly loved, who had what Dutton describes as a "robust sense 
of humour" (p.115) which balanced his philosophical scepticism, and whose 
personal relationships, except with a few mates, were always troubled and often 
disastrous. In some ways he related more readily to Sydney than to individuals in 
it. At times Dutton is able to sweep elements of Slessor's character into admirable 
summary: 

He enjoyed vulgarity, was amused at the indignities forced on human 
beings by fate, and he admired the ability of ordinary Australians not only 
to put up with them but to tum them into comedy. (p.IIS) 

Slessor was profoundly Australian (but anti-nationalist in literature), and this earthy 
sense of the comic is apparent in poems such as "A Bushranger", "Lesbia's 
Daughter" and much of what is generally designated his "light verse". In one late 
poem, not quoted by Geoffrey Dutton, Slessor imagined the manager who decided 
to swap around the "Ladies" and "Gentlemen" toilets in the Sun office building: 

... he, unlike the vulgar herds 
Who think that crowds are funny, 

Dropped only rich, superior turds 
In some exclusive dunny, 

Some private, padlocked, holy nest 
Reserved for Lord and Master, 

Where none but Sacred Bums may rest 
On thrones of alabaster. 

("Lines Written on the Occasion of the Transposition of the Ladies' 
and Gents' Lavatories on the 9th Floor")' 

As Dutton demonstrates, Slessor's early journalism was full of this democratising 
vulgarity which brought the pompous down to size. It is, of course, a deeply 
Australian urge. 

Dutton points to Slessor's lack of sexual fulfilment and the unhappiness in his 
relationships with women. The book explores both Slessor's marriages, and 
Dutton's detailing of Slessor's affair with Kath McShine is a revelation. Dutton is 
undoubtedly correct in claiming "how good Slessor was at summing men up" 
(p.185); but what a contrast it was with women! It is, in fact, startling to realise 
how barely present, in the biography and in Slessor's papers, are the women in 
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Slessor's early life. Dutton notes that "little is known of Marian Schloesser" (p.2), 
Slessor's paternal grandmother, and we know considerably less about Slessor's 
mother, Margaret, than about his father. She was a strict Scottish Presbyterian, like 
John Shaw Neilson's mother and some of the relatives of Les A. Murray. (Does this 
diehard ethic somehow provoke poetry as a reaction?!) Little impression can be 
gained of the personality of Slessor's sister, Maud, who died in early adulthood. As 
far as one can tell, Slessor seems to have got on well with her, but Dutton shows 
how he fought with his mother. While Slessor's mother and father seem to have 
been complementary temperaments, Slessor probably inherited his red-headed 
temper from his mother's side of the family, and he could be at his most abrasive 
and petulant with women. 

Slessor's petulance is also shown in his role as Australia's Official War 
Correspondent during World War II. Here Slessor's disrespect for authority and, as 
Dutton shows, his association with Smith's Weekly, got him into trouble. When 
Slessor was selected as War Correspondent Smith's Weekly saluted him in an article, 
"Take Kenneth With Our Blessing", and commented that "in these later days, a War 
Correspondent is damned by censorship, so little being allowed to him to talk 
about".4 This comment was to prove prophetic. This section is one of the finest of 
Dutton's biography, as he patiently analyses the evidence and draws on considerable 
knowledge of the events of the war. Slessor retired from the job in 1944 before 
being sacked, and Dutton tries to judge the debacle fairly, seeing faults in army 
censorship and administration but also in Slessor's temperament, military 
inexperience and his traipsing after his wife Noela, rather than the Australian army, 
in the Middle East. Dutton's early comment is the crucial one: "The main problem 
with Slessor's post, and it was to haunt him, was the lack of definition of his duties" 
(p.180). Reading Slessor's War Diaries and Despatches, Slessor appears to me to 
have been a more successful war correspondent than Dutton and those he interviews, 
such as Ian Fitchett and David McNicol, allow. However, assessment depends on 
what is sought in the writing. Slessor didn't provide, as McNicoll says, "the stuff 
that breaks the headlines" (p.253) but, as time goes on the headlines cease to matter 
and the "beautifully written ... contemplative stuff' (McNicoll again, pp. 252-3) 
comes into its own. The literary qualities of Slessor's war writing are undeniable, 
and history may yet be on his side. I write as someone born after the War, and no 
doubt this affects my perspective. Whatever conclusion is drawn, Dutton writes 
about this period in Slessor's life with great authority. 

Dutton also handles with tact and intelligence the touchy subject of Slessor's 
editorial writing for the conservatively biased Sun and Daily Telegraph newspapers. 
Slessor appears as the dispassionate, professional writer, claiming to present the 
views of the management and editors-in-chief without injecting ideas of his own. 
Of course, Dutton is too sensible to accept this idea completely, and he argues that 
on the Sun "whatever the policy of the paper", Slessor could "engage major issues 
with humanity and wisdom" (p.275). By contrast, "Slessor's leaders for the Daily 
Telegraph are usually adequate but of no further interest, except those that touch on 
the same subjects, Aborigines, censorship and divorce, which had stirred him on the 
Sun" (p.305). Slessor kept copies of the leaders he wrote and they are housed in his 
papers in the National Library of Australia. Dutton is right that on the Sun, 
particularly, the leaders could be very engaging. The subjects covered range from 
the licensing of Sydney fruit barrows to the arms race, from conditions in mental 
hospitals to test cricket team selections. The editorials show the strong awareness of 
international concerns and of international perspectives on Australia which Slessor 
always held. He is always fervently anti-censorship and for efforts to create racial 
harmony, in favour of efforts to improve the conditions and dignity of Aborigines, 
and speaks up for the little man against misuses of power by governments, unions 
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or the police. The leaders urge more liberal liquor trading hours (a subject close to 
Slessor's heart), speak up for the monarchy and immigration, and against 
compulsory unionism, socialism and communism (especially in Asia). They are, 
like all newspaper writing, very much of their period - in their attitudes towards the 
Queen, for example, or in their neglect of women's issues. Within these constraints 
Slessor could be sarcastically witty. On 14 November 1956 he wrote in reference 
to the Suez situation: 

The first instalment of the United Nations "police force" has now arrived 
in the Middle East - 200 fighting men from Norway, Denmark and 
Colombia, all anned to the teeth with preambles and protocols and wearing 
the dreaded blue and white annbands of the UN junior reserve debating 
team. 

Slessor took a degree of scepticism into every walk of life. 
The comparative drabness of Slessor's editorials for the Daily Telegraph partly 

reflects a decline in the quality of newspaper writing generally - clearly apparent 
when compared with Slessor's journalism on the Sun in the 1920s - and partly 
reveals Slessor's retreat from caring about the world behind what Geoffrey Dutton 
aptly calls a "stoic exterior" (p.254). This retreat included Slessor's retreat from 
writing poetry. It is the most famous abdication in Australian literature, possibly our 
greatest poet quitting more or less at the height of his powers. Slessor wrote what 
is generally believed to be his greatest poem, "Five Bells", between December 1934 
or January 1935 and 1937, wrote two poems while a war correspondent (including 
the great "Beach Burial" in 1942), and thereafter published only one more poem, 
"Polarities", in 1948. It is, by any account, an intriguing silence. Dutton believes 
that "there is no answer to the problem" (p.336) but is inclined to explain it in terms 
of self-doubt, loneliness, running out of things to say, and, above all, the lack of a 
receptive audience for his work. Undoubtedly all these factors played a part, but it 
is difficult to know which are the carts and which are the horses. As Dutton shows 
throughout his book, modesty and a certain lack of confidence were always there in 
Slessor's personality. They are normal characteristics in most people, and certainly 
in most poets. Not writing poetry may be a cause of self-doubt, as well as an effect 
of it, and Slessor was certainly able to overcome such a barrier early in his life. His 
quiet dedication to poetry began as a young child, growing up in a cultured home 
and writing rhymes to his parents. 

Of the other factors, loneliness can be a great stimulus for poetry, and every 
poet knows that you find things to say just by trying to improve your craft. One can 
see this effect at work in Slessor's early poems, as in the juvenilia of most poets. As 
regards the lack of audience, there is no doubt that a wide readership came too late, 
when Slessor had settled into a life of comfortable, journalistic bachelorhood 
involving a great deal of indolence. The difficult thing is to decide how large an 
audience Slessor required to keep him going. T.S.Eliot said about poetry generally 
that "it matters little whether a poet has a large audience in his own time.... But that 
a poet should have the right, small audience in his own time is important".5 Slessor 
in a 1939 letter to R.D. FitzGerald commented: 

I find in my own case that it is difficult to write anything without 
conjecturing you or Hugh McC[rae) or Ken Mackenzie or Norman 
[Lindsay) or a few others as the only readers .... personally I wouldn't care 
much whether anyone else appreciated the stuff, or detested it.· 

Dutton comments, "This is bravado. He felt desperately the lack of an audience ... " 
(p.160). Dutton may be right, but a written reply that Slessor gave to Rex Ingamells 
in 1952 should not be ignored. Ingamells was preparing an article on Slessor and 
sent him a series of questions. In response to the question, "What do you consider 
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your most important literary association or friendships?", Slessor declared: 

In the sense of "literary association", undoubtedly the greatest stimulus and 
assistance I have enjoyed has come (and still comes) from Norman 
Lindsay, who has been my friend for more than 30 years. It has been said 
- I think rightly - that every artist must have a hypothetical audience at 
least, but that this audience need be no more than one person. In my case, 
Norman Lindsay has been all the audience I have needed.' 

By 1952 Slessor's poetry publishing well had dried up. This statement may be 
bravado too, but it is a careful, considered response, not an impulsive or sudden one. 

In his youth Slessor was certainly dedicated to the art of poetry, and in his own 
way was quite ambitious. In an era in which many poets, or at least highly 
competent versifiers, were employed by newspapers, Slessor's profession of 
journalism aided his poetry rather than hindered it, and he published many poems in 
newspapers and magazines during his teenage years and early twenties. The Angus 
and Robertson archive in the Mitchell Library, only recently catalogued and not 
quoted in Kenneth Slessor: A Biography, reveals how close he came to book 
publication while still a young man. At the age of eighteen Slessor wrote to "The 
Manager, Publishing Dept., Angus & Robertson": 

I should be obliged if you would inform me whether you are prepared 
to read and consider verse for publication. 

I have lately finished a narrative poem of topical Australian interest, 
dealing with the "Sea-Wolf', the enemy ship which laid mines around the 
Australian coast. The subject is of appeal at present, as the story is 
concerned with post-war German colonisation in the pacific.' 

Angus and Robertson immediately sent back a refusal. Slessor tried again the 
following year, in September 1920: 

Would you kindly let me know whether you are prepared to read 
manuscript verse, with a view to publication? 

I have about 20 short poems (mostly with an Australian appeal) and one 
of 300 lines, on an island topic, which I would like you to consider for a 
collection." 

Whether the long poem "on an island topic" is the "Sea-Wolf' poem is not known, 
as his papers include no record of any such writing. IO It is interesting that in each 
letter Slessor felt the need to stress the "Australian appeal" of his poems. This time 
he received a more favourable response. "Please send the verse along," wrote 
Angus and Robertson, \I and Slessor, like a young production manager, sent twenty
five poems, saying "Should you think this number too small to warrant publication, 
I can supply more at short notice, as what I send is merely a selection of my 
work".12 The reader's report was favourable, even though a profit on the book was 
unlikely: 

The most promising stuff I've seen for many a long day. He has the 
gift, even though (like all young verse-makers) he runs to exuberance and 
occasionally to preciosity. If he has a fair amount of this quality, a 
creditable book can be made. 

I am not considering the monetary value of its publication. It would 
need a good deal of booming, I expect, to be profitable ... what were the 
Victor Daley sales apart from Archibald's and other eulogies? But as an 
essay in literature it's worth publishing, if he has enoughY 

Plus ca change. The reply Angus and Robertson sent to the promising poet must 
have seemed to him bitter-sweet: 

Our Reader recommended us to publish your "Poems" - but on due 
consideration we have determined to turn them down. Our hands are 
already very full .... '· 
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With admirable persistence Slessor wrote again in July, 1921, this time enclosing 
thirty-five poems, noting that the ten not sent before were "mostly Australian in 
topic and appeal".ls With a fickleness that would make any poet shake resignedly, 
the same reader reported: 

I don't remember ever recommending publication for this matter; but quite 
probably I said nice things about it, because it exploits a vocabulary 
exceptionally varied for an Australian production and shows glimpses of a 
real style. But there is not really much sound stuff in it: the author gets a 
subject and showers words on it (occasionally slobbers them over it) 
without getting any further. 

Suggest polite refusal on the ground of expense, &C. 16 

Polite refusal was what Slessor got, Angus and Robertson bemoaning the publishing 
situation and saying, "our hands are now so full of work - so overful, in fact - that 
we shall be unable to take on any more for twelve months at least".17 Slessor must 
have wondered where that work was coming from, since he was always being 
refused solely because of it! The correspondence makes clear how restricted were 
the book publishing opportunities for a poet at the time. In the event, all Slessor's 
individual collections of poems were published by enthusiastic friends with small 
presses. Angus and Robertson did not publish him until 1944. 

In considering the issue of Slessor's eventual poetic silence, it is worth turning 
to an interview with Craig McGregor published in the Sydney Morning Herald on 
30 October 1965, which Geoffrey Dutton quotes from in another context. In the 
interview Slessor gave a number of reasons for ceasing to write poetry: 

Why, I asked, had he stopped writing poetry after the last war? 
There was a complex of factors involved, Mr Slessor said. The 

transition from war to peace, the need to return to the bread-and-butter 
business of journalism ... and the death of his first wife after a long illness, 
marked the break. 

But these were the formal reasons rather than the real cause, which was 
that he found he had run out of things to say. 

This accords with a comment which Dutton reports from Christopher Koch. To 
Koch Slessor said, "Unless you have poems that need to be written, don't write, be 
silent" (p.315). The odd thing is that Slessor's interview with Craig McGregor ends: 

"I hope to get back to writing more poetry. The field for comment for 
poets in Australia has not been scratched yet." 

He stubbed out his cigar and called for the bill. "Some day." 

This suggests that Slessor did have things to say but somehow could not say them 
in poetic form. 

Dutton sees Slessor's self-doubt as heightened by his relationship with his first 
wife, Noela, especially during the Second World War. Dutton ventures "a guess" 
that, "humiliating himself for the sake of Noela." Slessor's "confidence was 
undermined" (p.336). Noela, in fact, is portrayed as one of the two villains in the 
book - the other is Norman Lindsay - and she gets a pasting, especially when 
compared with the treatment of Kath McShine, with whom Slessor lived after 
Noela's death, and Slessor's second wife, Pauline. The alcoholic Pauline is seen as 
"unfortunate" (p.316) and treated with admirable compassion. Noela, by contrast, is 
a "vain, frivolous and selfish woman" who nevertheless "occupied a shrine in 
Slessor's heart where she appeared as a goddess" (p.258). This last comment is an 
instance of overwriting, but it does demonstrate that although Noela may have been 
"vain, frivolous and selfish" - and I believe she probably was - there must have been 
more to her than that. Certainly Slessor remained devoted to her, throughout his 
subsequent relationships, indeed throughout the twenty-six years he lived after her 
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death (from cervical cancer) in 1945. Dutton portrays Slessor as giving in "to Noela 
not only because she was domineering and he was not, but to keep the peace" 
(p.330). The word "domineering" comes from Ron Maslyn Williams and Dutton 
finds it "painfully confirmed in her letters from Cairo to Slessor after his return to 
Australia" (p.220). I confess that I see her and the relationship a little differently. 

Noela joined Slessor in the Middle East and this undoubtedly interfered with 
his work as Official War Correspondent. Slessor's War Diaries often reveal him to 
be anxious about her but to my mind they do not convey a sense of domination or 
humiliation, not even when, it seems, she had a brief affair with John Hetherington. 
About the affair it must be said, firstly, that its occurrence is deduced from Slessor's 
only partially readable shorthand and, secondly, that Slessor seems always to have 
found it difficult to express his own sexuality. Kath McShine's comments on their 
own relationship ("We had separate rooms. I think it had been like that with Noela" 
[p.279]) make Slessor seem a pathetic sexual partner. For such an apparently 
dramatic event as the affair with Hetherington, Slessor and Noela seem to have 
become reconciled extremely quickly afterwards. But who can fathom such things? 
Peter Porter used to quote a friend of his to the effect that "all marriages are 
opaque". No-one outside can see into the relationship. This certainly seems true of 
Slessor's marriage to Noela. 

Dutton reports her, accurately, as having "an inexhaustible appetite for 
shopping" (p.212), but Slessor, whose poems are full of closely observed and often 
exotic objects, seems to have enjoyed these outings just as much. Noela's fastidious 
tidiness was another obsession that he shared. Noela does seem to have been 
something of a social climber, but one could hardly blame her for staying 
completely out of Slessor's macho world of journalism, where he worked from 
afternoon until late at night, leaving Noela (as later, Pauline) alone for hours on end, 
day after day. Ray Lindsay reported that "Noela used to fly into crazy, hysterical 
tantrums" but also that Ken was "damnably temperamental".IH Certainly Noela and 
Ken's relationship was tempestuous but, as Dutton makes clear, so were Slessor's 
relationships with Kath McShine and Pauline. Noela may have been doing no more 
than giving as good as she copped. 

The military brought Slessor back from the Middle East in January 1943 so 
that he could cover the war in New Guinea, but Noela had to wait for months before 
securing a civilian berth. Dutton describes Noela's letters to Slessor during her wait 
as "pathetic" and "mostly grizzles about her boredom and lack of money" (p.238). 
As I read them, the letters are indeed "pathetic", but in both senses of the word, and 
far too full of feeling to be dismissed as "grizzles". They are anguished letters, 
expressing loneliness, ill health and fears for Slessor's safety. "It makes my heart 
ache," she writes on 19 February 1943, "to see all the suffering, and I hope and pray 
that you are safe and well, and that the war will be over soon".19 Noela was 
working as a voluntary Red Cross helper in Cairo hospitals. In the same letter she 
commented, "often I feel quite ill and faint at what I see". Another letter, on 17 
April 1943, ends: "Try and write to me soon telling me how you are, as I worry a 
lot about you. All my love and loving thoughts, Your affectionate wife, Noela".2') In 
her psychological and precarious situation it is small wonder that her letters sound 
plaintive. 

We will probably never know the truth about Slessor and Noela's relationship, 
but the conjectures and gratuitous comments in Kenneth Slessor: A Bio8raphy are 
difficult to accept. Jack Lindsay doesn't mention meeting Noela in Melbourne, so 
Dutton superfluously asks, "Had she already begun her infidelities?" (p.l04) Did 
Lindsay just not mention it? Did he forget? Was she out shopping? Similarly, 
Dutton says of a draft parody of Elizabeth Barrett Browning ("How do I hate you? 
let me count the ways ... ") that these "enigmatic lines ... may refer to Noela" 
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(p.l32). Of course they may refer to Slessor's mother or the woman next door or, 
more likely, no actual woman at all. At one point Dutton admits that such 
conjectures are "only supposition" (p.136). A biographer of someone as private as 
Slessor is bound to conjecture, but such conjecture must be kept within bounds. 

It must be remembered that Slessor's happiest years were spent with Noela, and 
virtually all his poetry was written while they were together. Amongst the factors 
behind Slessor's ceasing to write poetry is one neglected in the book but mentioned 
in the interview with Craig McGregor: "the death of his fIrst wife". When Noela 
died Slessor was devastated and had an immediate premonition that his writing life 
was over. Noela died on 22 October 1945, and on 4 December Slessor wrote to 
H.M. Green: "I'm fInding it hard to adjust myself to a new way of living.... Plenty 
of routine office-work is a help, though I don't know when I'll have the heart to 
write poetry again'?1 In May 1946 Slessor wrote to Guy Howarth: "Thanks for 
your remarks in Brisbane - I wish I could share your optimism about my future. At 
present I feel in such a state of emotional desolation that I doubt if I'll ever do much 
again".22 Slessor apparently made a similar comment to Hugh McCrae, for McCrae 
wrote to him in May 1947, in typically sexist fashion: 

Silly genius: imagining you'll never write again. To give your balls a rest 
is better than raping the Muse: remember she has her periods, too - and 
you may be sure she'll reward you (for allowing her her natural rest) with 
such a belly-bumping harvest as you've never known before.>' 

Four years later Kenneth Mackenzie asked Slessor if he had any new poems which 
could be used on an A.B.c. programme Mackenzie was preparing. Slessor replied 
regretfully on 2 April 1951: 

... I can't help you with any fresh work. I've written nothing except 
unsatisfactory fragments since Beach Burial. As you know, the disruption 
of everything in 1945 when Noela died paralysed writing for years, and 
although I'm now tranquil enough to start again, it doesn't come easily.24 

It never came easily again. Amongst the factors preventing Slessor from writing 
poetry the death of Noela is, it seems to me, the most important. Slessor was 
devoted to Noela, and his poetry died with her. 

Although Dutton paints Norman Lindsay as also having a deleterious effect on 
Slessor's writing throughout his career, Slessor kept, I think, more distance between 
himself and Lindsay than the biography at times allows. Dutton is willing to grant 
that "Lindsay is always full of surprises" (p.271) and that he was "a genuine lover 
of poetry" (p.272). Lindsay, I believe, was a more credible thinker than this book, 
and Lindsay's current intellectual reputation, allow. It took more than charisma and 
energy to influence Slessor and so many other Australian writers. 

Dutton notes "how often the word 'frozen' appears in relation to Lindsay-like 
images in Slessor's early poems" (p.85), and this is one of many original insights he 
offers in reading Slessor's poems. Dutton writes appreciatively about Slessor's light 
verse, which has received little critical attention, and is surely correct in asserting 
that "no-one has described Sydney better than Slessor, in prose as well [as] in verse" 
(p.128). With exactitude, he points out that the tree "Meryta Macrophylla" in 
"Elegy in a Botanic Gardens" should be "Mertya Macrophylla", and displays a fIne 
ear for the music and poetic technique of Slessor's poems. Still, there are bound to 
be some disagreements in the interpretation of a range of poems. The images and 
rhythms from "Adventure Bay" and "Undine" which Dutton instances as 
Lindsayesque faults (pp.66-7) seem to me to constitute very fIne lines. Dutton 
asserts that "there are no links between 'The Old Play' and the poems Eliot had 
written up to 1932" (p.l57), but surely the lines, "It is not like this at all I Never, 
never like this" in section V owe a great deal to "The Love Song of 1. Alfred 
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Prufrock": '''That is not what I meant at all. !That is not it, at all" (published 1917). 
Dutton claims about "Five Bells" that Joe Lynch "would hardly be likely to be 
depressed with his pockets full of booze" (p.176), only to comment on the following 
page, "What could be more awry or unstable than Joe Lynch!" Hugh McCrae's 
poem, "Creative Effort" (first published in the magazine Vision) which is described 
as "a tangled nine lines" (p.63), seems to me an interesting, intricate piece of 
writing. Altogether Vision is much more important, to Slessor's career and to 
Australian literature generally, than the biography allows. 

Still, Kenneth Slessor: A Biography has so many incisive and witty comments 
on Slessor and his work that they swamp such disagreements: "It was a kind of 
blindness for him not to be Turner" (p.49); "from his earliest poems, Slessor wants 
to go beyond the noise and busyness of men, to reach beyond time to some ideal of 
beauty or nature" (p.102); by staying in Australia Slessor "had chosen 'a passage 
into the dark', like Cook" (p.l62); "Elegy in a Botanic Gardens" is "one of his most 
remarkable poems, where the dry rattle of words in a dead language has overcome 
those fragile but passionate moments when no words were necessary" (p.149). 
Dutton has a keen eye for "the eighteenth-century side of his character, the amused 
awareness of human inadequacies" (p.l35) which has largely been ignored in 
analyses of Slessor's work. 

The biography does include some typographical errors: in the poem "The 
Uncharted" (quoted on p.28) "foam-crest" should be "foam-crust"; Slessor's final 
selection, Poems, is said to contain 109 poems (I count 103); the notes refer to a 
Julian Russell file MSS 4829 in the Mitchell Library, but this is an incorrect 
reference; and I happened on a couple of errors in the otherwise very useful index. 
One typo is marvellous. Slessor praised the "astonishing influx of pure poetry" 
which Hugh McCrae's Satyrs and Sunlight brought into Australian poetry. In 
transcription this has become the "astonishing flux of pure poetry" (p.65). Many 
readers of McCrae would say a quiet "Amen" to that. Kenneth Slessor: A 
Biography has a colourful, idiosyncratic Molnar cover which I think Slessor would 
have enjoyed, and superb inside covers. 

Reviewing the book in Voices, Chris Wallace-Crabbe remarked that "there was, 
I am sure, a creative passion in Slessor which Geoffrey Dutton has not managed to 
characterise".25 This is a tough criticism given Dutton's opening admission about 
Slessor's impenetrable masks. In his poem, "To Myself', Slessor began, "After all 
you are my rather tedious hero", and in the poem's best stanza asked himself: 

Have you not poured yourself, thin fluid mind, 
Down the dried-up canals, the powdering creeks, 
... 
Whose fabulous cataracts none can find 
Save one who has forgotten what he seeks?'" 

A biographer cannot forget what he or she seeks. If Slessor hid his "fabulous 
cataracts" of passion behind an assortment of masks it is to Dutton's credit that the 
book offers us a far from tedious hero. A courageous speaker on matters such as 
censorship, a failure as a husband and parent, generous to other writers, especially 
the young, Slessor might at times have seemed to hide all his philosophical and 
personal doubts behind a mask of sartorial elegance - but for his sense of humour, 
vulgarity and "great capacity for enjoyment of life" (p.254). Dutton presents all 
these Slessors, and if the sum of them does not add up to the cataracting source of 
"Five Bells", the problem lies with Slessor rather than his biographer. It is a 
sobering thought, but this is as close to the real Slessor as we are likely to get. 
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NOTES 

I. Siessor's papers are held in the Mitchell Library, Sydney (ML), and the National Library of 
Australia, Canberra (NLA). The bulk of the papers are in the NLA. Files relating to 
Siessor's divorce from his second wife and his income tax are restricted, and those relating to 
his work on the Commonwealth Literary Fund and the National Literature Board of Review 
are closed until 2001. For a brief description of the NLA collection, see Dennis Haskell, 
'''Five Bells' and the Milkman's Bills: The Siessor Archive in the National Library of 
Australia", Voices, Autumn 1991 (Vol. 1, No. I), pp.21-2. 

2. MS 3020/2, NLA. 
3. MS 3020/21/184, NLA. 
4. MS 3020/14/33, NLA. 
5. "The Social Function of Poetry", On Poetry and Poets (London: Faber, 1957), p.21. 
6. MS 7334, NLA. 
7. MS 3020/8/5, NLA. 
8. MSS 314 (CY 1761), f. 270, ML. 
9. MSS 314 (CY 1761), f. 273, ML. 
10. In A Man of Sydney: An Appreciation of Kenneth Slessor, (Melbourne: Thomas Nelson, 

1977), Douglas Stewart refers to "'The Mine Errant', a long unpublished poem written when 
he was eighteen years of age" (p.99). Stewart says that the poems are among Siessor's 
"manuscripts and notebooks at Canberra" but no such poem is in the NLA collection now. 

II. MSS 314 (CY 1761), f.275, ML. 
12. MSS 314 (CY 1761), f.277, ML. 
13. MSS 314 (CY 1761), f.279, ML. 
14. MSS 314 (CY 1761), f.281, ML. 
15. MSS 314 (CY 1761), f.283, ML. 
16. MSS 314 (CY 1761), f.285, ML. 
17. MSS 314 (CY 1761), f.287, ML. 
18. A Letterfrom Sydney, ed. John Arnold (Melbourne: The Jester Press, 1983), p.51. 
19. MS 3020/9n2, NLA. 
20. MS 3020/9/101, NLA. 
21. H.M. Green papers, Box 2, NLA. 
22. MS 1085, NLA. 
23. MS 3020/1/91, NLA. 
24. MSS 503 (8-203B), ML. 
25. "A Shilling Life Will Give You All the Facts", Voices, Autumn 1991 (Vol. 1, No. I), p.97. 
26. Poems (Sydney: Angus &Robertson, 1972), p.64. 

Thanks are due to the National Library of Australia, the State Library of New South Wales and 
,Paul Siessor for permission to quote from Kenneth Siessor's unpublished papers. 
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FRANK PALMOS 

Kenneth Siessor - A view from 
knee-high, 1955-1959. 

Kenneth Slessor was "Mr Slessor" to the copy boys of the now defunct Melbourne 
Argus. He came several times on visits from Sydney to the third floor Editorial 
Department, and on every occasion would come in to the tiny teleprinter room 
which was also our office and greet us. Many other well-known writers came from 
interstate during that time but none were as polite and thoughtful as Slessor, and 
none that I remembered, including Cassandra from London, ever bothered to greet 
us, no matter that we ran messages, made calls and did a host of small private jobs 
for them. 

Kenneth Slessor, therefore, got everything he asked. Yet I am certain he would 
have been just as polite and thoughtful had he not. He seemed more intent on 
helping others than getting us to help him. 

We "discovered" him because the sub-editors spoke highly of him, and when 
the names Singapore, Balikpapan, the Solomons, and especially Java and Borneo 
were mentioned, I was entranced. He was the war correspondent I wanted to be. I 
couldn't imagine what a war would be like, but I knew I would be a foreign 
correspondent. Like Mr Slessor. 

I was so in awe of him I could never think of a question to ask him. At 14 
and 15 years old (1955-56) I was just happy enough to run copy for him - he often 
sent copy and messages from our teleprinter room - and listen to him. He was also 
a bit mysterious, for he was Poet. 

But we did realise the man Slessor was something special when even some of 
the most atrocious persons on that Argus third floor were polite to him. 

Being the Argus copy boy who handled the racing staff I got to see him more 
than most, and it was a great comfort to discover he also liked horse racing, and 
liked betting. My professor (Dr Peter Russo, who helped me prepare for Asia) 
abhorred racing and could not understand how civilised people could contemplate 
mixing a serious career, like being a foreign correspondent, with an interest in horse 
racing. 

After the Argus closure in 1957 the Daily Telegraph moved its Melbourne 
office to the Age building, then in Collins street. I had by 1958 become the Sydney 
Daily Telegraph's racing editor, based in that office. My boss, Jack Gavegan, had 
not told Sydney I was eighteen years old (replacing a man forty two) and instead 
relied on my work and my tips to prove I was the right person. But when we heard 
several senior men were coming from Sydney around mid-October, we thought they 
would certainly give the game away to head office in Castlereagh street. We need 
not have worried. 

The great trio were: Alan Reid, to cover a special Trades Hall meeting in 
Melbourne and do political work; John Schofield, Sydney's most famous racing 

WESTERLY. No.3, SEPTEMBER, 1991 37 



editor, ex-Sydney Morning Herald but then Telegraph, in Melbourne for the Spring 
Carnival which included the Melbourne Cup; Kenneth Slessor, on a general feature
writing assignment. 

It is thirty three years ago now, so long ago that some details escape me. But 
even today I remember the trio enjoyed themselves immensely, and I delighted in 
their company, hovering around them like a satellite doing the copy boy jobs I used 
to do for them. Mine was always a look from "knee-high" when around Kenneth 
Slessor and his friends. 

They joked harmlessly in my presence, asking what the world was coming to 
with a racing editor who not only did not drink alcohol, who did not smoke, did not 
wear a felt hat, but who recited Indonesian lessons between Flemington races. I 
would beam happily as they poured on the friendly mockery. 

They had arrived in a jolly mood, prepared to work. Alan Reid wore a felt hat, 
a white shirt with stud collar, a tie loosened, and suit trousers held up by striped but 
conservative braces. He draped the suit coat over the back of his steel reporters' 
chair. He smoked cigarettes through a long holder and would look at his copy in the 
typewriter over the top of his glasses. He didn't care about racing, but Kenneth and 
John Schofield did, and they immediately called for me. 

Both wore felt hat, suit pants held up by braces over white shirts. Both 
smoked, John with a long cigarette holder, and both looked closely into their 
typewriters as they worked, as Alan Reid did. But for the first interview Kenneth 
- who had from my Argus days remembered my first name, but rarely my surname 
- was helpful. John Schofield, clearly surprised at seeing this boy with a fringe as 
the new racing editor, asked a series of questions. He showed Slessor my copy, and 
Kenneth politely fibbed that it was well-written. Not once did Kenneth interrupt 
John, and when John had finished, asking me to continue "as normal", I did. 

As they went down the stairs a little later, thinking they were out of earshot, I 
heard them break into almost uncontrolled laughter. Twelve months later I 
discovered why; unknown to me almost the entire Telegraph editorial staff were 
betting heavily on a "secretive" tip I placed at the end of my Saturday morning 
column. It was called the Melbourne Murmur, and purported to be a street comer 
tip. They saw it as hilarious that these professionals were putting their money on 
horses picked by a kid. As luck would have it my Melbourne Murmur that week 
won - continuing a series of good wins - and even better was that Kenneth stayed 
close by John in the press box at Flemington (that is the one place I remember 
clearly) and they congratulated me in front of other racing writers for my win. 
Kenneth was just so polite, so helpful, so aware of what I might be going through. 

John Schofield became a lifelong friend. On my every return from Asia I 
would ring him, though he had long retired. Alan Reid also continued to be helpful, 
relaying messages from Canberra that my Indonesia and other Asia stories were 
hitting home. Kenneth Slessor, of that trio. I now remember with embarrassment, 
and some agony. 

To my deep and lasting regret I missed a wonderful opportunity in paying 
proper respect to Kenneth Slessor. He never gave me time, really. He was so 
unselfish, especially from those racing days in the Age building, sitting down with 
me and subbing my awkwardly written racing stories, changing words, suggesting a 
different style. He spoke so quietly when he wanted to criticise, as though it were 
no one else's business. Just between the two of us. 

And when, because of his instruction I would produce a nicely written piece, 
he would champion me to others and declare his influence to be negligible. Five 
years after the Melbourne Murmur episode, when I was in Sydney as a returned 
Asia correspondent writing for the Bulletin, he lauded me in a speech on something 
like "The Future in Australian Journalism", held in a big Greek restaurant near Park 

38 WESTERLY. No.3. SEPTEMBER. 1991 



Street. 
I was sharply reminded that a very successful correspondent was being just as 

kind and as helpful as he had ever been. 
The only aspect of Kenneth Slessor's betting that I recall today is his love of 

the race. I never did learn how many pounds or dollars he had on a horse, but I did 
know he liked to have "an interest" in every race, a horse to focus on. 

From this distance I now can recall clearly just two race days, one of them with 
Kenneth in the press box in the old below-hill stand at Flemington, the second at 
Randwick, with Telegraph editor King Watson, a year or so later. I recall just two 
aspects of his race days. The first was that he enjoyed every minute of the day. The 
second was his joy in winning and his wit in losing. The standard jokes about 
losing horses came to life in Kenneth's treatments. 'A VERY slow conveyance, 
weighted down no doubt by my money", or "What's George Moore got against 
poets? He rides three in a row then gets rolled on my horse". They were the type 
of comments, which contrasted so sharply with the usual losers' groans I heard so 
often in Melbourne. 

Being so young, I had no idea whether Kenneth was well off, or comfortable, 
or financially troubled. It clearly did not matter to those who delighted in his 
company. I think they would have ensured he had betting money, just to be with 
him. 

As I write I remember another aspect of his personality. He was not only a 
kind listener to young journalists, but he enjoyed listening to race broadcasters, even 
if he had no interest in the race. 

It might be stretching a point to say he delighted in the special racecourse 
poetry that has developed in Australia - in contrast to the dreary English and 
American horse calling. Kenneth seemed to delight in listening to the great Sydney 
caller Ken ("London to a brick Prince Delville in this photo") Howard, to Bert 
Bryant in Melbourne ("the favourite is so far back they've gone looking for him 
with a lantern"), and Keith Noud in Brisbane. It was watching him listen to one of 
Keith's broadcasts that took my notice. " ... The great Teranyonnnnnnnne with Mel 
Schumacherrrrrr goes into Barrierrrrrrr onnnnnnnne, here at Doombennnnnnnn." 

Mr slessor - in my innerself I remember him that way - died during the 
Vietnam war. It is a permanent, self-imposed criticism that I never did realise, in 
my few dealings with him, just how wonderful he was. And when I did, it was too 
late to repay the help, guidance and kindness. 
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PHILIP SALOM 

The Venetian Twins 

40 

What sits on Venice is Venice 
both as name and fact of nature, 
like stones that are Stone-Henge 
then stone again. Now the city 
takes one step further, Venice 
as sensual body: begins to peal 
from bell-towers, from its walls. 
Venice hangs from its own surface 
like a skin disease! To think 
then, it was twice-over the city 
of mirrors, perfected glass. 

Now, held up to the world 
that is itself, what does it see 
beyond self-love, beyond this loose 
reflection of its peeling? 
We are half its images, the constant 
slap and ebb of tourists, 
scattering brighter than the water, 
busy, empty-headed, like pigeons 
falling dottily onto Piazzas 
in our hundreds, mad as the New World 
for the tatty hem of history. 

The sky chills upon the sides 
of glasses as we sit, overcharged 
but happy, sleepy in the sun, evaporetto. 
Or we're hopeful for something high, 
at very least we are absorbent, 
entering this water-stepped city of doors. 
Or we stand as the poor, gazing up 
where once they weren't allowed, 
at golds and pinks, anachronistic 
kitsch, inside Capelli, pealing. 
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We dodge insistent gondoliers, 
their black pants and waistcoats 
flapping like the black of porters 
(their stations swish and slap) 
and their dull soliciting 
so nearly "Psst, Dirty postcards?" 
I think of Beckett stabbed in Paris 
by a man who had no motive 
but the twins: place and opportunity. 

The vaporetto chug around like wrecks, 
grow on me the way that old machines 
just do. They haven't fancy names, and 
though they're run like buses, I see 
them the way I will, as trains, which 
side of the platform? And what is so 
haunting in the way a woman balances 
then steps onto .. ? I bump with it, 
one crowd emptying, one stepping on. 

Venice seems to squat in the shadows 
like a woman pissing. She tricks us 
with her skirts: by chance her Virgin 
carries us back a hundred years 
in candle-lit procession, as pilgrims 
in their thousands press us to a church 
we can't tum back from, then lodge 
an evening needle-fIre of ritual there 
beneath Her reddish mantle. Hers 

then His: as we walk back home the sun 
within the sunset wears down like a stone! 
By nightfall, vaporettos bump and roar 
against a dazzle daytime hasn't. 
Night the black Venice, the Moor. 
Each light sinks into the water 
like a rapier. Venice is all chest, 
and seeing it I feel like Gabrielli's 
glittering music. Air and light 
leap on the rippling staves. Voices 
and music and water swell 
under the rib-cage of her bridges. 
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PHILIP SALOM 

Driving Through Malaysia 

42 

Each day's immutable it seems: 
everyone and everything in range, 
voices even as a single octave, 
even as the men on scooters dress, 
even as the wah of their exhausts 
like half-tones in the call to prayer. 
They are flute-holes on the flute 
of the road they drone on, drone 
even as the overtaking cars head-on 
or overladen trucks that dodge them. 
Theirs is a casual fatalism. 

Now we see the women moving 
through the streets or kampong 
or underneath the shadows 
of roadside eating houses, 
blue scarves in their hair. 
They wait in stalls for sales 
of five fruit in a string bag 
fifty stalls one after the other 
as if to reassure the Allah 
his women are patient, and 
lie even on the kapock shadow. 

Schoolgirls walk beside the road 
their head-dresses so starkly white 
around the jaw and chin, they 
look like tiny, adolescent nuns 
or long-skirt keepers of the bees. 
The everyday containment of 
their honey, evenly, dressed up 
as the floral sky above, no hurry 
to tum their glee to womanhood 
however unavoidably it comes. 
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ARCHIMEDE FUSILLO 

To Journey's End 

They sat opposite one another, enveloped by the mock wood panels and vinyl of the 
compartment, pressed into their seats and staring across one another out onto the 
platform. He had arrived fITst, throwing back-pack, running-shoes and carry-bag, 
spilling crumbs from broken crackers. After the night spent snoozing between half
sleep and a kind of dazed alertness on a railway station bench he was glad to stretch 
out on the spongy softness of the seat and throw an arm across his face. 

But he didn't sleep, couldn't sleep. In Italy you never slept on trains unless 
you were travelling in a group of two or more and one of you at least was staying 
watch. Anything more than a moment's nod was time enough for calculating hands 
to make light with whatever you were carrying and wasn't somehow attached to 
you. Often even what was secured to you could be gone without trace. A sudden 
shove, a meaningful push, a hand put out in mock greeting. He'd already lost his 
camera on a bus in Padova. Not from his bag or back-pack but from about his 
waist. A knife; slice; and it was gone, a blur of running feet diving out an open 
door, swallowed up by a crowd too preoccupied with heat and he unpredictability of 
Italian public transport to bother reaching out a hand to help. 

He didn't sleep but watched the roof of the cavernous platform outside the 
window and listened for the sound of a deep guttural voice calling: Panini, acqua, 
fumeti ... Panini, acqua, fumeti. He never bought anything from the beggar-vendors, 
or even the officially-sanctioned ones either with their stainless steel trolleys and 
mattered caps, but made a point of always carrying his own fresh-bread, bottled 
water and he never read comics, only Time or Newsweek. Sometimes Life. 
Occasionally a porno mag; but only when he got really depressed. 

Like in Venice when the city officials decided that back-packers without pre
booked reservations in a hostel, pensione, or other approved accommodation could 
not enter the city proper but had to catch the next available train back to the 
mainland. First stop Verona, city of Romeo and Juliet. The lovers' city. So he 
bought a Norwegian Boob magazine and sat in the aisle of the Verona bound train 
and let his anger spill out over the pages of beautifully inept women with their 
ludicious curves and falsely-eager pouts. 

Sometimes before Verona he tossed the magazine from the toilet window and 
went back to where a group of German students were busy learning American slang 
from a young Californian couple in Italy on their honeymoon. He taught them all 
how to say G' dday and Mate, and swapped a tee-shirt with a green and gold 
Melbourne tram embossed on it for one with the Statue of Liberty. The Statue of 
Liberty holding her skirt up to avoid the wash from a polluted Hudson Bay. 

It was this tee-shirt he wore while staring up at the airy roof of the platform 
rafters in Mussolini's great Fascist monolith; Roma Stazione Termini. He had 
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thrown it on after washing as best he could in the station's toilets. Not an easy task 
with the fat, balding caretaker who kept coming up and asking for money. Money 
for letting him wash his feet in the hand-basin; for letting him use his own towel; 
for the four squares of paper he needed for a shit. She kept getting in his way, 
asking questions, pointing to his back-pack and offering to trade her cheap plastic
strap watch for his sturdy walking-boots. 

Per mio figlio, she kept saying. For my son. 
When he refused she spat disgustedly at the floor and remembered some rule 

about no-one being able to bath themselves in the wash-basin. 
He laughed to remember her waving arms and look of professional authority 

and would probably have kept on laughing had not the compartment door slid open 
and a small, stooped, stubble-chinned woman walked in. 

She made no sign of seeing him save for a blink of her two dark almost black 
eyes, eyes ringed with deep depressions of mottled skin shrunken through age, and 
something the young man could not have recognized at that moment; something 
beyond age. 

She sat opposite him, legs drawn, arms folded across a brown string bag 
bulging with all manner of smaller parcels. He sat up, instinctively, as though 
expecting a crowd to follow in her wake. 

But none came, only people passing through the aisle on their way to carriages 
further to the front of the train. Their carriage was the last but one, and that was the 
parcel wagon. He liked this carriage because it was usually the last to fill, and 
chances were that you could score almost an entire compartment to yourself - as he 
had before she arrived. Further, this was the compartment where the two ticket 
inspectors spent most of their time, playing cards between stops, drinking home
made wine, exchanging fantasies about the French, German, British or American 
girls who occupied the further carriages, or munching wolfishly on panikons of left
over pasta or hot peppers and oil-soaked bread. By engaging them in conversation, 
offering accounts of real or imagined romps in the hostels, or parting with cigarettes 
he knew he could escape the extra cost of riding a diretissimo as opposed to the 
more pedestrian commuter service his ticket obliged him to. 

When the woman sat down opposite him the young man shifted over against 
the window and gazed out at the early moming crowd caught between racing for a 
train and waking up. It was barely six-thirty and the station was relatively quiet for 
a Saturday, with overhead lamps still flickering and most of the previous night's 
rubbish still stirring under seats and flapping against filthy walls. 

This was Rome; old, haggard, self-destructing, too late for today, too 
embroilled in rhetoric to uphold the past with all its glorious history. For his taste 
he was far happier to be going to the South with its sad little stuccato houses, 
terracotta tiles, confusion of dialects, and curiously ill-defined superstitions. 

He smiled at the woman. She was a Southerner. Even to him, untutored as he 
was in the viccissitudes of the people, it was too obvious that this woman was not 
a Northerner. The slouch of her posture, the too-tight set of her chapped lips, the 
broken ends of her hair, the incongruity of her thick stockings and flat, almost heel
less shoes. 

It's very hot, he observed. 
Her eyes told him she heard, but she didn't answer. He smiled and followed 

a group of children with his eyes as they ran amuck on the platform. Professional 
beggars. 

'They almost stole my wallet when I first came to Rome,' he said slowly, 
pointing at the gang as it passed under the window yelling and jeering at those 
around them. 

There was a movement of recognition behind the woman's eyes but not a word. 
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The young man turned side on and stayed so put until the train began to pull out, 
half-an-hour late. Then he went out into the aisle and lit a cigarette. 

Beyond the station the bleak soot-grimed walls pasted with dog-earned posters 
and hung with yellowed bed-sheets airing from balconies made the young man 
melancholy. He had been three months from home and missed the wide expanse of 
roads and nature strips that edged his parents' home in outer suburban Melbourne. 
The ruined remains of a Roman aqueduct, rooted with ivy and pocked in spear grass 
made him think of construction sites left abandoned mid-week due to some 
industrial strike. But unlike the construction site which eventually would be 
completed and made hospitable to people just like him, the aqueduct was 
permanently fixed in a limbo of government indifference and popular mythology. 

Through the smoked glass of the compartment door the young man watched 
the woman. She hadn't moved and sat rigid, bones frozen unnaturally in the midst 
of the suffocating heat that had begun to stifle the entire carriage. 

He noticed something about her he hadn't noticed earlier. She was holding a 
string of rosary-beads, rolling one bead at a time between thumb and forefinger. 
And her mouth had lost its severity but moved slowly, forming silent words. 

The young man stood up and went to the back of the carriage where he found 
one of the two ticket inspectors snoozing against a mail-bag set alongside a door 
leading to the parcel wagon. The man stirred and opened one eye. 

'Yias?,' he grumbled. 
'Nothing. Niente,' the young man replied. 'Stretching my legs. Caminare.' 

He jogged lightly on the spot, demonstrating his intention. 
The inspector sat up, rubbed his face and yawned. From a bag under his seat 

he pulled out a ticket punch and asked the young man for his ticket. When he was 
handed a packet of cigarettes instead he laughed hoarsely, buttoned up his shirt and 
got to his feet. 

'American?' he asked. 
'No, Australian. Austragliano .. .' 
'Ah, yias ... yias ... Austragliano.. Bravo, bravo'. The inspector smiled and 

seemed pleased. He patted the young man on the shoulder. 'You hiave light for 
cigarette?' he asked. 

They lit a cigarette each and the young man practised his Italian by way of 
explaining why he was travelling in Europe alone, what he had seen, and where he 
hoped to go. The other listened only half-attentively and seemed more concerned 
with the woman who had come out into the aisle and stood gazing at them in a 
bewildered manner. 

'Buon giorno,' he said and put out one hand. 'Biglietto.' 
At first the woman didn't seem to hear but a moment later she produced her 

ticket and a fold of paper which the inspector took and looked at closely. 
'Mi dispiace', he whispered, and the young man noticed he didn't meet the 

woman's eyes now but looked askew, through the window and out at the passing 
vegetable gardens. 

The young man moved up toward the pair but before he got close enough to 
hear what they were saying the woman was back in the compartment and the 
inspector was making his way along the aisle, suddenly animated enough to check 
the tickets of the other passengers. 

Back in the compartment the woman was busying herself with her suitcase, 
pulling clothes from it and folding them neatly on the seat beside her. What was 
odd to the young man was that they were all men's clothes; a young man's set of 
clothes; Jeans, coloured socks, patterned shirts, crew-neck jumpers rich in colour, 
singlets and underwear. Shoes too, blue sneakers with white laces and white soles, 
moccassins that folded into squares in the woman's hands, and what appeared to be 
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a new pair of brogues. 
These last pair the woman put to one side and the young man noticed that they 

had never been worn, their sole was unscathed, unblemished. He watched her with 
fascination as she carefully returned everything but the brogues to the suitcase then 
left the compartment, returning moments later with a plastic cup full of water and a 
handful of toilet paper. 

She never spoke a word as she wiped down the shoes with the water-soaked 
paper and then proceeded to dry them with a face towel she took from the folds of 
her dress. 

Fascinated, the young man watched closely, aware that the woman didn't seem 
to mind his concentrated attention of her. When she finally sat down again and held 
out the clean shoes to him he gave a nervous grin and distracted himself with 
rummaging for the sachet of black olives he was certain he had remembered to pack 
that moming. Fresh, firm, fleshy olives that in the store front window of the 
marcelleria had caught his attention. Olives for sale in a butcher shop; no-one back 
home would believe him. 

When he looked up again the woman was settled, the shoes on her lap, the 
rosary beads threaded through her fingers. She was watching him now, her eyes 
devouring the light that steamed in through the window. 

The young man grinned self-consciously and popped first one, then two olives 
into his mouth, savouring the pips between his teeth. He looked away from the 
woman, out at a passing town; cars backed up behind a boom-gate, children on 
bicycles racing the train, clothes flapping at open windows, a church steeple 
catching sunlight on its gold-leaf peak, tomato veins and cabbage patches flowering 
behind chicken-wire fences where groggy dogs sniffed. And the faint reflection of 
the woman's tormented face in the glass the only constant in the swiftly altering 
scenery. 

Movement at his back caught the young man's attention and he seized the 
opportunity to leave the compartment. He felt awkward, uneasy, a sadness had crept 
upon him he could not readily explain, save that the woman opposite him set his 
imagination reeling. 

He had heard of these women - lonely, weathered, sorrowful widows who 
preyed on unsuspecting young people - especially foreign travellers, bribing their 
attention with token gifts and lowering their natural instinctive guard. To do what? 
Rob them usually. Or bash them. 

Sometimes they worked in pairs with an accomplice, the woman luring the 
victim into a state of false security, winning their confidence, until such time as the 
accomplice should arrive and make final the plot. 

The young man got to his feet. Too hastily. He sat down again, his face 
waxen, eyes darting, searching for a hint of proposed malice, a sign of impending 
violence. 

What had she and the grotty inspector had to say to each other earlier? What 
was in the note he had read from her? And why had he suddenly become concerned 
with checking tickets? Why? 

He followed the women's hands as they caressed the shoes, and shifted in his 
seat. His eyes glanced at the compartment's door just in time to see the inspector 
pass and give a furtive look in. 

In that brief moment all went black and the train hooted and screamed. 
Everything was swallowed up around them and the young man fell back against the 
window and gritted his teeth. Any moment now he expected the violent tug of 
someone better accustomed to the dark and the swaying of the carriage through the 
tunnel to drop him to the floor. Then a man swift and precise would rabbit-punch 
him to the back of the head and unconscious he would be robbed of everything he 
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carried; travellers cheques, money, passport, clothes, the lot. 
The shrill of the train's whistle startled him, a noise inside the compartment 

made him brace himself against the window .. 
But before he could react, daylight cut a swathe through the compartment and 

he realized he was alone. The woman was in the aisle, shoes in hand staring back 
at him. The young man moved toward her but she was gone. 

Standing alone in the aisle the young man grinned nervously to himself, 
surprised at his erratic behaviour and even more erratic imagination. He felt 
suddenly very ridiculous and lit a cigarette to conceal his annoyance. When the 
grubby ticket inspector approached, they exchanged smiles, the young man's 
nervous and half-hearted. 

He followed the shuffling gait of the inspector as he returned to his spot by the 
mail-bag then went to wash his face in the toilet. 

'Eh, Austraglia,' called the inspector, 'you give for me more cigarettes, yias.' 
'What?" asked the young man. 
'Cigarettes,' repeated the inspector, 'Is finished packet.' And he held out his 

hands palm up to show that indeed he had no cigarettes left. 
'I haven't got any more.' 
'Yias you have Austraglia,' grinned the inspector. 'Young men alway have 

cigarette. ' 
There was a quiet arrogance in the inspector that held the young man for a 

moment longer than he felt was comfortable. 
'We'll see,' he whispered and disappeared behind the metal door. 
When he returned the inspector was still there, turning a deck of cards over on 

a small folding table. 
'You play Scopa?', he was asked. 'Briscola?' 
'No, I don't play cards much.' 
The inspector shrugged his shoulders. 'Cigarette.' 
The young man took a packet of tobacco from his pocket, sat down on the 

mail-bag and rolled a short stumpy cigarette. 
'Here,' he said, passing it to the inspector. 
Between puffs the inspector smiled knowingly and once even reached out and 

touched the young man lightly on the knee, nodding his head and turning down the 
comers of his mouth in severe approval. 

'What was on that note?' the young man asked him suddenly. When the other 
didn't seem to comprehend he repeated his question in the closest Italian equivalent 
he could remember. 

'Figlio,' the inspector replied. 
'Her son.' 
'Yias, her boy.' 
'What about him?' 
'Niente ... nothing,' the older man replied with a wave of his hand. 'Dis 

cigarette strong, Austraglia ... ' 
The young man grinned and cupped a hand over his eyes to peer into the parcel 

wagon. His hand barely turned the brass knob before the inspector was at his side. 
'No,' he snapped angrily, pushing his bulk between the young man and the 

door. 
They looked at one another briefly, the young man taken aback by the 

inspector's seemingly aggressive tone, the inspector animated by a kind of 
impassioned sense of duty. 

As the young man walked away, the inspector looked back over his shoulder 
toward the parcel wagon, shook his head then returned to his deck of cards. 

The curtains were drawn on the compartment so the young man knocked. 
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'Signora?' he called. 'Posso venire dentro? Signora?' 
He knocked again, harder, bringing the inspector to the aisle. The young man 

gestured to indicate that the curtains were drawn, to which the inspector shrugged 
his sagging shoulders without comment. 

They were in another tunnel, then another, and yet a third before the woman 
drew back the curtains and the young man felt obliged to enter the compartment. 

In the corner where he had sat were a pair of jeans, an elegant but mismatched 
pale blue shirt, socks, underwear, and the brown brogue shoes. 

When he tried to shift them the woman became suddenly distressed and let out 
a wail that made the young man's skin creep and sent him back on his heels. 
Bewildered, he reached forward and tried to gag the woman with one hand while 
pressing her down into the seat with the other. 

'It's alright,' he cried above her wailing. 'It's alright, you can leave them 
there .. .It's alright!' 

The two of them fell back against the window, falling together as the train took 
a bend between a cutting and speared a tunnel, with its whistle howling at full pitch. 
Neither moved in the dark, laying where they had fallen, their breathing a common 
echo. 

Out of the tunnel and under cover of a bridge the train began to slow down, its 
brakes screeching lightly. 

In the doorway the inspector stood in silence, not offering to help either to their 
feet and leaving as soon as the young man closed the door on him . 

. 'It's alright,' the young man repeated as he picked the clothes up off the floor 
and folded them on the seat again, the woman carefully refolding them the moment 
he was finished. 

She never spoke a word, but smiled gently once the clothes and shoes were 
again as she had earlier set them. Instead, she pointed first at the young man then 
at the clothes, twice. 

'For me?' asked the young man incredulously. 'No ... No, its .. .' 
But the woman appeared to take offence and threatened another wail, or at least 

tears, so the young man sat down and nodded thanks, no intention however of taking 
the offering. 

They sat in silence then, gazing not at each other but at the railway station that 
opened out around them now, the train slowing down ever more gradually. 

'Napoli,' the woman whispered finally, in a voice so soft it was out of keeping 
with the consumption that showed on her face. As she spoke she gave a weak 
smile, her eyes dark, absorbing light. She pointed at something beyond the window, 
beyond the railway yard. 

'Naples,' repeated the young man, glad to have reached his destination. He 
could allow himself the lUxury of relaxing his tension now that he was within a few 
short minutes of taking his leave. He gathered his back-pack, running-shoes and 
carry-bag together and would have left the pile of clothing where it lay had not the 
woman held it out to him. 

Preferring to avoid another scene, the young man took it without a word and 
made to move out into the aisle when the woman grabbed him to her firmly. She 
hugged him briefly, yet long enough to brush her wet lips against both cheeks. 

At the door the ticket inspector called out Napoli, then again in English, and 
mumbled something incoherent to the woman before turning to the young man. 

'Get off here you, Austraglia?' he asked. 
'Bloody oath,' the young man replied. 
'You can help me maybe one short minit plis.' 
'Sure, sure, just get outa the way and let me out, OK.' 
Standing side by side in the aisle the two men didn't speak again until the 
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young man tossed the clothes and shoes onto the seat beside the mail-bag. In a 
moment the inspector was upon them, bundling them back into the young man's 
arms. 

'You keep, you keep,' he snapped. 
'What for?' replied the young man, angry now, and fed up. 
Taking him lightly by the arm the inspector led him to one side. 
'Plis,' he pleaded. 'You take dis. Dopo.. After, you ... butare .. throw .. .' He 

waved a hand out of the open window. 
The young man was about to protest when the woman appeared, suitcase in 

hand and stood by the door leading to the parcel wagon expectantly, almost 
apprehensively so. She smiled faintly when the young man looked in her direction. 

'Napoli,' she whispered much as she had before. 
Noting the young man's bewilderment, the inspector pushed him toward the 

door, flung it open and ushered him into the parcel wagon. 
Cold, dimly lit the parcel wagon was nothing more than four walls until the 

inspector turned on the overhead lamps and the room revealed all manner of crates 
and boxes, sacks and trunks, and over toward the middle, close to the double sliding 
doors and rested between chocks of wedged wood a simple teak coffin topped with 
an elaborate and wonderfully vibrant wreath. 

'Her figlio,' the inspector announced solemnly. 
Behind them the woman sighed and caught her breath. 
The young man stood silent and immobile, his mouth shut tight into a thin line 

of absolute surprise. This was the woman's son, packed and stored like some postal 
parcel, strapped down to clamps welded firmly to the floor and pointed at the doors 
as for some quick exit. 

'Mio figlio,' the woman echoed at his shoulder. She walked past him, gently 
brushing his right arm where it was bent holding the bundle of clothes to his chest. 

She went over to the coffin and stood touching it reverently, head bowed in 
silence. Around her the train shuddered, screeched and came to a standstill. In the 
absence of the train's motion, the vastness of the room swallowed every sound but 
that of their breathing, and the young man blinked numb disbelief into the space 
between himself and the woman leaning over her son's encased remains. 

Moments later the wagon's massive doors were thrown open and slid apart 
noisely, giving way to a rush of voices and a chorus of whistles. But they were 
remote things, cut away from them that stood in the cold of the parcel wagon. 

A trolley truck backed up against the wagon and a dishevelled boy no older 
than eighteen leapt into the light and stood chewing gum. He was about to speak 
but refrained when the woman began to sob fitfully. 

For several moments the three around her looked at one another and at her, 
before the rumplet ticket inspector stepped forward and taking the woman gently by 
the elbow led her to the doors where another man in a smart uniform and peaked 
cap stood waiting now to help her down onto the platform. 

The trolley driver butted out his cigarette and waited to be told what to do. He 
moved swiftly but stiffly, like a man raked by pain. 

'Austraglia,' the inspector called softly, 'we carry not push eh. We carry her 
boy there.' He nodded toward the trolley. 

In a stupor the young man stepped forward and together the three of them 
unfastened the straps, kicked away the chocks and lifted the coffin to their shoulders. 
It was lighter than he had imagined and it was almost without effort that the young 
man helped load the stranger's body onto the trolley. Then he jumped down and 
collecting his things stood to one side as a crowd of curious on-lookers milled 
around. 

They didn't come too close but watched from a respectable distance, 
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whispering into their hands or collars. 
The young man in his Statue of Liberty tee-shirt stayed within the close circle 

of observers as the woman was helped up onto the seat beside the driver, and 
wondered what the dead son's name was, wondered about his age, his circumstance 
of death, and remembered that he had promised to ring his parents three days ago 
and hadn't. 

Without waiting for the trolley to leave or the inspector to approach him with 
any misplaced word of thanks, he turned and skirting the crowd headed for the 
terminus foyer in search of a telephone, pausing only long enough to bury the 
clothes and shoes under a pile of newspapers in an overflowing bin. 

All that seemed to matter was that no opportunist should see them poking out 
and retrieve them for his own use. 

When the trolley passed him at the platform gate he looked up only to see if 
the mourning women were looking at him, and found that she wasn't. Her face was 
buried in her hands, around which hung her rosary beads, and the bandanna he had 
bought for himself in Florence. 
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GAIL BELL 

Urgent English 

MET SPOED. ENGELSE LES. 
TELEFOON 05578-1234 

I pointed to the advertisement in the local paper. 
My sister rolled her eyes. "No use showing me. You're the one that speaks 

the lingo." 
Jen is both annoyed with and proud of me for sticking it out through three 

months of irregular Dutch verbs. 
"This person wants urgent English lessons," I explained. 
Jen's very like our mother, doesn't like to have things explained to her. 

Apparently I talk down to both of them. My answer to that is I'm six feet tall. 
talk down to most women my age, and older. 

"What do you think?" 
Jen had lost interest. She was wrestling with ingredients. It annoyed her no 

end that the Dutch called plain flour "cake mee!" and butter "boter". 
I mean, most sane people would be stoked to be lent a farm in the Dutch 

countryside for twelve months. No rent to pay, just upkeep. Jen's done nothing but 
complain. 

"I'm going to ring up. What do you reckon would be a fair hourly rate?" 
"What does this mean?" 
"Don't keep asking me!" I snatched the recipe book out of her hand. "Boter 

in stukjes snijden. Cut the butter into pieces. Cubes I suppose." Jen would try the 
patience of a saint. 

Our finances were pretty low. The least she could do was applaud my 
initiative. So far, her initiative runs to banana cakes. She was hoping to create a 
market in provincial Holland on the basis of a few appreciative mmm's after we'd 
given an afternoon tea. Our local baker said he'd display one of her cakes in his 
window (he feels sorry for us) but if you've ever seen a Dutch cake shop you 
wouldn't give the humble banana loaf a chance. 

I rang the number after making a couple of notes to myself, in case I forgot a 
grammatical construction. 

A woman's voice gargled down the line at me. She sounded distressed. "Oh 
thankyou for calling," she gushed. I wondered if she thought I was someone else. 
The police, or a social worker. Maybe I'd rung in the middle of a domestic. 

She didn't want to hear my prepared speech. I was given an address and a 
starting time. 9 o'clock Monday morning. 

"That was quick," Jen said. 

* * * 
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The address was in another province, about half an hour's drive away. For an 
Australian, crossing provincial borders is like driving from Parramatta to Leichhardt. 
The whole scale is reduced in Europe. 

A tall, strikingly beautiful woman opened the front door and frowned at me. 
"Engelse les. Met spoed," I said hopefully. 
"Of course, of course, come in, it's so cold don't you think, filthy weather, 

always filthy, we never have enough sun." She pulled me through the door with a 
volley of rapid-fire Dutch. 

Her name was Diny. She tried to say Gail, but kept wanting to aspirate the G. 
"Koffie," she cried and left me to stare at the beautiful things in her room. 

Most Dutch houses are tastefully furnished, hers was exquisite. Leather lounge 
chairs, Chinese vases, real paintings, and an intriguing spiral staircase corkscrewing 
through a hole in the ceiling to who knows what above. I decided to double my 
hourly rate. We could always bargain backwards. 

Diny came back balancing a tray and a six inch cigarette holder. "I'm 
exhausted, shattered. Really, it's all too much for me. You'll have to pour." 

Pouring coffee is an art with these people. Half fill the cup, a dollop of 
evaporated milk - at room temperature so as not to cool down the brew, - sugar if 
you take it, stir with priceless antique silver spoon, pass to guest. You get the 
second half of the cup later, same routine. It requires the dainty touch of a 
Singapore Airlines girl. 

I looked up to see if I'd won her approval. 
She was crying into a linen serviette. 
I looked away. 
"He's a beast with no heart. Four days and not a word. He only has to pick 

up the telephone. I am taking lessons for him but does he care?" 
"About the lessons -" 
"Schat, I need to learn quickly. Before Pinkster. Everything. We must start 

immediately. No coffee for me. I will smoke another cigarette. See what he's done 
to me? Half a packet before ten." 

Pinkster is the seventh Sunday after Easter, according to my dictionary. 
"How much English do you speak now?" I asked her, in English. She stared 

back at me blankly. 
"He has a conference, in London. I am his hostess, for parties. He is a banker, 

very rich of course." 
"Couldn't you just smile a lot?" 
She took a while to get the joke. 
"Schat, I told him I was fluent. He believes my every word. He's an important 

man, but sexy." 
I told her my terms. I tripled my hourly rate. She shrugged, he was paying 

her an allowance. 
"We should start right now. Say after me: Hello, my name is Diny." 
She got "hello" and "Diny" right. Her attention span was short, two minutes 

at the outside. 
"Not mine arm is Diny - say my name is Diny." 
I thought Jen was thick sometimes. This woman was clotted. 
"Look, I think we ought to start with the basics. The verb TO BE for instance. 

Before I go, I'll write it out for you. I am, you are, he/she is, you (plural) are, we 
are, they are. Pretty easy." 

Diny looked doubtful. She told me to put my book away. She had a headache. 
Did I think it was too early for a little gin. BoIs? The children, two daughters, 
would be home for lunch at midday. The only reason she was living in the 
Godforsaken provinces was for them, poor darlings. Rotterdam, her hometown, was 
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a den of thieves and drug addicts. Her husband had run away with a prostitute, yes, 
it was true. It was a wonder she had any sanity left. 

I looked at my watch at ten-thirty. This was overtime. 
"Of course, you must go, but I don't want you to. Everyone is cleaning 

windows at this hour of the morning. Can you imagine it? Thousands of windows, 
polished until they sing. What sad lives these women lead, don't you agree?" 

* * * 

Jen looked up when I came in. I was technically the breadwinner, so it was her 
job to get lunch. We'd had a long discussion about whether that was sexist or not, 
but couldn't decide on an answer, being sisters in the true sense of the word. 

"You look pissed," she said. 
"You don't know the half of it." I snuggled into the fat armchair closest to the 

fire and fell asleep. 
Jen prodded me awake at one o'clock. "When's your next class?" 
"Tomorrow, and the next day, and the next." 
I showed her the money. She looked impressed. 
"We might be able to afford some meat at this rate." 
"Jen, she's fantastically interesting, lives in a huge house -" 
"Shut up. Everyone's fantastically interesting to you. Just remember to put out 

your hand at the end of the session. Electricity'S due on the thirtieth of the month." 
Winter really depresses Jen. She's never gotten over the pipes freezing and us 

sitting on the staircase, wrapped in every warm thing we owned, trying to cheer 
each other up. 

* * * 

"Let me hear the verb TO BE." 
Diny blew smoke at the sugar basin. "It's useless, this verb TO BE. What do 

I need this verb for? Will somebody ask me, at a banker's party, can you recite the 
verb TO BE?" 

"Not exactly -" 
"I need to know party words, no? English party words. You must know 

some." 
"Ah," I said. "Party words." 
Diny smiled encouragingly. 
"How about: What's a nice girl like you doing in a place like this? To which 

you reply: Waiting for you, Prince Charming." 
She leant forward and frowned. "Say again please, but slower." 
I dragged my fingers down my cheeks. 
"No, no, no. This is ludicrous. You can't just learn stock phrases and hope to 

get them right." 
Diny handed me a pen. "You write these party words out. I will learn them 

perfectly for next week. You have my promise. While you are writing. I will bring 
coffee. And a surprise." She blew me a kiss as she It{t. 

Pleased to meet you. 
Charmed to meet you. 
I come from Holland, you know, windmills and clogs. 
How do you take your Scotch? 
London is so exciting. The theatres. Big Ben. The Tower. 
Hans (or whatever his name is) and I are Good Friends. 
When she returned. she pounced on the list. 

WESTERLY, No.3, SEPTEMBER. 1991 53 



"Pleeced to meet you. What am I saying?" 
"Aangenaam kennis te maken," I said tiredly. 
The surprise was cream in a pressure pack can. We'd seen nothing like it in 

Sydney. She squirted a beanie of froth onto my coffee. 
"I'll tell you a secret. He was here last night. We made love six times, he's 

a beast, I told you this? He brings me presents. Always. This time it is whipped 
cream and we chase each other up the stairs, like children. He covers my breasts 
with it. I am a cream pie. He eats me up." 

* * * 

"Party words?" said Jen. "What do you know about parties? 
Jen had a commission. Twelve banana cakes and a trifle for the village dance. 
"Sounds labour intensive to me. We've only got one cake tin." 
Jen ignores criticism, however sensible it might be. 
"You could always help." 
"I've got to think up party patter. Banker talk. Stock exchange. Takeovers. 

The bottom line." 
"She's having you on." 
"No she's not. Actually, I feel quite protective about her. I feel I have to shield 

her from the big bad world out there." 
Wrong choice of words. Jen pushed a shopping list at me. 
"Go yourself," I said. "You're as bad as Diny in your own way." 
Jen hates the shops too. The shopkeepers have the effrontery to speak their 

own language. All memories of her own racist comments about Luigi Napoli (my 
first boyfriend) have apparently sunk without trace. 

Jen asserted that making cakes was honest labour. There was a predictable 
outcome, a formula which guaranteed results. We argued the toss for a while, then 
I went shopping. I had my eye on a language book which might appeal to Diny's 
sense of style. 

* * * 

The beginning of Spring, not books, distracted Diny in the weeks that followed. 
She was as unpredictable as a thawing stream. 

"I am born in Rotterdam," she recited, with a big roll on the R. 
"Was. Was born. Past Tense." 
"Pleased to meet you. My name iss Diny." 
"Iz. You push the "s" into a "zzz" sound." 
"Would chu like to drink?" 
"Would you like something to drink?" 
She cried enough. The heat was giving her a headache. The boyfriend was 

away on a business trip. She didn't trust him. 
I tried a bit of common sense on her, just for a reaction. 
"Look," I said, "Stop knocking yourself out. If the guy really loves you, he 

loves you, English or not." 
"He will say I lied to him." 
"So?" 
Apparently the boyfriend had the instincts of a chartered accountant in the love 

game. The banker's party was some sort of test of her credit rating. 
It was Jen who pushed the matter to a head. "How can you take her money?" 

she bellowed at me. 
"It's not hers, it's his." 
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"Same difference, only you're compounding the injury. She's still the meat in 
the sandwich. Exploiting the exploiter only makes it worse for her." 

This is typical of Jen's logic, a series of stepping stones across a creek. Miss 
one and you're wet. 

I reminded her about the electricity bill and the outstretched hand. 
"Bring this woman to the farm as soon as possible," she said, "We need to do 

some talking." 

* * * 
Diny peered down the grey tube of our hallway the way we used to check our 

gumboots for redbacks. Ours was possibly her first real farmhouse, with real sheep 
droppings near the front door. In the half light it's hard to tell whether the walls are 
mildewed or papered. Diny put out a hand but withdrew it an inch from the wall. 

Jen, who'd promised to behave herself, appeared at the bottom of the staircase 
in overalls and a peasant scarf and the word "welcome" on her lips. "Come through 
where it's warmer." 

The grey tube opens into a high-windowed living room, what might be called 
a country kitchen by the romantics. The centrepiece is a long table which caters for 
diners and writers and sewers and starers into space. We never use the front parlour. 
All the armchairs are pushed close to our source of life and hope, the gas fire. 

Diny was obviously stuck for words in any language. 
"Only English will be spoken today." Jen mouthed the words like a deaf and 

dumb signer. 
Diny shot her a look of hopeless frustration. I pushed the ashtray closer. 
A sombre looking cloud mass rolled across the sky, drawing the blinds on 

natural lighting. While Jen was busy with switches I attempted to boost Diny's 
confidence. I poured her a gin, asked about lover boy. She looked stricken then 
recovered as the alcohol burnt its way down to her stomach. "Everything is lost, 
gone," she said. Jen, who understands more than she lets on, moved closer. "The 
party is one week from now, one week, not Pinkster. All changed." 

I put out a comforting arm. Jen pushed it away. "Get writing," she snapped. 
"We'll beat this bastard at his own game." 

Grasping Diny by both shoulders, she willed her to understand. "You know 
Grace Kelly? Monaco? Right." Jen did a beautiful imitation of serenity. "Got it? 
No words needed, a nod here, a small smile, nothing big." She hauled Diny to her 
feet. "When you don't understand, say I beg your pardon? Slight frown, very 
small, make him feel like he's said something stupid." 

I whittled the party words down to five or six phrases. Jen provided the 
gestures and facial expressions. 

We played parties. 
ME: Who is this ravishing creature on your arm, teehee? 
DINY (NUDGED BY JEN): I beg your pardon? 
JEN: Where've you been hiding this little beauty eh? snigger, snort. 
DINY: (WITH NO PROMPTING): I beg your pardon? 
ME: Beastly weather. Any better in the Lowlands? 
DINY (CONSULTING ALL PURPOSE WEATHER ANSWERS): Spring is 

our prettiest month. 
JEN: A charming accent. Where did you learn your English? 
DINY (CONSULTING ACCENTIENGLISH ANSWERS): I had a private 

tutor, didn't you? 
Fortified by thick slices of banana cake, and laughing drunk, we practised until 

the sheep pressed hungry faces up to the glass. 
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PM. MARSH 

The Web 

I am alone in the shed that I use as my study. 
"Alone, alone, all, all alone." Coleridge knew. I forget the rest of it. I never 

can remember what I want to remember. Only the things I want to forget. I have 
a wonderful memory for those. 

On the deal table under the window, my typewriter stares at me with fifty-one 
eyes. The clock beside it says ten to five. Outside, grey rain blurs the path leading 
back to the house and spatters on the shed's tin roof. A trickle starts down the back 
wall and pools on the bare wooden floor. A beetle crawls up from between the 
boards and entangles itself in the fine screen of web across the window. It struggles 
for a time, then stops. 

I get up and stand in the doorway. My breath puffs like cigarette smoke. 
Peter was smoking when he arrived yesterday. Was it only yesterday? Time 

plays tricks with us. Sometimes it runs ahead, like tracks across a desert. Other 
times it's a pendulum. Measuring every thought, every breath. 

Sometimes it sinks in deep, deep waters and, when it does, we drown ourselves 
trying to remember . 

. The pool of water beside the back wall is spreading. I mop it up with the piece 
of towel that hangs behind the door and make a note to ring the plumber. The beetle 
starts struggling again. I gather it up in the comer of the towel and shake it out the 
door. It will probably drown. I wring out the towel and put it on the floor where 
the pool is starting to form again. 

I go back and stand in the doorway. A cold draught blows in from the 
waterlogged garden and I pull my cardigan closer around me. 

It was this time yesterday when he'd let himself into the house. I was in the 
sitting-room putting a stack of books away and, without turning, I'd known he was 
there. The overpowering essence of him invades a room. It engulfs you. It caresses 
you. 

"I'll be finished here in a moment. How about pouring a drink? There's a 
bottle of dry white in the fridge." 

I feel him hesitate before he answers. "I can't stay long. I promised Helen I'd 
be home early." 

I put the last book away on the shelf. He's standing just inside the door, one 
hand rubbing the back of his neck where the thick grey hair tapers down to his 
collar. He looks tired. I take his coat and hang it across the high-backed chair 
beside the fireplace. 

"Anything wrong?" 
"No." 
"Then what's the hurry? You get the glasses - I'll get the wine. You look as 
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if you could do with a drink." 
"I told you. I can't stay." His voice has risen. 
I keep my voice flat. "Why?" 
"I have to pack. We're going away tomorrow." 
"Oh!" I mask my resentment. "For the weekend?" 
"No." He has taken his keys out of his pocket and they clink together as he 

fidgets with them. 
Inside my head a bubble surfaces and bursts. The room moves out of focus. 
"Not Toronto!" The words erupt. 
"I've been trying to tell you for weeks." He slips the keys back into his 

pocket. 
"But you said you weren't going to apply." 
"I know. But it was too good an opportunity to miss." 
"But we discussed it and you said .... " I leave it unfinished. "What about 

Helen? Is she going too?" 
"Of course." He has gone to stand in front of the fire with his back to me. 
"Oh, of course! And what about me? What am I supposed to do while you're 

on this ego-trip?" It's out before I can stop it. 
He swings round. "Be reasonable, Vi. It's only for twelve months." 
"Reasonable! You walk in here and tell me you're off to Canada for twelve 

months and I'm supposed to be reasonable!" I feel as though I'm watching him 
through the wrong end of a telescope. 

He throws his cigarette onto the fire and is moving into the centre of the room. 
I back away and come up against the hard edge of the bookcase. 

He stops and his hands drop to his sides. "You're being unreasonable. I don't 
know you in this mood." 

''I'm not in a mood. I just want to know what I'm expected to do while you're 
away." 

"You can finish your book." 
"I'll be doing that anyway." 
"I'll ring you whenever I can .... " 
"You're incredible! You really expect me to sit on ice until you get back." I 

give a short laugh. "I'm human you know - or perhaps you hadn't noticed." 
"Sarcasm doesn't become you." His voice is patronising. 
"I'm being honest, and you don't like it. I'm telling you that I don't intend to 

sit for a whole year with my legs crossed." 
"Now you're being coarse." 
''I'm telling the truth." 
"And I don't believe you. Besides, you know how I feel. I won't share you 

with anyone." 
"But it's all right for me to have to share you." 
"That's different." 
The room is coming back into focus. I'm staring at him. My mouth opens, but 

the words don't come. As if he reads my thoughts, his eyes slide past me. I tum 
away. In the window I can see his reflection. I swallow and take a deep breath 
before I speak. 

"It's getting dark. You'd better go." 
"I can't leave you like this." 
"It's all right. I'm all right. Just go." 
I watch in the glass as he picks up his coat. At the door I see him stop. I hold 

my breath. He looks at me, then shrugs and goes out into the hall. A moment later 
I hear the front door close. 
It's getting dark in the shed. I tum on the electric globe that hangs over my desk. 
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Outside the rain has stopped. 
The beetle crawls back in and starts across the floor. A piece of web trails 

from one of its wings. I pick up the towel and wipe the window. Another gust of 
cold air blows in and the light starts swinging on its cord. Backwards and forwards. 
Like a pendulum. 

I shut the door, sit down, and put a fresh sheet of paper into the typewriter. 
"It was late in the afternoon. She was alone in the shed ..... " 

JILL JONES 

Flagging down time 

58 

They've been leaping out 
into the road for years 
as Saturday night turns sour: 
the hour of pointless argument 
and grandstand nostalgia. 
Of course, I'm safe, 
packed up tight in the back seat -
the driver ploughs slowly 
past pubs spewing victims and bullies, 
they salute us with visual obscenity. 

So hats off to your shaky communion 
with the night, bottles, drugs 
and neverending chatter, 
forgive my meanness, my bad faith 
and my alien green mind -
the meter is silent now 
but just as inexorable 
as the ticking of my plastic watch. 
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JILL JONES 

Like Dante in the library 

The fIrst circle of hell is at the infonnation desk, 
the book you want - "it's lost, stolen, 
transmigrated, dissolved ... " - this new library 
is intense with searchers in khaki jackets, 
and VDUs, students grinding at piles 
of illiterate reference tomes, the catalogue 
offers the scattergun approath to knowledge, 
a best-dressed woman grunts hallelujah 
at the microfIche, a direct hit, 
she scribbles on yellow notepaper. 

But more is lost, unfound, while the books 
are in their cages, slipping sideways and snoozing 
like the old men with yesterday's Herald, 
last month's Life. 

The tree of knowledge becomes the catalogue 
of sorrows and omissions, the revenge 
of the hieroglyphic - eyestrain and flickering 
screens, feeding photocopiers repeat themselves, 
there is no such thing as silence anymore, 
here infonnation whirrs, data whines, 
nobody looks at anyone else. 
The fIrst circle of hell is the infonnation desk. 
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ANDREW LEGGE I I 

Get A Woman For It 

60 

"I'll get a woman for it next time" 
sed the man and slunk me off 
to mend the tail between my legs. 
Well, women are warmer, more creative, 
more intelligent than most. 

My friend Sally lives on women's land. 
Yes, a man can be a feminist, she sez. 
But I'm not about to flash 
my honorific badge. My father was the first 
male member of the W.C.T.U. -
(that's Women's Christian Temperance Union). 
My mother was the president. 
He stacked the chairs. 

Always apologising for ourselves, we are 
the token man at the bottom of the totem pole 
beneath a heavy burden. Isis, Ishtar, 
Hecate, Ceridwen all sitting on our heads. 
No room for horns on our homed god 
sez my friend Pam who knows 
that women worship women. 

"I'll get a woman for it next time" 
sed the man. And she'll be comin' 
with a woman when she comes. 
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GERRY TURCOTIE 

"Speaking the Formula of Abjection": 
Hybrids and Gothic Discourses in 
Louis Nowra's Novels 

"In horror movies metaphor is physicalized, in the 
same way as in Gothic where, I think, fears are physicalized, whether if happens 

to he Frankenstein's monster or Dracula." 1 

The hybrid, it could be argued, is the quintessence of Gothicism. The Gothic uses 
themes of incompletion and fragmentation to explore the divided experience of 
individuals, nations and cultures, focusing on those who do not survive such 
disjunction. Protagonists in Gothic texts are not uncommonly outcasts, struggling to 
reconcile split visions of the world, or internal impulses that cannot be expressed 
within a prevailing order, so that Jekyll must face his inner Hyde, Victor 
Frankenstein his monstrous other, or England the sexually insatiable Dracula of its 
unconscious double. 

Gothic texts interrogate notions of reality, their authors unable or unwilling to 
present untroubled or simplified versions of "truth". The very language of the text 
must therefore be altered in order to express its subject matter. Indeed, to represent 
effectively the hybrid condition, writers of the Gothic must hybridize its generic 
make-up, in the same way that Victor Frankenstein must hybridize the genetic make
up of his monster. Hence, the Gothic not only speaks of the forbidden, but does so 
with a heightened and excessive metaphoricity and in language (and content) which 
draws its accents and rhetoric from every field and geme. 

In dealing with etymology and semantics, and in playing extensively with 
language, the Gothic "draws attention to its own practice as a linguistic system" and 
is, as Todorov claimed of fantasy in general, "the most 'literary' of all literary forms 
... 'the quintessence of literature', for it makes explicit the problems of establishing 
'reality' and 'meaning' through a literary text".2 

Furthermore, in querying the very basis upon which perception and meaning 
establish themselves, writers of Gothic fiction create an "environment" in which 
resolution is not only undesirable - given that it would assert the possibility of 
simplified meaning - but unachievable. Like the hybrid, for whom unification 
means eradication, the Gothic, as a literature of anxiety and irresolution, would 
cease to be if in fact it overcame its structural and thematic divisions. The Gothic 
is continually engaged in divisive textual strategies, breaking into a plethora of self
contained units (for example, the concentric rings of Frankenstein), its own 
conclusions forestalled through aposiopesis, often ending in mid-sentence, its 
language and plot umesolved.3 

Louis Nowra's works share these characteristics. His fiction is concerned with 
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hybrids - characters who straddle several world views, languages or attitudes, unable 
ever to resolve their crises of being. Against patterns of restraint, Nowra's 
characters indulge in excess - of passion, of violence, of words - an excess, 
moreover, which questions authority and privileged systems. And included in this 
rebellion, is a very real concern for the excess of imperialism - which he attacks in 
all his works. 

To articulate these concerns, Nowra draws on all literary forms - high and low. 
In a recent interview he claimed that his interest in the Gothic was as much 
cinematic as textual, and stressed the populist side of his texts, refusing classification 
as an elitist or purely "serious" writer. As he himself put it, "one of the nicest things 
someone said about me was they liked the fact that I could jump from reading 
Proust to reading the horror comic. I have no sense of high culture and low culture. 
They're all on the same level to me" ("PMS", 59). 

His active interest in blurring genres and borrowing from conflicting traditions 
may explain some of the critical dissatisfaction which has been expressed over his 
use of such conventions as the epic.4 Nowra's inconsistency, however, signals not 
so much a failure in technical terms as a refusal to conform; it represents concretely 
the theme of so many of his works - that it is necessary to retrieve the past and 
rewrite it in new terms and according to different rules. And this, of course, 
includes textual models. Palu begins with the rather "epic" sounding, "Sometime in 
the next few days my husband will have me put to death", and goes on, "These 
words are my race against time and an attempt to set the record straight. If I do not 
do this then he will belong to only the legends and myths and the truth will vanish 
forever".5 The rhetorical and grand language of the opening is then suddenly 
undercut with, "For I'll tell you straight, I am scared shitless of dying" (10). 
Language and its contextualizing constructs are continually threatened and 
destabilized in the same way that accepted notions of what is "real" or what is 
"accepted" is cut down. In the light of these observations, it may be useful to 
approach more closely Louis Nowra's two novels. 

The Misery of Beauty is a sustained and often excessive study of megalomania, 
as well as an exploration, through cultural curiosities and exiles, of themes of 
alienation. Frogman, the self-pitying and yet humorously pompous protagonist, is a 
freak "from the genetic darkness", who is so ugly he somehow challenges reality to 
become "a cartoon - the cartoon Hunchback of Notre Dame".6 Part frog and part 
man, he works as a magician's assistant in a cheap nightclub act. His home is 
alternately described as a coffin or a wooden tomb (4, 12), his looks are a "prison" 
(7), and he is even described as a "pus-running creature from the Black Lagoon" (5), 
albeit with beautiful hands (7) and a self-proclaimed genius level I.Q. (5), suggesting 
that nothing is entirely one thing alone. 

From the very first, Misery introduces elements of the theatrical, of illusion, of 
reality toyed with and questioned. Frogman's partner and mentor, the Master of 
Illusion as he is sometimes called, makes his living problematizing reality, and 
Frogman assists in that process. Theirs is a profession of "deception" (4); hence, 
they do on stage what the fantastic text will itself do formally: present the magic as 
real, forestalling reality, or offering the promise of coherence only to subvert such 
expectations at crucial moments. Misery, like most Gothic texts, engages its various 
narratives in conflicting relationships, placing a realistic narrative against a fantastic 
one, so that each keeps the other open, refusing to neither the upper hand. This 
formal tension contributes to a similar thematic tension. 

On the one level, then, Misery is a straightforward account of Frogman's 
difficulties with a culture that automatically singles him out as, and rejects him for 
being, different. On another level, however, Frogman functions analogically as a 
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representative of all those in society who are marginalized as a result of their race, 
class, skin colour, and physical or other deformities. 

His employer, Earl the Magician, is a collector of society's rejected: both its 
stories and its people. Frogman is Earl's partner because of his deformity, and 
throughout the novel the magician's fascination with and scrutiny of him will be 
both intrusive and manic. But Earl's interest is further manifested in the stories he 
collects, largely through newspapers, of victimized individuals. Not content with 
simply collecting these accounts, Earl dreams of compiling a book about them, 
despite his inability to write clearly. "Even punctuation", Frogman says of Earl's 
work, "can't resuscitate the meaning from some of his sentences" (9). 

One of the first of these stories to be told is of a woman victimized in her 
home. Blind and fragile because of age, Earl narrates how intruders harassed and 
tortured her, pouring excrement throughout her house and maintaining their attacks 
over time (10). As well as retelling the story, Earl embellishes it, establishing early 
that his is an interactive interest, not merely a voyeuristic one. His is a need to order 
the disordered by narrativizing the experience.7 

Frogman himself shows a great deal of interest in expressing and exaggerating 
the experience of the outcast, though in his case, as an outsider himself, he finds 
exaggeration serves a different purpose. Unlike his mentor's seemingly macabre 
and gratuitous compUlsion for excess, Frogman's interest arises out of a recognition 
that the level of pain and fear which he experiences because of his culturally 
perceived deformity cannot easily be expressed in traditional lexical structures. 
"Why can't I be straightforward with myself and with other people? But there are 
so many words to choose from, and because I use words none of these people can 
understand ... I remain a buffoon" (13). Of course, Frogman's "audience's" inability 
to comprehend his "meaning" can be explained simply as the result of his linguistic 
superiority over those with whom he works. But on another, more insidious level, 
there is the suggestion that the very nature of the dominant Symbolic order's 
language cannot express the outcast's experience, and, concomitantly, cannot 
"receive" it. He must somehow transform either the dominant lexicon or that of his 
suffering. Frogman, in other words, finds himself between linguistic worlds, very 
much a hybrid whose experience draws from both worlds though he belongs to 
neither. 

As has already been suggested, Gothic texts narrate the experience of the 
hybrid, of characters who find themselves between points (of view, of nation, of 
race). And hybrids have always been central to Nowra's texts. His plays recount 
the experience of culturally inept individuals, or, to be more precise, of characters 
who fail to negotiate adequately between various power systems, and who suffer 
because of it. In Albert Names Edward or in The Song Room, the main characters 
have lost their ability to communicate within their own cultural environment. In the 
former play, Edward's voice is replaced by his keeper's language and life, very 
much as one recording would be taped over by another; in the latter play, the main 
character is silenced just as he reaches a long-forestalled outburst. 

More commonly, however, Nowra investigates the problems of existing 
between worlds, and through his Gothic plays examines the effects of cultural 
dislocation both on those unwanted migrants from dominant cultures, and on those 
from indigenous cultures, oppressed and disoriented by invading groups. In The 
Golden Age, the lost Tasmanian tribe functions as both and so works to examine the 
operative disjunction that occurs when such shifts take place.8 

Themes of hybridity, doubling, or of dualism, feature strongly in Gothic writing 
and signal, as Rosemary Jackson has suggested, "a desire to be re-united with a lost 
centre of personality", or, more to the point, with a lost centre of personally 
significant cultural construction. Dialogues of self and other, typical of so much 
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eighteenth- and especially nineteenth-century European Gothic, are made especially 
complex, by the colonial and post -colonial anxiety of separation from a fonner 
culture, so that disjunction - the state of hybridity itself - is reflected actually in the 
circumstances of life in the New World.9 Nowra's characters are no more reconciled 
in their colonial status than are their nineteenth-century counterparts. Louise in 
Inside the Island is preoccupied with transfonning, and then escaping, the barbaric 
antipodes, while Clarrie in Sunrise continually seeks to recreate the Old World in 
new surrounds by, among other things, planting non-native trees, a pursuit which 
fails. 

Often, divided personalities seek to complete themselves by incorporating their 
spiritual counterparts. In both Palu and The Misery of Beauty the principal 
antagonists - imperialists even - do this by sodomizing them. 1O More often than not, 
however, characters are shown either resisting their spiritual other, or creating a 
spurious double from that part of themselves which they wish to refute. The 
moments of greatest terror are generated when differences from this dark side can no 
longer be perceived. Clarrie's confrontation with his own role in the Maralinga tests 
in Sunrise captures the moment when Jekyll sees Hyde in the reflective glass, and 
no longer perceives him as an alien other - no longer senses difference. It is a 
moment of existential terror, of hesitation before one type of reality, which is 
immediately troubled by alternate realities in a bid both to admit the fact of the 
terrible and to forestall its implications. 

In Misery, this process of othering as resistance is represented in one especially 
chilling scene where Earl forces Frogman to accompany him to a monster movie 
festival. Here Earl watches Frogman as he encounters his visual br/others. The 
movie re-enacts the reality of Frogman's experience - where "beautiful people" are 
out "to kill the monster". It is a moment of brutality which suggests how society 
projects (literally and metaphorically) its own violence and hatred onto another in 
order to eliminate that which it hates in itself. This moment of resistance - of 
othering - prompts Frogman to comment, "All monsters are my allies now" (20). 
The correlation between such examples of persecution and imperialistic acts is made 
evident when Earl himself observes to Frogman: "Are you like the contemporary 
Indians who cheer their brothers on against the white men? (l9)" 

The artificiality, or the tenuousness, of socially constructed divisions is 
challenged in a number of ways. For one thing, the classification of the monstrous 
- the list of movie monsters Frogman reads out - exists within the confines of filmic 
representation, one whose very authority is undennined when the projectionist 
accidentally loads the earlier reel just as the monster is about to be incinerated (21). 
The Gothic scenario is thus, typically, interrupted or reproduced. The destruction of 
the monstrous other is not completed, as indeed, it rarely ever is. 

Misery is a Gothic text concerned with questioning the premises upon which 
society bases its "status quo" judgement. Refusing to accept that levels of reality 
exist in an unproblematic way, the Gothic text forces reality and fiction to blur, just 
as Frogman, leaving the festival, is mistaken for one of the actors from the films 
(22). Reality and fiction must blend, because neither is independent of the other -
each relies on and shares its double's characteristics. Even ugliness can move to 
such an extreme that it becomes its other: "What interested him about the 
description of me ... was how close it seemed to a peculiar kind of beauty. A thing 
(let's call him Frogman) can fall into the well of ugliness so far that he falls out the 
other side into a topsy turvy [sic] world where the ugly is beautiful." It is a degree 
which pushes past all referents: "Straub's beautiful friends thought I was so ugly 
that indeed I was beyond the word" (27, emphasis added). 

The artificiality of beauty - and of surfaces - is stressed through various related 
scenes. Frogman's girlfriend Ann is a photographer who, like Earl, goes in search 
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of the ugly. Not only does she discover it in society's marginalized - "transvestites, 
Aboriginals, hoodlums, housewives" - but also in the so-called normal or beautiful 
people, who, beneath the revealing lens of her camera, come to resemble "burnt-out 
survivors from the Apocalypse" (54). Beauty, as she puts it, is fake. "Beauty if 
something abnormal, manufactured by fashion consultants" (55). Its limits and 
standards are falsely created by the medium. Ann seeks, through her work, to 
reduce everything and everyone to a sameness of ugliness which she calls "The 
unvarnished truth" (55). 

The beautiful people are exposed as socialites who inhabit the underworld of 
Laurie's studio - a nightclub in which the true side of beauty is exposed and 
revealed as somehow more perverse than Frogman's deformity. Appearances, in all 
Gothic texts, are deceptive, because reality cannot be accepted literally or simply. 
Hence, in Laurie's studio, the ventriloquist doll is really a midget, and the beautiful 
host a fiend who enters the ring after a cockfight to disembowel the winner. Nor are 
such disjunctive levels contained in safe zones. Rather, the narrative continues to 
descend, refracted and destabilized, so that all surfaces shine falsely. The erudite 
and upper class Straub, who in age has become monstrously ugly, is revealed to 
have been a semi-literate child of poverty. Nor is gender a particularly fixed or 
reliable referent. The lovely Sister Rose, for example, turns out at last to be a man, 
a "tattered, ridiculous hybrid" (174) - not Sister, but Brother Rose. Not only is Rose 
both male and female, but Straub is also androgynous. As one character put it, "I 
didn't know whether it [Straub] was a boy or a girl" (148). 

In Misery, the descent of the text into Gothic confusion has its semantic 
parallels as well. Labels and language cannot be depended on, so that Earl is 
concomitantly the Master of Illusion, of Stupidity, of Sycophancy, of Movie Cliches, 
and then, finally, the Master of Weird Metamorphosis, where both his identity and 
his gender are blurred. Specifically, he becomes Sister Rose herself, "a ghastly 
charade of a woman" (161). Later he also becomes Frogman, convinced as he is 
that to assume the surface appearance of individuals is to become them. As he 
himself puts it, "For a few moments ... I was Sister Rose ... If she is a series of 
sparkling facades and beautiful exteriors, then it seems logical that if one could dress 
up as Sister Rose's facades then one would be Sister Rose" (162). 

MiselY also works to a lesser extent than Palu, with textual or formal 
dislocations in order to reinforce the thematic argument against rationality, linearity 
or even simplicity of tale. One of these strategies, similar to Palu's already quoted 
outburst, is to vary the tone of the narrative by inserting, in one case, deliberately 
stilted hard-boiled detective dialogue which undercuts the text (94-95); or by 
subverting moments of high seriousness with slapstick, so that Straub's rather sad 
and brutal death is immediately made grotesque and bathetic by the fat landlord who 
"bursts open the door" and catapults over the corpse (82). Neither the sentimental 
nor the comical is allowed to stand unqualified. 

Alternately, the certainty of particular accounts is undermined in the course of 
the novel, creating and then subverting expectations. Straub's suggestively 
incestuous account of how his mother pulled him from a bed of roses and plucked 
the thorns from his body, is a case in point. As Frogman tells it, "She extracted all 
the thorns except one she left embedded in his forehead. Then she kissed him 
passionately and massaged his body, whispering all the time, 'My little unicorn. My 
little unicorn'" (148). As Frogman points out, this is one story which must be 
"consign[ed] to the waste-paper basket of lies" (148). Later, another woman 
confesses to Frogman that after Straub had fallen into a blackberry bush she had 
picked the thorns from his body and left one in his forehead, calling him unicorn. 
The repetition of this scene both confirms and denies clements of Straub's story, 
suggesting the variability of narratives, while at the same time putting into question 
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Frogman's authority as narrator. 
A similar moment occurs in Palu where the protagonist relates the story of her 

husband's arrival in the big city as a result of tracking down his stolen Cassowary 
bird and its thief. At the end of her lengthy narration, Palu concludes, 

What am I writing? I look back at what I have written. My words dance 
and twist into a hundred shapes. This food poisoning is playing with my 
mind. The story of Emoti and The Three Cassowaries is part of his official 
myth. In truth he arrived by plane wearing shorts, a tee shirt and thongs 
that the missionary school had given him and he went to college on a 
government scholarship like me. It is curious how vulnerable I, too, can 
be to his myths. (81) 

A more complex device used to undermine the authority of privileged textual 
- and by extension, comfortable social - values is that of excess, particularly evident 
in scatological writing, a type of writing which Nowra turns to quite frequently. 
Occasionally this tum is quite mild in form. In The Golden Age, for example, 
Betsheb conveys a disdain of social affectations by breaking wind while acting the 
part of an aristocratic grande dame. Even though neither Francis nor Betsheb shares 
a traditional language, each understands the other in the mime that punctures such 
authority. 

In Misery, the scatological descends to Swiftian depths, and shares with its 
eighteenth-century predecessor similar concerns and preoccupations. In fact, the two 
masters of such discourse - Rabelais and Swift - could be invoked here, and the 
differences between their respective uses of such humour can be used fruitfully in 
understanding Nowra's especially Gothic use of the scatological. 

Nowra's excesses share with Swiftian writing an intolerance of humanity's 
pretensions. Rabelais, on the other hand, uses noxious imagery in a joyous way, as 
a confirmation of humanity's value. Norman O. Brown, in an essay titled "The 
Excremental Vision", suggests that "whereas for Rabelais and Aristophanes the anal 
function is a part of the total human being which they make us love because it is 
part of life, for Swift it becomes the decisive weapon on his assault on the 
pretensions, the pride, even the self-respect of mankind".ll For Nowra, the 
scatological leads to the eschatological, exploring collapsing morals, ethics and 
values. 

In one particularly explicit scene in Misery, Nowra not only describes in 
elaborate detail the process of Frogman's bowel movements, but also has Earl 
invade the sanctum of the cubicle in the public toilet to watch his assistant in the 
process. He then reaches into the bowl and extracts the excrement. "This is you, 
Frogman", he says to his nervous counterpart, "It came out of you. To get to know 
someone you must not only talk to them, inspect their exterior, but also know their 
interior, and this is yours, my dear Frogman" (111). 

Against the pomposity and cherished restraint of the Symbolic order, then, the 
emunctory imagery acts as a sobering counterpart. It is a similar device to 
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Gothic revelry in taboo and restriction. The 
restraint of established orders - such as the Church - is counterbalanced with over
sexed priests and liturgical lust; the stability of the family is challenged with the 
threat of incest, adultery or physical violence. The Gothic uses excess to bring 
together the high and low, the spiritual and the physical - it seeks a commonality of 
experience in the lowest common denominator, be it fear, insecurity or bodily 
functions. Similarly, the scatological dissolves distinctions between upper and lower 
by insisting on their commensurability. As with Swift's "heavenly Chloe", "the 
illusion that the goddess is all head and wings, with no bottom to betray her 
sublunary infirmities" (Brown, 169) is profoundly and joyously dismissed. 
"Fantasy", as Jackson has suggested, "is preoccupied with limits, with limiting 
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categories, and with their projected dissolution" (48), and the Gothic, likewise, 
effects its assault on artificially constructed harmony and order by violating the tacit 
rule of exclusion, of what can and cannot be discussed. The scatological, therefore, 
is a principal weapon in Gothic discourse, not unlike the introduction of taboo 
subjects. 

Although Misery uses inappropriate or conventionally unspeakable subject 
matter as a way of exploding and subverting cultural and textual expectations, Palu 
makes the unspeakable - what must not be said - its central theme. Palu is a book 
about writing personal and cultural history. It focuses on the process by which 
individuals and nations "tell" or "write" themselves into the picture. Given that 
Palu's story is about power and language - about whose story will reign - it is not 
surprising that the novel reads almost entirely according to literary metaphors, and, 
in fact, bears fruitful comparison to similar predecessors such as Caleb Williams. 

The character of Caleb Williams has been read by some critics "as the guardian 
of imprinted wisdom".12 Palu, however, is a counter-textual opponent to a perceived 
and prevailing textual authority. Hers is a quest to problematize recorded and given 
truth by insisting on an alternate reality, a contradictory "truth" whose very existence 
and articulation interrogates what Bakhtin has called Authoritative Discourse. 
Fittingly, this master narrative - Emoti's version of truth and history - is effected, 
inscribed and perpetuated through erasure. This focus is manifest from the very first 
paragraph. 

Sometime in the next few days my husband will have me put to death '" 
because I am the past and a part of him he wishes to forget. Just as some 
governments destroy or alter the past by erasing their former leaders from 
photographs, so my husband wishes to obliterate me. (9) 

In an equally fitting way, Palu's textual attack - her internally-persuasive 
discourse - seeks to record a suppressed version of history through inscription: 
"These words are my race against time and an attempt to set the record straight. If 
I do not do this then he will belong to only legends and myths and the truth will 
vanish forever" (9). Emoti's role as the censor of alternate texts, and Palu's as the 
exiled writer, fit into a long-standing tradition in Gothic works where such a 
dynamic is established. In Caleb Williams, for example, the eponymous character's 
role as keeper and transcriber of Falkland's words quickly becomes one of counter
revolutionary - of telling his own story and revealing his master's "true" tale. 

Falkland, like Emoti, attempts to perpetuate the master narrative through acts of 
erasure: it is the absence of detail which maintains Falkland's "fiction" of being an 
honest man. For Emoti, it is not only a desire to erase all that differs from his 
preferred narrative, but to hone divergent tracks of information, to reduce centrifugal 
forces to a proto-language. It is a quest toward the monolingual - the monologic -
or, as Palu best puts it in reference to Emoti, it is an attempt at "perfect[ing] the 
monologue of silence" (196). The Gothic project is designed to guarantee that such 
a course will not occur; indeed, the Gothic argues that it cannot occur. As Bakhtin 
suggests, the centralized discourse - in which other languages have been enslaved 
and supplanted by "the True Word" - nevertheless operates "in the midst of 
heteroglossia".13 The Gothic either reveals this infinity of stratified meaning, or it 
demonstrates how a master narrative, the proto-language, cannot possibly escape the 
presence of decentralized and abundant meaning. Both Palu and Caleb Williams are 
similar in their bid to introduce such alternate possibilities. 

If Palu is to be compared to any Gothic predecessor, however, it is difficult not 
to think of Frankenstein. Frankenstein's monster, like Palu, similarly offers his tale 
to problematize his creator's version of reality. And his account of his learning 
process, like Palu's, dramatizes the traumatic relationship between the leaming of 
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language and the learning of difference. Or, as Jackson has argued: "The monster 
narrates this acquisition [of language and leaning] as a terribly painful process - with 
its understanding of human language, it learns pain, guilt, and difference from 
others" (100). 

Not only does Frankenstein dramatize a characteristic Gothic preoccupation 
with the need to reconcile its split narratives/characters, and not only does it 
typically fail to do so, but also it parallels the narratival drive with a similar formal 
experimentation. The concentric rings of Shelley's book, in which resolution and 
textual authority are repeatedly forestalled and altered, are never adequately joined. 
Moreover, the story itself remains suspended, "haunting the reader with a sense of 
uncertainty" (Jackson, 1(0), as the monster and his creator vanish into the polar 
wilderness. 

Similarly, Palu's imminent execution never arrives. Her tale, too, remains 
perched on the abyss of open-endedness. And just as Frankenstein's monster is 
"Literally constructed from disintegrated selves" (Jackson, 99), so Palu and her 
chronicle are composed of multiple personal and cultural narratives. Aside from the 
already quoted opening passage in which Palu makes clear her own belief in a 
textual truth as opposed to the imprecision of myth (a certainty which is later 
cleverly undermined), the reader also discovers that many narratives - oral and 
otherwise - have gone into the construction of Palu herself. The myth of her 
serpentine protector, for example, initiated by the tribal women to account for her 
seeming infallibility to snakes, participates in constructing a positive myth of 
identity. And yet, the susceptibility of all stories to reinterpretation is made obvious 
by Emoti's negative rewriting and appropriation of it for his own purposes. As Palu 
puts it, "That's where you got your story! You took something innocent and twisted 
it into a dark myth, so that I, too, became a concoction of your darkness" (14). Palu 
is not only a construct of the tribal women, but a part of Emoti's narrative as well, 
just as Falkland's wanted poster retells and subsumes Caleb's story. 

The perversion of such narratives extends also to gender and national 
constructions. On initiating her into the exclusively male tribal secrets, Palu's father 
sees. it necessary to re-name her Palo (22), the male equivalent, suggesting that 
certain narratives are gender specific. And Palu's first lover appropriates and 
effectively abrogates her tribal past by teaching her English (34) and reinforces such 
change by forcing her to wear his daughter's clothes, particularly the shoes, symbol 
of a "Western upbringing" (38); seen another way, Mister Bee imposes his Western 
discourse over her tribal narrative, and maintains control of the narrative, a fact 
signalled by his ability to insist that she leave the clothes behind at night. As Palu 
puts it, "It was difficult living in two worlds and it was made worse by the fact that 
every night I had to leave behind the dress" and to leave the house (39). 

This mediation through confounding discourses is made most "clear", however, 
when Palu apologizes to Mister Bee for her infidelity. It is a complex scene in 
which Palu's divided experience is convincingly rendered: her frantic attempt to be 
forgiven sees her traverse multiple narrative forms in her bid to speak the correct 
apology. She begins with a form she has learned from Victorian novels, 
genuflecting and imploring like a Dickensian heroine, then prostrates herself in the 
manner of tribal discourse "like an errant tribesman before his chief'. She then 
begins "to speak the required formula of abjection in my own tongue". The 
message, if not the literalness of her words, conveys not how sorry she is, but "the 
extent of [her] submission" (41). Mister Bacon can understand or accept only once 
he has de-subjectivized her further by turning and watching her reflection in the 
mirror. He responds to this mediated performance by ensconcing her permanently 
in his home, and by making her the transcriber of his words. Like Frogman in 
Misery, Palu is no longer a creator or even an experimenter with language, but a 
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mere scribe. 
Once this change occurs, she immediately rejects her tribe (which comes in 

search of gifts) and replaces the language of the birds of paradise with Henry 
Lawson. 14 Again, Henry Lawson's poem is not only written in a Westem language 
but also it is Mister Bee's favourite poem. Palu's recitation of the poem, moreover, 
acts as a proof of her further SUbjugation, both culturally and personally: "after 
dinner he would show me off by having me recite his favourite poem, 'Ripperty! 
Kye! A-hoo!'" (43). Perhaps the most insidious effect of Palu's "colonization", 
however, involves her own participation in the cultural stereotyping which oppresses 
her, mocking her own past, so that, as a result of prodding, she invents wild tales to 
entertain white male guests: "I'd tell the most outrageous lies about my tribe's 
savagery and cannibalism. The stories made the visitor marvel even more at my 
remarkable transformation from a savage primitive into a civilized young lady" (45). 
The telling of stories is itself a type of cannibalism, a feasting on her own people; 
in a sense, it is a type of incest as well, and one which progressively fractures her 
identity, not drawing her further into her new world, but pushing both further out of 
reach. IS 

That Palu has very little place in the white community is established at Mr 
Bee's death, for without his guardianship, she is cast off the plantation (itself a 
traditional symbol of imperial appropriation). Her descent into the Teacher's 
College, and the concomitant move into Emoti's world, parallels the traditional 
Gothic descent into increasing lexical instability. In the Teacher's College, few 
among her own people speak the same tongue - "I never knew our country had so 
many languages" (55) - a differentiation reproduced in the varieties of skin 
blackness (56). Palu, like Frankenstein's monster, is the ultimate hybrid. Nowra 
makes such a connection overtly with another miscegenetic outcast, the character 
Norman Shillings worth in Capricomia. 

I am like a scientific experiment that has gone wrong. Like the monster in 
Doctor Frankenstein. Instead of being made out of bits of corpses from 
here and there, I have been made out of black and white blood, taught to 
act and think like a white and then told to be a black. Now you want to 
get rid of me because you can't bear to see what you've created.'; 

Palu is as much about cultural as it is about personal imperialism, though the 
lWO are, of course, conjoined. Despolism, for example, is closely scrulinized, and, 
just as in Previous Woman and Visions, in Palu it is examined in the light of 
imperial/colonial pressures, so that the novel stands as an elaborate metaphor for the 
dangers of colonialism. Visions, in particular, suggests the mould in which Palu is 
cast. A ruler, anxious to lead his people out of misery and primitive living 
conditions, leams from imperial "parents" how best to change his country, and 
retums to impose entirely inappropriate ideas on his people. Similarly, Emoti 
escapes into exile to Australia, and there learns a political rhetoric, and develops 
social expectations, which he then attempts to impose on his country. The spurious 
Paris Salons created by Madame Lynch in Visions strike the reader with the same 
ludicrous incongruity as does the pier scene in Palu. And both works end with the 
respective countries - Paraguay and New Guinea - considerably harmed because of 
inappropriate and dangerous management. 

Palu is a birth myth as well: it is a version of the Frankenstein tale in which 
the central characters attempt to give birth to their respective visions. At first Palu 
seeks to bring forth a child, and later, her own story. Emoti's aim is to give birth 
to a new nation. Although Palu is unsuccessful, she does manage to set down her 
story, and, like the unnamed monster that takes on the master's name, the novel 
itself assumes the creator's. Emoti's progeny is equally grotesque - it is, like 
Frankenstein's monster, an amalgamation of body parts, albeit in the form of cultural 
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appendages, from past and present, both indigenous and foreign. It is a birth myth 
that climaxes in the chilling fertility image induced by the army's defoliant which 
causes the entire area of Palu's old forest home to become "monstrously ripe". The 
"grotesque cycle of fertility" ends, as it must, in death. As Palu herself puts it, 
Emoti's "deformed fingers had created the deformed children, and his unnatural 
mind had concocted an unnatural world of nature which destroyed itself by its own 
fertility" (213). 

It is in connection with the birth metaphor that the novel touches on its most 
Gothic moments. Aside from the already cited defoliant, there is also Palu's time in 
Australia where she does in fact become pregnant. She is convinced that a red
headed albino dwarf she has seen is a demon intent on stealing her child. Nowra 
presents this scene in such a way that it becomes difficult to distinguish how much 
the creature is a product of Palu's fears, and how much he is a reality. He crosses 
between the quotidian and dreams, appearing in shopping centres but also 
"sitting at the bottom of my bed, a small hunched-up creature, chuckling at my fear 
of him" (118) - an image which quite distinctly evokes Fuselli's dwarf in "The 
Nightmare". The scene of her pursuit through an electrical department in a major 
shopping centre is effective because the reader experiences the chase from several 
perspectives at once, so that "reality", as such, is very much problematized. 

The fear of the evil dwarf is also relativized by introducing the notion of 
cultural constructions of such evils, thereby complicating both Palu's, other 
characters' and the reader's relationship to the dwarf. Emoti, for example, cannot 
understand Palu's fear "because he belonged to a coastal tribe which didn't know 
about the evilness of such creatures" (117). Palu's Australian friend Louise not only 
doubts the dwarf as evil, but also the notion of demons themselves, to which Palu 
replies, "What about Hitler? ... he killed millions and millions of people ... only 
demons do that" (118). As she goes on to explain, "She thought she was so superior 
to me because she was being logical but she was just a fool. Demons are in every 
culture. Look at the stained glass windows of Christian churches" (118). 

Essentially, both MiselY, and Palu share with most Gothic texts a refusal or 
inability to offer untroubled versions of truth. As Jackson has argued, 

Structured upon contradiction and ambivalence, the fantastic traces in that 
which cannot be said, that which evades articulation or that which is 
represented as "untrue" and "unreal". By offering a problematic 
representation of an empirically "real" world, the fantastic raises questions 
of the nature of the real and unreal, foregrounding the relation between 
them as its central concern. (37) 

In Nowra's plays there are always translators seeking to bridge one experience to 
another, one type of reality to its seeming opposite. The signs are radically halted 
from meaning, however. The point is not that words can mean so little, but so 
much. The quest which his characters undertake to discover an absolute reality is 
often impeded by a structural fragmentation which is complementary to the 
epistemological fragmentation which characterizes Nowra's world. Literary 
representation of truth or history is made problematic. 

Hence, at the close of Palu, the authenticity of her text is suddenly brought into 
question by the participation of Palu's guard in both the reading and the writing of 
her private diary and of the "finished" artefact which the reader receives. That 
Palu's guard has deliberately made her myths come true (216), and that she has been 
unaware of such a manipulation, suddenly challenges her role as author/ity. Who, 
the text forces the reader to ask, has really been writing what is recorded? How, 
indeed, can anything Palu has proffered as fact, particularly as a fact to challenge 
Emoti's myth, be accepted at face value? 
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Similarly, Earl's definitive biography of Straub turns out to be nothing more 
than his name written over and over again along the page. It would be tempting, 
perhaps, to suggest that this may constitute the most legitimate and reliable 
biography of all, if it were not for the fact that the text had gone to such lengths to 
show how meaningless and shifting are such designates. The novel ends with Earl's 
seemingly pointless death in a paddock in the middle of nowhere - killed by a man 
who thought him someone else. Frogman himself remains huddled in a car, 
overwhelmed by fear, his own senses no longer reliable, so that the appearance of 
Earl at the window turns out to be a cow. 

By ending both novels in such an indeterminate way, with author/ity itself in 
question, Nowra suggests analogically the same radical unreliability of other 
historical accounts: Emoti's story, white Australia's version of settlement, and so 
forth. And yet, despite this, Nowra continues to remind the reader of the insidious 
strength of master narratives. He does this by bitterly ending Palu's positive though 
ambivalent spiritual/textual triumph - of having told her story and reconciled the 
divisive spirits of her past and present - with the following: 

I am happy because ... I have won I have beaten you Emo ... I will not die 
you have given me immortality Nambweapa'w I am going to join Mister 
Bacon by the side of the river and there we will live for eternity and I am 
so happy so happy I cannot stop from crying out for joy my cry is filling 
the whole of the prison and I am yelling out Ripperty Kye A-hoo! sing 
exultantly Ripperty Kye A-hoo! Ripperty Kye A-hoo! (221-22) 

This is not Palu's tribal past, but colonization; the Dreamtime replaced with 
Christian iconography; the New Guinea birds of paradise replaced with Australian -
and parabolically, Western - Henry Lawson. If there is a triumph registered here, it 
is the Gothic's ability to resist closure, to trouble authority and master narratives; to 
suggest, always, the very frangibility of systems of meaning themselves, so that even 
semantic sense is no longer guaranteed, just as conventional punctuation is 
abandoned in the closing paragraph. The dire note is sounded, however, in that final 
invocation of Lawson, reminding that even rebellion, even victory, can operate 
according to rules and suggest its opposite. 

NOTES 

I. Gerry Turcotte, "'Perfecting the Monologue of Silence': An Interview with Louis Nowra", 
Kunapipi, Vol. 9, No.3 (1987): 59. Subsequent references will be to this edition, cited 
parathetically in the text as "PMS". 

2. See Rosemary Jackson, Fantasy: The Literature of Subl'ersion (London: Methuen, 1981): 37. 
Subsequent references will be to this edition, cited parenthetically in the text. And Tzvetan 
Todorov, The Fantastic: A Structural Approach to a Literary Genre. trans. Richard Howard 
(New York: Cornell University Press, 1975). 

3. For example, the endings of Margaret Atwood's Bodily Harm. Lady Oracle or Elizabeth 
Jolley's The Well, leave the reader unsure of how the protagonists will fare. 

4. For a collection of such responses see those canvassed by Peter Fitzpatrick, "Review of The 
Golden Age", Louis Nowra: Australian Playwrights (ed) Veronica Kelly, Monograph Series 
No. I (Amsterdam: Editions Rodopi B.V.): 127-33. 

5. Louis Nowra, Palu (Sydney: Picador, 1987): 9. Subsequent references will be to this edition, 
cited parenthetically in the text. 

6. Louis Nowra, The Misery of Beauty (Sydney: Angus and Robertson, 1981): 3. Subsequent 
references will be to this edition, cited parenthetically in the text. 

7. It is, in a manner later manifested in Palu, an example of what Gayatri Chakrovorty Spivak 
has called "the imperialistic narrativization of history", "Three Women's Texts and a Critique 
of Imperialism", "Race". Writing and Difference (ed.) Henry Louis Gates, jr. (Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press, 1986): 262-80. 

8. For a development of this point as it relates to Aboriginal people, see my introduction to The 
Golden Age (Sydney: Currency Press, 1989): xiii-xviii. And for a more detailed reading, see 
my '''The Circle is Burst': Eschatological Discourse in Louis Nowra's Sunrise and The 
Golden Age", SPAN 24: Im'enting Countries: Essays in Post Colonial Literatures (April 
1987): 63-80 (ed.) William McGaw. 
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9. Hence the plethora of doubling motifs in much nineteenth century writing. Witness, for 
example, Marcus Clarke's many doubles including RexIDevine, DevineIDawes, or even the 
Dora/Sylvia split which occurs between the serial and the book editions. 

10. Both Earl and Emoti rape their partners in scenes written in almost identical terms. The 
similarity between these scenes - their occurrence at similar thematic moments in the text, the 
repetition of identical detail - and the rather disturbing "politics" of the respective accounts, 
particularly of the former, would warrant a separate study. 

II. Norman O. Brown, "The Excremental Vision", Life Against Death: The Psychoanalytical 
Meaning of History (London: Spere Books, 1968): 163-81. The quotation appears on page 
163. Subsequent references will be to this edition, cited parenthetically in the text. 

12. Jan B. Gordon, "Narrative Enclosure as Textual Ruin: An Archaeology of Gothic 
Consciousness", Dickens Studies Annual: Essays on Victorian Fiction (eds.) Michael Timko, 
Fred Kaplan and Edward Guiliano, Vol. II (New York: AMS Press, 1983): 209-38. The 
quotation appears on page 209. 

13. M.M. Bakhtin, "Discourse in the Novel", The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays (ed.) 
Michael Holquist (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1986): 271. 

14. For a similar "blur" see Emoti's combination of the legendary New Guinean figure Sido with 
the Western "Phantom" comic character (197). 

15. It is significant perhaps that Palu comes closest to reconciling her fractured selves only at the 
moment of attempted suicide, when her images rush together seconds before she hits the 
water. 

16. Louis Nowra, Capricornia (Sydney: Currency Press, 1988): 91. 

VERA NEWSOM 

Untitled Poem 

72 

I've said "No." I'll not lead myself by the hand 
along those streets that reach to death as Man
delstam once did, knowing himself like one 
of a herd, ear-marked for the slaughterer. 
As long as the old organ, heart, keeps time 
I shall present myself. But when death comes 
I'll go, glad of the rest that, at the last, 
we all aspire to. The blank end of things -
ash, or a little dust. Only, life lived, 
work done, when the wind blows I'll sing 
as bones in the desert sing ... 
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ANTHONY LAWRENCE 

The Woman and the Shouting Man 

Three floors up in the state library 
I watch a woman in a blue dress 
on the sunny boulevard approach 
a statue of a shouting man. 
He is leaning back, hands 
cupped around his mouth. 
Pigeons have fouled the bronze 
coat he was cast in. The woman 
offers the man her voice, climbing 
up to his face and pressing 
her lips to his cold metal eyes. 
Her breath rusts away into silence. 
She climbs down, walks in under 
the fountain, and begins to cry. 
People throw coins. Some applaud 
as she floats and is ferried 
like blue shadow into the drain. 
Slowly the shouting man lowers 
his heavy arms and enters the water. 
He follows the woman, gliding 
like a strange brown fish 
beneath the surface. Together 
they shout from the dark: her voice 
composed of laughter and anxiety; 
his of hammerfall and fire, working 
form from substanceless ore. 
I can make anything happen, and weep 
at my creation. Even this. 
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LAURIS EDMOND 

Biography 

74 

I saw a small she-goat, skin tight 
over her bony frame, and sharply white 
among clumps of dun grass on the hill; 

I admired the delicate angle of her head 
and thought of her usefulness - all day 
eating that scraggy stuff (with summer, 

the fire season, on the way) and now 
digesting it sensibly in the pale, late light 
of afternoon. A good creature, fitting 

her own rules to ours. I liked her so much 
it hardly mattered that when I came round 
the hill again there was only a white plastic 

bag hung ballooning over a thistle stalk 
up there. It was short then, my little 
goat's life and work. But ab, glorious. 
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LAURIS EDMOND 

5 p.m. December 29 

Inscrutable mite of a one-minute life 
grey-blue as from an earlier element, 
earth-colour, come from earth to try air, 
tasting the world like a drop on a spoon -

we are the ones in tumult, laughing and 
crying (were we expecting a mouse then, 
a kitten?), dancing about Look! it's 
a boy! - and truly we did talk of girls; 

but you, clever thing, knew all along, you 
were a boy way back in April and only decided 
today to let on; I expect you have plans for 
the next half-century too, lying back there 

turning yourself oxygen-pink: you're the newest 
person there is, little Adam, you come bearing 
the aeons in with you, and their matchless 
secret, the mystical art of beginning again. 

WESTERLY, No.3, SEPTEMBER, 1991 75 



ROD MORAN 

A Dream of My Brother on the Oil Rig 
(For Terry, in the Timor Sea) 

76 

I have this dream of you on the black swell, 
staring into the waves' metallic knell. 

Acetylene lights tum jet nights to days, 
where high in the scaffold the derrick sways. 

You clamber there like an adept spider, 
up the rig's mesh of steel, swinging higher, 

a silhouette on the orbit of Mars; 
up further, until you stand in the stars. 

And there, with the constellations burning 
fire-of-gems in your hair, you jump, turning 

a spiralled tracer through air black as oil, 
through awesome waves to where the drill-heads boil, 

your hard hands tipped with diamond prayers, 
the sea screaming as the deep water tears, 

and you drill the dark currents of the Shelf, 
for something in the strata of yourself. 
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CATHERINE CONZATO 

Muriel's Decline 

They passed the call through after two when Josephine was still awake thinking 
about Max that wild half-Syrian she'd been trying to trap for a month. It was home, 
and she felt a shot through her she hadn't felt since he walked in the door. It was 
her father's voice telling her her elder sister Muriel was packing in fast. 

Three days after Josephine boarded a small plane with propellers on the strip 
behind the resort. Clutching her bag, she said goodbye to her scissored crests, the 
spiny view, the gutsy air. Other places felt so filmy after here, and the air full of 
grains. She cast her last look on the spires of the hotel. Max would be dead asleep 
near Sherry-the-American. Yesterday the pair of them were on night shift on the 
glassed-in terrace and Josephine had seen Max's hand take a good measure of 
Sherry's rump. 

After a couple of air terminals Josephine was on the cheap line, heading out to 
the continent where her mother had had the bright idea of giving birth. Like most 
mishaps it could be remedied, and in the end everyone at home agreed. It was only 
her sister Muriel who held out after anyone else. For the whole flight Josephine had 
a Greek farmer next to her who crossed his chest each time they took off. She 
didn't sleep any. In the end as she expected she saw her mother waiting for her, 
smoking a cigarette. 

"Hurry along love. I'll never have enough change for those damned meters." 
Out from the city they drove home through the suburbs Josephine had worn all 

her life like a glove. It was no homecoming - her sister was sick - and people 
walking into banks and supermarkets looked painfully ordinary. She waited for the 
jab that would tell her she had arrived back. 

The instant they drove up the driveway to their place she felt it. It was there 
in Muriel's face flashed at their front window, and then arriving at the front door. 
She must have gone fast to get there that quick, Josephine thought. Suddenly 
Josephine didn't know if she were ready or not to be here. 

"It was their idea not mine," Muriel accused, skipping the hug. "There's 
nothing wrong with me that wasn't wrong all along. It wasn't my idea to bring you 
back here to see me konk out." 

Josephine pulled out her bag, hung up her jacket which was probably the 
loudest thing in the suburb. She'd bought it in Milan in the sales: Max had glanced 
over it once. 

"Whad you cut your hair for?" 
It was Muriel already, trying to pull her down a peg. For all they knew her 

disease could have been caused by a green potato their mother ate when she was 
expecting. Josephine, who came out second, had hardly laid eyes on one in her life. 

"How's Switzerland? Bring me back any ski instructors?" 
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"Muriel give your sister a rest," said their mother. 
Muriel swung down the hall in her longish Asian dress, nearly long enough to 

hide her shankless legs. 
''I'll come out when you're ready for me," she said from behind wood. 
Josephine glided around. The sitting room was the same. On the fridge 

someone had stuck a photo of her in the snow. At least it must have been her - she 
was wearing the eyesore. In front of the full fridge Josephine felt a chill ripple 
through her as if she weren't dressed well enough for wind. She knew what a 
blizzard was now. There was one of them sitting over her head. 

She quit walking in circles and fronted up to Muriel's door. She knocked. 
"Is that you Josephine?" her voice bounced through the hall. 
Josephine stepped in. The posters were stripped off, so were the batik foulards, 

and the masks she'd sent from Venice. Someone had painted the entire room black. 
"What do you think?" 
It was Muriel grinning from the smells of medicine. Not for the first time 

Josephine wondered where het genes could have come from. She'd studied shots of 
their Dad in white boxer shorts holding a tennis racquet. And their mother in cony
breasted togs on a beach. For fear of being handed a bent bluey bundle she had 
sworn never to have kids. 

"Well?" she insisted from between two tepee lamps, "When I wake up in the 
morning it's like I'm in the womb." 

Josephine found herself tightening, and saw her sister's hands like yellow 
spiders in her lap. If there were anything else to look at she might have been able 
to avoid her pointed, yellow face. 

"Or a grave" - Muriel tested. 
Josephine looked for a chair but they had all been taken out. She made contact 

with a thready black carpet of worms. 
"I had Dad do it on the weekends and he was quite willing. We've had a lot 

of rain this year you know. He didn't mind having something to get him out of 
Mum's hair but they'll have a hell of a job getting it off afterwards." 

Josephine was searching for the notes of a song of the Rolling Stones "Paint it 
Black" - if that was right - which someone had played at a party about two centuries 
ago. They were slipping from her, the notes, and it was becoming difficult to grip 
onto anything but the horrific thought that she really was here, in Muriel's self-made 
tomb, Muriel trying to budge open death's door. 

"Don't they have counsellors who can help?" the part of her that had initially 
befriended Sherry-the-American had questioned on the phone. 

"Muriel wants to pull us all down the plug," is what their mother had said. 
Now, negligently, Josephine found her thoughts wondering how far off would 

be the trap. She would have taken a slap from someone, for that. 
"So how long do they think big sister will last?" 
Muriel had dished it out, as usual. She looked franker than ever. 
"Do you remember those dolls' games we played, when we dressed them up 

and sent them off around the globe?" 
Josephine, or Josephine's face said yes. 
"You look like a punk Barbie in that get up." 
She settled back, sending one of the yellow spiders to scratch behind her neck. 

A therapist had once suggested small brothers as a deterrent to her cleaving wit. 
Their mother had had her tubes tied the week after. At that moment her voice came 
out from the kitchen calling them for dinner. Josephine felt relieved now that the 
first bout was over. They would eat at the round teak table with Muriel's comments 
competing with the T.Y. In the daylight probing the other face of the planet Max 
would probably be rooting Sherry in a cupboard in services. As her eyes followed 
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Muriel, Josephine knew better than to help her sister out of a crick, onto her frail 
insect legs the sour light peeled back to bone. 

* * * 
"You didn't really think I'd go religious did you?" 
That morning while her sister was taking her elaborate bath, Josephine's mother 

had told her about Muriel's stint of volunteer work with cases less valiant than 
herself. It was supposed to be a spiritual support group but Josephine could imagine 
how Muriel got down to the tacks. 

"Your joints are wearing down twenty times faster than anyone else's. They'll 
give you plastic parts but they'll only grind down the sockets next to them. You'll 
feel the calcium rubbing between them like grits of sand." 

After a month Muriel was taken off "direct contact therapy" when a twelve 
year old threw himself out of his grandparents' flat. The group shrivelled up under 
pressure, but there was never a case drawn against her. Muriel turned herself in to 
the local police and their father was called up to take her home. 

Muriel looked her way again to check if she were drifting off. 
"You know I read Saint Augustine. The guy was a lapsed gigolo," she said, 

lifting her violet knee gently until her legs were crossed. 
Josephine had taken her to Manly beach in the bus, presumably to get some air. 

Muriel had been too tired to walk around to Fairy Bower Beach so they sat on a 
bench, the pines like black brooms above their heads. Josephine had had enough of 
both the air and Muriel's jabbing talk. Her eyes snagged on people in the afternoon 
crowd. 

"Do you want an ice cream?" Josephine replied as her eyes followed a couple 
licking the same beige blob. Their hands were knotted onto each other's jeans. 

"They say the Bible was written by four Greek drop-outs too." 
"What?" 
Josephine was still following the knotted hands now passing so close as to 

make her own flanks simmer, erupting the pang of heat within her normally tied to 
Max's recollection. All week Josephine had had his face printed on everything she 
saw. Knowing Muriel's cracks she hadn't even told her about the half-Syrian whose 
father - rumour had it - owned a television station in Damascus. 

"I suppose I wouldn't mind if you went and got some chips," she heard Muriel 
say. 

Josephine came back from the milk bar with the hot bundle. The woman had 
wrapped them up in the girlie page of yesterday's newspaper, and a couple of boys 
had had a go at her technicolour coat. 

"Couldn't lose ya if they paid ya," one jostled behind her back. 
She crossed the strip and set foot on the patch between the rockery. Her sister 

was the bluntest most forlorn point in the landscape of coloured jumpers, corduroys, 
busting rubbish bins, the odd torso, the flat dull waves. She couldn't spot a single 
surfer, and the packet burned on her like a second heart. Maybe it was Muriel's 
planted in her already. If she blinked, she was scared she could make Muriel's grey 
body disappear forever. 

Josephine and Muriel ate the hot chips as seagulls gathered at their feet. A 
convoy of boys on skateboards dodged past with bared chests. Muriel started 
reading the classified on the reverse of the newspaper. It was a lonely hearts 
column, and she read out loud through the maps of grease. 

"MS 35. Blond, active, shapely, likes the outdoor life, a good game of tennis. 
Seeks attractive gentleman similarly inclined." 

"MS youthful, divorcee, European background. Enjoys cultural events. Only 
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refined, genuine company to apply." 
Muriel held back a few moments and from her profile, Josephine saw 

something grave was going on. 
"What is it?" she looked to where Muriel's eyes were fixed. 
"YOUNG MALE TERMINAL CASE SEEKS COMPANIONSHIP FOR 

DYING DAYS. THERAPISTS AND SAINTS NEED NOT APPLY." There was a 
number, and Josephine's chip lodged in her neck. 

"It can't be anyone from the clinic - " Muriel said aloud, her eyes still fixed. 
She pulled out her purse and with her clean hand sieved through the change. "I'm 
going to call." 

Josephine started. She wanted to keep her sitting on the bench only it was too 
late. Muriel had propped herself up already and was walking thickly towards a 
helmet-shaped booth. Josephine watched the convey of skateboards roll past again, 
trying not to count the moments Muriel was talking with a dying man. She had 
gone a good while. When she came back her face looked stricken, and for the first 
time as violet as the rest of her. 

"They said he died this morning," she told her. "It was his sister. She talked 
quite a bit. She said they had another boy call and they'd have to take the ad out." 

Josephine felt a small puncture inside of her losing air fast. Instead of the sea 
her eyes saw a paid of hands pulling a sheet over a young man's warm, living face. 
Then she couldn't help seeing Muriel slanted in front of her, under the veering birds 
that might have been stringing her up. Josephine felt what she should have done 
snap freeze inside of her like a pack of peas. If she tried her luck at touch there was 
every chance two boys might callout "lesbos!" or something else. Muriel wobbled 
closer and sat down on the bench. She lifted her violet knee again, gently, so that 
her legs were crossed. As they sat there Josephine remembered how they sometimes 
had orders for funerals at the lodge where she worked. Rich people with fancy 
ideas had their ashes distributed over a glacier from the hotel's light plane. The 
family made a dismal group on the balcony while someone went up with the urn. 
There was actually a cupboard of empty butt-smelling urns out the back. 

* * * 

Two weeks after she had flown in Josephine awoke halfway through the night 
with the fear that something wave-shaped was growing larger and larger in her. She 
knew that the wave shape would roll away to a nothing so entire that everything 
would be faceless. In the same apparition she saw stars on a black sky which were 
drawn so far away as to make her want to cry, only the sensation had been robbed 
from her. 

She went to Muriel's room. Her sister was sitting between the two tepee 
lamps. Like a Buddha they threw her overdeveloped shoulders even higher on the 
wall. 

"I was just thinking," Muriel said as if they had been talking until that moment, 
"Do you think you'll go back to Switzerland?" 

Josephine, still half-enveloped in the wave, felt everything slurred by the reedy 
black sea around them. With an effort a digital clock finally blinked. Switzerland 
might have been no more than a glary chamber in her mind she had closed the door 
on. She had no proof she had ever traversed the pockets and folds and peopled 
stretches of the planet. Or that the earth they were on could have the form of a ball. 
Josephine shuddered in Muriel's wet black womb, for she may have never been 
away from there. 

"Do you have a boyfriend in Switzerland? I wish I'd had one, but you should 
see the jerks at the clinic." 
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Josephine's thoughts dropped to Max whom she had left rooting in the 
cupboard. The act she craved suddenly seemed doggish. If it ever came to it, that 
she had to choose between the two, she knew that in the end she would defend 
Muriel. She felt a bound gesture inside of her - the involuted punch that wanted to 
stick up for her already. Baldly she realised, it might be the only thing she could 
give to her. Why would it have been a hundred times easier to stoke Max's head? 
- his spirally curls that flattened to his forehead like dripping brocade when the 
cooks kept him in the kitchen? Why did she shudder from her dwarf sister, 
shrinking every moment behind the lit tepees like two triangular planets separating 
them, confirming that their orbits would never link. 

"I had a boyfriend once," she had to say at last. 
Before dissolving, the words hoisted in the air looked for an owner and 

Josephine remembered it was she. She heard her own voice telling the story of Max 
who'd never even blinked at her, of Sherry-the-American who'd suddenly turned up, 
of all the other students working at the lodge with their varying ages and 
nationalities, some so rich she couldn't look them in the face. She told how in three 
years not one of them had become what you could call her friend, and how most 
afternoons before her shift were spent in her small room, the blind drawn on the icy, 
invasive view. Muriel shivered in front of her, and Josephine knew she had always 
been within her. She would have given her a flask of soup or a place closer to the 
flames. For upon everything else, she sensed that Muriel was suddenly too quiet 
against the dark. 

Then Josephine made a crack about her technicolour parka. It made them both 
remember how to laugh. Perhaps like trickling boulders of snow their waters would 
begin to melt towards the same pool. She felt half-thawed with owning up. She 
looked at the small body holding her sister's heart and thoughts, and the cruel 
religion of disease. The bony hands were held up to her, like the perches for small 
birds. 
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LESLEY STERN 

And Then The Lights Come Up 

All you can hear is the sound of a projector, its rhythm dying in the dark. Splinters 
of light slash the screen. And then there is only the density of blackness. A 
munnur: as though from faraway a phrase stretches and trails, a tendril of words 
winds around and through these watching bodies. 

And then the lights come up. 

She closes her eyes. To conjure again that flash of red against a screen of blue. A 
savage intensity. Colour saturation; so absolute; perverse. Seeing, she had known 
it would be imprinted - here in her body - forever. 

Now she is afraid: that she'll forget. 

Her gaze flickers, a distracted wandering. They tum to one another, now there is no 
screen to watch they tum to one another and watch and move, these figures in a 
reverie. Imbued with somnolence they merge and munnur. Floating in this trance 
you can feel deep down in the crowd an arrow of anticipation, a premonition of 
awakening. Forgetting. She notices details, colours and gestures that rush to the 
surface. A man with his back to her shrugs his shoulders. For an instant, a 
momentary beat, the pose is held: nonchalance arrested. A child reaches up, 
wanting. Her sleeve falls and falls, a jade cascade. 

A flash of red against a screen of blue. 

There is a hand on her shoulder. Without thinking she turns, and all at once is 
caught. In an embrace shocking in its familiarity. She succumbs, relives for an 
instant the repetition of this gesture, the remembrance of this other body, its texture, 
its odour. The embrace disintegrates. Awkwardly she lifts her gaze and wonders, as 
words slide jaggedly between them, what she ever saw in this stranger now. 

A flash of red. 

Her gaze falls. In the falling a story dies. She shifts her weight from one foot to 
another and hopes the moment will pass. This momentary reminder which might 
last forever. She feels time passing, she feels she is losing her looks and smiles at 
her own conceit. Across the room someone sees that smile and catches her eye. 
Her body tenses, senses an outrage. Is it that her eye is caught? Is that what makes 
her heart quicken with fury, or is it the purloining of her smile? She returns his 
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gaze, puts her hand to her lips, wiping away the smile. The feel of her lips, his lips, 
the taste of his mouth, the taste saturates her body. He has looked away. 

Red against a screen of blue. 

Abandoned. She knows only that her body is abandoned. She forgets where she is, 
forgets the gravity of a situation so public. Her body remembers. Resonates. She 
feels a shuddering, a long low wail unwinding, a demon sated and still ungratified. 
Her hands fly up, covering her eyes so she cannot see the sound, feel the dissonance. 

A screen of blue. 

He has looked away. Away from the past. But now, what of now? How can he 
elude the body's insistence? How can he choose to tum his head as though it were 
the handle on someone else's door? Over his shoulder she sees another face, facing 
him. The eyebrows lifted fleetingly, a gesture of enchantment. She imagines his 
look: desiring, drugged amnesia. 

A screen. 

She wonders: Do I remember, too much, or do I grieve for a failure of fantasy. 

She wants to forget. 
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L. G. PERERA 

Call You Falling 

Miranda had gone but her piano still sat there (LAY THERE? STOOD THERE? 
SMELLED LIKE ROITING WOOD THERE?) like the coffin for some 
dramatically awkward body. I was drunk enough to long desperately for a coffin 
and sober enough to remember how dramatically awkward my body was. It had 
taken only three days, but I was as well acquainted with the glass and its contents 
as I was with my pock-marked skin. So I dragged my new crystal best friend with 
me to the stool, where I planted myself on the cold vinyl. 

The second E-flat below middle-C was sticking, but it didn't really matter, 
since I never was a real pianist; never will be a real pianist - "Never had one 
lesson," I would say in an American voice to whoever was tired enough to listen. 
For whatever reason, though, the whole keyboard began to stick and the baseboard 
groaned in dissonant protest as I soldiered on with "Claire de lune". 

(-Debussy this! Debussy that! Stuff this for a joke, Mike. Let's hear some 
meal music!) Morgan, Miranda's boyfriend, said that all the time, even if I wasn't 
trying to play Debussy. He wasn't ignorant, just funny and I liked him; and I joined 
in the cacophonous twelve-bar blues that he always began an octave too low. 
Debussy Morgan! Yes, Debussy Morgan. He would usually drive me to The 
Labyrinth and - Debussy Morgan! you and your blue Pulsar have left with Miranda. 

* * * 

Sweat and black sequins. Velvet and black hair. A parade like an 
uncomfortably rhythmic funeral. With smoke, drinks and music too loud about him, 
this fool within his denim folds stood, unsure and unblinking. 

o see how the worries are gyrated away ... my legs wouldn't move and my 
arms ... O see how the worries are gyrated away ... my legs refused to move and my 
arms ... O see how the worries are GYRATED away ... my legs couldn't move and my 
arms ... O see how the worries are GYRATED away ... my legs ... 

I was cornered once again and, given body by the sweet white gas, the lights 
turned to glowing columns which crashed in shrieks of hopelessness about my 
Samson-Shorthair bones. The music banned from my brain, I slumped empty, in the 
comer. 
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DANCE! DANCE! DANCE! 
I've not drunk enough, I can't 
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DANCE! DANCE! DANCE! 
dance, ballerina, dance 
Nat King Cole, do you know my face? 
Don't say you don't, please say you do 
I am the Last of the Famous ... 

And I found myself dancing. 
So this is the music that they hear! This is the tempo at which these nightclub 

bodies flail. The music was somewhere else and I was strapped to a rhythm whose 
bloodiness and beauty called my limbs towards life. And the haplessness of my 
gyrations was the hopelessness of my solitude. A bizarre and ugly heresy against 
Terpsichore which sealed my unwanted celibacy, my dance continued into the 
morning and it stopped at the car. 

( -There are six of us 
-Thanks for that 
-Well? 
''I'll get in the back bit if you like" 
-Well? 
"I'll get in the back. I won't mind" 
-How did we all get here? 
-Oh, I came with Louis, but he's gone home 
-Well? 
"I really do not mind curling up in the back" 
-Well? 
"Open up the hatchback bit and I'll get in" 
-Yeah alright. Hey, Mike can go in the back!) 

Furtively foetal in the back of the Pulsar, I breathed for the first time ... 
That night, as the stars' unblinking parade swept in swirls past the glass above 

me and the royalty of the blue which filled the skies flooded over and through and 
finally into the car, I let my thoughts gain rhythm. 

Swept by the world which swung outside me, and besotted by my window into 
it, my waltzing mind wove my failures into a nighted cloak called faith and named 
my procrastination "hope". When the car leered to its hurtful halt, my heart had 
already swelled and Tchaikovsky had found his place amongst the speakers of the 
stereo. 

* * * 

My fingers had trouble negotiating their way around "Sleepers Awake" of all pieces. 
An early arthritic, I again thumped heavily and nastily upon the keyboard, cursing 
my crippledom. 

* * * 

Blair's Night Lights was about a crippled, jaundiced old carpenter, who wakes one 
morning to find his tools foreign to his hands. Unable to cut, unable to craft. He 
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begins a desperate search for a cure. On a particular night, he drives to the ocean 
and releases a hundred pigeons; each pigeon carries a lamp and Blair has prayed 
over each lamp. That night, after watching the glow of his hopes ascend into the 
heavens, Blair falls into a sleep from which he will not awake. 

I had to stand on it to get it flat enough for the envelope and, after praying not 
hard enough, I gummed shut the envelope and dropped it into the out-tray, where it 
kept Timespool entries and letters to Miranda company. That night, I'm sure, that 
as the stillness set in around them, those envelopes awoke and discussed the futility 
of their existences. 

When the rejection notice came for this one - and it would - I would be able 
to paper the wall with my collection of We-regret-to-inform-yous. Paper over Elvis. 

( - Ta da! Ta raIT ra boom di ayy! 
- Hi Mike. You're not still writing? Rockin? Rollin? 
- Hi 
"Oh. Hello, erm, I've not quite done myself up yet" 
- It's not worth getting dressed up for 
"Mmmmm" 
- Uh, can be go then? 
- We'll be late. Kiss me Lance mmm mmmm mmMike, we'll probably be 

late. It was packed last year. 
"Mmmm" 
- Yeah, we'd better go. Where are the keys? 
"God, I don't know. That sort of thing was Mandy's department" 
- Mike 
- Mike! 
"Yes, alright. What are they playing?" 
- Fireworks music, I guess. Was it Handel? 
- Cane we GO? 
"Yes, we can go" 
- Kiss me Jen 
"Where are the keys?") 

We hummed easily up the orange-flooded freeway. I didn't bother trying to see 
what was going on in the seat behind me; the clicking testament of their mad mad 
kisses rose wetly above Sandie Shaw's plea to "please help the cause against 
loneliness". Two tongues are louder than one could ever be, but I let Sandie sing 
on. 

The crowd was claustrophobic and the music dulled by its stifling rumble. 
sat, and sometimes talked, and I waited for the fireworks: 

Jenny was as shapely as she was silly and she tapped me. A laugh lilting in 
her voice, she said: 

( - You don't have to look anymore, they're gone. The fireworks are over 
sweetie.) 

YES JENNY, THE FIREWORKS ARE OVER; THIS WILL BE OUR LAST 
GOODBYE 

I didn't say anything and joined in with the applauding audience. 
But my eyes never left the sky. Where the air was draped with banners of 

smoke, brushed with the smoky remainders of coloured lights just departed, there, 
too, tarried my thoughts. Hundreds of feet above a standing ovation and a still
bowing Soviet conductor, my fancies hovered among the haze. 
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I struggled there; scrambled madly to catch any stray lights that might still be 
about. My path and vision smoked-over and clumsy, my unearthly gait awkward in 
the night sky, I found that the lights had slipped away. 

Yes. 
As quickly as they had clapped and burst their way into my mind, as quickly 

as they had coloured my grey and sweetened my black, as quickly as they had 
housed my hopes in their glowing hues, as quickly as they had sung psalms and 
hymns of a truer God - they had fled into the hopelessness of the night and covered 
their tracks with smoke. 

The encore had begun and Jenny still sat beside me, smiling. Smoke still 
stained the sky above her and I wondered if she wore contact lenses. 

* * * 

Still somewhere above the river, still counting all the hopes that fell to the ground 
that night, I pulled down the lid to the keyboard. 

A stab of the most infinitely delicious pain seizes my hand. The piano's 
toothless, ungrinning jaw has taken my finger. The liquid, bold sanguinity of all 
music creeps along the keyboard's edge and onto the carpet below. My finger, its 
nail bisected and smashed, throbs wildly. Its bloody swelling and unswelling 
remarking in the boldest scarlet that some music shall always be played. I withdraw 
my finger, knowing that the piano will be gummed shut tomorrow morning. Then, 
greedily, I drag my drying tongue along the piano's edge; tasting. It had been a long 
time, and still hungry, I begin to suck the blood from my finger. It doesn't taste like 
iron. 

No. 
It tastes like clay. 
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STEVEN CONTE 

A Comic Treatment 

I was thrown off balance when Piechowski first asked me to amputate his leg. 
The unpredictable incidents of medicine never fail to leave me at sixes and sevens, 
and as I'd told Mr. Piechowski that an examination of his leg revealed nothing 
abnormal his request was most unexpected. The sound of a wet-season downpour 
filled up the space of my speechlessness. Finally I said, "Now, Mr. Piechowski. I 
hope that won't be necessary". 

"I wouldn't usually see a black bloke, you understand. No offence, Doctor 
Bharati, but you see what I mean." 

Many years experience as the only Ceylonese doctor in the district now failed 
to help me see what Piechowski meant. I asked him why he believed his leg 
required amputation. 

"Well, it's rotting right away, isn't it? And bloody painful." 
I pretended to consult a manual. Piechowski stared at the glass cabinet which 

displays my collection of trout lures and coral. He was a thin fellow. He stooped 
slightly although he was only 43 years old, and his skinniness was accentuated by 
ill-fitting garments. Piechowski possessed thin facial features; the point of his nose 
was knuckle-shaped. His cranium was small, and the ends of his otherwise straight 
hair turned up on his ears in a manner reminiscent of certain of the lower primates. 
His complexion was bad. I judged him a drinker. 

"Physiotherapy," I said. 
"Beg yours?" 
I drew breath, remembering again that these slow-speaking people regard my 

accent as a musk which conceals the delicate scent of meaning. 
"Physiotherapy. " 
"But Doctor B, I've had physio up to here and -" 
"It's only to ease the pain until we identify the real problem." 
I opened the door and guided him into a waiting room thick with Maggie's 

cigar smoke. My new receptionist was a raucous and hearty woman who insisted 
on smoking in the surgery. I am no fanatic in these matters - I can enjoy a drink, 
and I confess that I am moderately overweight - but I do abhor the burning of 
tobacco. However, Maggie was implacable, and since few women in the town 
possessed secretarial qualifications I was obliged to acquiesce. 

Maggie was talking loudly to a patient and I was forced to interrupt: "I'd like 
you to put Mr. Piechowski down for six weekly appointments." 
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"And do we usually bulk bill him?" 
"That's for you to establish," I said. "Consult the records if necessary." 
"All very well in theory, but your wife's filing system left a lot to be desired." 
"Be that as it may," I said coldly, and returned to the consulting room. 
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As I scrubbed my hands I considered Piechowski's problem. It was clearly 
psychological. I confess that I would have referrred him to a psychiatrist 
immediately if the case had not been so intriguing. Perhaps ninety per cent of my 
patients' coughs, colds and contagions are induced by less acute forms of this same 
mental instability, and I am usually powerless to help these people. The origins of 
their illnesses are obscure fears or failures, and dispensing pills is often the only 
thing I can do. Piechowski's case was an exaggerated version of this common 
condition, and his absurd ailment was the gaudy fly attached to the line that would 
lead me to the heart of his dilemma. 

* * * 
During several interviews in the ensuing weeks I was able to gamer a great 

deal of information about Piechowski. He lived alone in a cockroach-infested stilt
house, which backed onto the town's mosquito-ridden mangrove swamp. At six 
o'clock every weekday morning he drove a battered sedan to the local abattoir 
where he worked on the slaughter floor - a job he had held since the age of 14. 
Unbeknown to Piechowski I took the liberty of visiting the abattoir and speaking to 
the foreman. He told me that Piechowski was "a bit of a clown" on the job, a 
harmless sort of fellow who never sought promotion and as a consequence never 
received it. This only confirmed what I already suspected, but as I was leaving the 
plant I witnessed a gruesome tableau that offered new insights into Piechowski's 
condition. On the slaughter-floor a row of men were progressively skinning lamb 
carcasses which were propelled along by an overhead production-line. The skin fell 
away like rose petals, and at the end of the process the carcass was beheaded. I 
realised then that Piechowski's obsession with dismemberment originated in the 
abattoir. 

* * * 
I had deduced the reason why Piechowski's neurosis took such a bizarre form, 

but I was no closer to the true heart of his illness. I decided that I could learn more 
about the man by seeing him in less formal circumstances, and to this end I visited 
him at home one Sunday afternoon. Piechowski was surprised to see me - I had 
been unable to presage my arrival because he owned no telephone. "Doctor B!" he 
said. "Come on in. Sit down. I'll get you a beer." 

"Thank you, I'd like that." 
Piechowski strode out to the kitchen, sending cockroaches on intersecting paths 

across the linoleum. He returned with a six-pack of beer cans. 
"How's your leg today?" I asked. 
"So, so," he replied, guardedly. "But let's not talk about that stuff now -

how've you been?" He seemed genuinely pleased to see me, and in the course of 
the afternoon we conducted a wide-ranging conversation. He told me that his father 
was Polish and his mother German, and to my surprise I learnt that Piechowski 
spoke both their languages. He said his father was an enterprising man who had 
disapproved of the post-war regime in Poland, and when Piechowski was five years 
old the family escaped to Austria, and thence to Australia. They settled in 
Queensland where Piechowski's father found employment at the Mount Morgan 
copper mine. Unfortunately the father was a tyrant, and Piechowski left home as 
soon as possible. He told me that he would occasionally remember some detail 
from childhood: snow under moonlight, an open fire, echoes of a stridently danced 
polka. I reflected that immigration was the only experience I shared with this 
otherwise wholly dissimilar man. 
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As I was taking my leave of Piechowski he stood on his rotting balcony and 
said, "Come again sometime, Doctor B." 

I found myself replying, "Well, perhaps - yes." 

* * * 
The dry season set in, and although it never becomes truly cold at this latitude 

I began to spend more time indoors, cataloguing the coral collection and winding 
new trout flies. In late July I sought to acquire some purple staghorn corals, a 
hitherto neglected part of my collection. I commissioned a diver, and at 4:00 pm on 
the appointed day I arrived at the estuary wharf to meet the boat. It was raining, the 
boat was late and I waited in my car. Drizzle gathered in droplets on the windscreen 
and vanished in sudden rivulets. The estuary was silent; a single pelican ruddered 
among the mangroves on the opposite bank. 

After a wait of some minutes I heard muffled laughter from the entrance of the 
pub on the street behind me. Some people were venturing into the rain, and among 
them I recognized my secretary and Piechowski. Maggie guffawed loudly and 
lurched along the street, thereby confirming my suspicions about her character. 
Piechowski, however, appeared to see my car, paused, then hobbled towards me. I 
lowered my window and was about to speak when I realised that he did not intend 
to walk to the car, but past it. He limped by, only yards from the bonnet, his eyes 
steadfastly focused on some distant, apparently agonizing vision. I resolved not to 
pander to this grotesque pantomime by speaking to the man. He continued his 
tortured journey out along the breakwater. 

Still the boat had not arrived. The figure of Piechowski shrunk to a grey dot 
at the end of the breakwater. Another car pulled up beside me - a curtained vehicle 
daubed with hallucinatory paintings of sunsets and surfboards. Out of the car 
stepped Rukmani. 

I hardly recognized my daughter. She was wearing tight shorts and a shirt tied 
in a knot between her bosoms. She was no longer the sensible schoolgirl of the 
previous year, and she was accompanied by a man - a blond, loutish fellow. 
Rukmani walked over to me, and I stepped out of the car. "Hello, Dad," she said. 

"Rukmani." 
"We were just heading up to the house when I saw the car. How are you?" 
"Well thank you." 
The blond man joined us. 
"Dad, this is Warren; Warren, this is my father." 
Warren held out his hand to me: "Doctor Bharati." I acknowledged the man's 

greeting with a nod. 
Behind me I heard a boat engine, and I turned to see the diver's launch 

crossing the bar. Piechowski was also returning along the breakwater - the effects 
of his ailment appeared to have diminished considerably. I did not wish to confront 
my patient in these circumstances, but nor could I depart now that the launch had 
arrived. I said to Rukmani, "I have arranged to see a gentleman on this boat. Could 
I meet you at home in a few minutes?" 

"No, it's okay, the rain's not heavy." 
Piechowski now hailed me: "Doctor B, how y' going?" 
"Well thank you, Mr. Piechowski." He joined us and I introduced him to my 

daughter and her companion. 

90 

"Shitty weather," said Piechowski. 
Rukmani said, "Warmer than Sydney at this time of year." 
"So you've come up from Sydney?" asked Piechowski. 
"We're returning - Warren and I have been up in Cairns." 
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I stiffened. 
Rukmani looked directly at me: "I saw Mum there. She's doing okay." 
I was astounded. It seemed inconceivable that my own daughter had just 

broached this subject in public. I whispered furiously to her, "This is not the time 
or place!" 

She shrugged. "Whatever you prefer." 
This was more than I could bear, and in my rage I banged my fist against the 

car. Rukmani lifted her eyes upward, turned and walked to the road. Warren 
hurried after her. I looked down at Piechowski's shuffling feet, and I will never 
know if his face wore an expression of sympathy or malice. He also turned away, 
but to my surprise he pursued Rukmani, intercepted her and spoke feverishly until 
all three of them entered the pub. 

The diver had tied up at the wharf. I went to see the coral. 
The staghorns lay in a bucket of water on the deck. I plucked one out and held 

its violet branches against the grey skyline. In time the fleshy polyp inside would 
rot away and leave the splendid geometry of the stalk purified and clean. Then it 
would seem hard to believe that the living coral had once fed, breathed and - during 
certain phases of the moon - spurted its seed into the gentle caresses of the tide. 

* * * 
After the estuary incident my previously steady progress in the Piechowski case 

ceased. This became obvious when the man's simulacrums of pain, which had 
begun at the estuary, continued and became more frequent. Piechowski began to 
pop up, limping and agonized, at all times of the day or night. He dogged my 
footsteps in the streets, the hospital, the supermarket, at a patient's wedding and, on 
one occasion, in a bunker on the seventeenth hole of the golf course. If by these 
stratagems Piechowski hoped to inspire pity, and a willingness on my part to satisfy 
his taste for self-mutilation he could not have been more mistaken - the displays 
inspired nothing in me but annoyance. Piechowski never acknowledged my 
presence during these farces, nor did he allude to them at our on-going sessions of 
therapy. For my part I resolved not to reward his behaviour with recognition. 

The prognosis for Piechowski's recovery deteriorated when his physiotherapist 
telephoned to inquire if it were true that I wanted to "Take off this bloke's leg?" I 
scotched the rumour, but realized that Piechowski now hoped to punish my 
reluctance to amputate his leg by disseminating the slander that this was the very 
thing I intended to do! And yet, despite this clear evidence of derangement, I still 
hoped to cure this little failure of a man. 

While pondering upon Piechowski's illness I later recalled that Maggie 
appeared to share some of his "interests", and I resolved to question her about him. 
I approached her at the surgery one morning before any patients had arrived, and, as 
I had foreseen, her evident immersion in Piechowski's milieu gave her insights into 
his mind that I, a social outsider, could never have hoped to possess. 

"I reckon he's got a chip on his shoulder." 
"Oh?" 
"Only it's not situated on the shoulder," she said, and sagely tapped her knee 

with a ballpoint pen. 
"But his leg?" 
"Right." 
"But what could have caused this ... chip?" 
"Oh, anything and everything," she answered breezily. 

* * * 
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Things came to a head the week after I discovered Piechowski's rumour
mongering. As is my custom on evenings in the dry I was at home, fly-tying in my 
study. This is a pastime I took up as a medical student in England - a craft 
demanding manual dexterity and aesthetic judgement to forge an object of beauty 
from the uncompromising ugliness of a fish-hook. I never cast my lures in anger, 
so to speak, because in point of fact I dislike contact with fish. Even as a boy in 
laffna, a harbour city, the flip-flop greasiness of fish repelled me. Indeed, one of the 
most irrationally disturbing aspects of my wife's defection was the necessity of 
caring for her small collection of tropical fish. 

At approximately midnight on the evening in question I was interrupted by 
what sounded like pebbles hitting a window at the front of the house. I left my 
study and investigated the sound. The family-room was silent, and the only 
movement came from the fish tank where my wife's blue and yellow clown fish 
regarded me with vacant-eyed insolence. I opened the front door. Moonlight 
illuminated the garden but I saw nothing, and returned to the study. Within minutes 
I heard the sound again - a thin tap against glass. By now it seemed clear to me that 
this was a new manifestation of Piechowski's pranks. I considered telephoning the 
police, but the hope I still held out for my patient's recovery prevented me. I bent 
over the chrome-plated vice on my bench and concentrated on the lure. 

The tapping continued. The sound put me in mind of the night before my 
wedding in Ceylon, when - young madman that I was - I tossed pebbles at my 
bride's window in the hope of seeing her face. I failed to see her on that occasion, 
and now I wondered if, in the metaphysical sense, I had ever truly seen her. 

Again I heard the tap of a stone, and without warning I felt enraged. 
Piechowski was a lost cause, a hopeless cause! I paced into the hall-way and 
telephoned the police, who arrived promptly. The constables were cheerful fellows. 
They searched the ornamental lantana, the trees and the street, but they found 
nothing. "Must've been some kids," said the older one. "We probably scared them 
off." 

"Not children," I said, and I told them about Piechowski. I was done with him. 
I gave the policemen his address and urged them to follow the matter up. They 
promised to do so immediately. 

When I closed the front door I felt a great sense of relief. I made a cup of 
coffee and sat down. Then I saw it: my wife's clown fish scooping a pebble into 
its mouth, rising to the top of the tank and releasing its load - making a sound like 
a stone hitting glass. 

* * * 

My wife, I believe, did not adjust well to emigration, but there was no future 
for Tamils in Ceylon. My decision was vindicated when my mother died and I 
returned to laffna to settle her affairs, only to discover that the authorities had 
confiscated our property. They talked of death duties and government charges, but 
the averted eyes of the officials spoke of seizure and persecution. I understand that 
the Chief of Security now occupies our villa above the harbour - behind a concrete 
wall crowned with netting to deflect grenades. 

Was my wife a clean slate when I married her? Did emigration alter her? The 
first time I remember her expressing a forceful opinion was just after our arrival 
when I decided to buy a practice in Melbourne. "No," she said, "somewhere 
tropical," and I understood this as a reproach for taking her away from family and 
friends. Later she showed no obvious signs of disobedience, although she would 
occasionally become insistent about certain matters, such as wanting to work in the 
surgery. Was this intransigence evidence of a perverse and stubborn nature, briefly 
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exposed like a hard white bone beneath a scalpel? Did our new surroundings 
corrupt my wife, as they most certainly corrupted my daughter, or was my wife 
always a potential adulterer? 

* * * 
I had withdrawn my accusation to the police about Piechowski, but they had 

already interviewed him, and I soon learnt that he had begun to tell the town about 
my wife's desertion to Cairns with an encyclopaedia salesman. It was the comic 
bawdiness of the affair that I found so humiliating. 1 wanted to tell Piechowski that 
my betrayal of him had been a mistake, but of course he no longer attended our 
therapy sessions, and his harassments had ceased. 

When Piechowski appeared on my doorstep three weeks later I was therefore 
all the more astonished. 

Under the front door light he looked malnourished and sickly. The moths 
around the door-light seemed to be crawling from the folds of Piechowski's old suit, 
but this was an illusion. 

He was smoking. 
"Mind if I come in?" 
"I hardly think you can tum up here and - " 
Piechowski pushed forwards, wedging himself between my chest and the door 

frame. "I gave you beers," he said. "A beer for a beer." 
His mouth smelt of nicotine. I relented. 
"That's better," he said, and he began to nose around the family room. He ran 

his hands over furniture and squinted at ornaments. He stuck a finger in the fish 
tank, stirred, and put the finger in his mouth. 

"Salty." 
"What do you want here?" 1 asked. 
"A beer," he said, and laughed. 
"Please leave." 
"What'll you do if I don't - call the cops? Why'd you put the cops onto me?" 
I thought I saw a final gambit - to play on my remorse. But although I 

regretted my earlier behaviour I could not allow myself to be moved, because short 
of amputating a perfectly healthy limb there was nothing 1 could do for Piechowski. 

"I have no beer to give you." 
"I'll settle for scotch." 
I poured the drink while Piechowski seated himself in my armchair. I placed 

the glass on the coffee table and pushed an ashtray in his direction. He continued 
smoking. 

"It was a bastard thing to do, Doctor B." 
"It was a mistake." 
Piechowski snorted derisively, but his snigger seemed to catch on a series of 

guttural noises and then dissolve into sobbing. He put his glass on the table and his 
cigarette in the ashtray, a movement which became a slump to the floor, where he 
remained, wailing like an orphaned child. 

Rage gripped me. Piechowski began to salivate and claw the carpet, and as his 
behaviour became more grotesque my fury increased. He whimpered, "Please, 
Doctor B, it hurts." He tried to lick my trouser-leg, and as I pulled my foot away 
my shoe struck his jaw. Piechowski seemed not to notice: "Take off the leg," he 
moaned. This scrap of human wreckage squirmed on the floor in the middle of my 
empty house and implored me to mutilate him. There and then I formulated a 
terrible vengeance - the very thing this creature imagined it wanted. 
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* * * 
Surgery is my forte. It must be admitted that I am a mediocre general 

practitioner, but in surgery I excel. If I could have my time over again I would 
postpone marriage, and study to become a specialist. 

Arranging the operation was easier than I expected - a matter of booking the 
theatre and engaging an anaesthetist. No one questioned the validity of my 
treatment, and my patient appeared to have no second thoughts about the procedure 
to which I was subjecting him; indeed, he maintained a carnival mood right up until 
the anaesthetic claimed him. When the leg parted from the thigh I imagined the 
unsutured stump as a sawn branch of staghorn within the velvet lips of an anemone. 

In the aftermath of the operation I knew doubt. Hourly I expected a hue and 
cry, investigation and deregistration. It never happened. True, the physiotherapist 
shunned me, and the hospital authorities terminated my access to theatre facilities, 
but in all other respects an official silence, born of professional solidarity, seemed to 
descend over the whole affair. Perhaps a public scandal would have been easier to 
bear, in some way cleaner than this unnatural silence, because in every face I saw 
the same accusation: You are a scoundrel and a quack; I am too polite to mention 
it, and plainly you are too spineless to confess. 

I had also expected retribution from Piechowski, a denunciation of my gross 
malpractice when the reality of his condition dawned on him. Anxiously I observed 
his recovery. 

Piechowski spurned the use of pain-killers extraordinarily quickly, and every 
day he was to be seen sitting up in bed, cheerfully consuming large amounts of 
food. In an unprecedented five days he was moved to the Rehabilitation Unit. The 
Rehab staff universally admired the enthusiasm and good humour of their exemplary 
patient, who threw himself into an exercise programme, obeyed every directive, and 
flirted with the stroke-stricken old ladies. The arrival of a prosthesis was a day of 
great hilarity, and Piechowski soon used his new leg to walk out the front door of 
the hospital. 

When Piechowski returned to work and even received a small promotion I 
ruefully concluded that my act of revenge had failed. This is not to say that I was 
not somewhat relieved by this turn of events, but when I see Piechowski in a pub 
or a street, surrounded by friends and laughing uproariously, I am affected by a 
strange bitterness. He often hails me in the street with, "How're y' going, Doctor 
B?" 

"Well thank you," I reply. "And you?" 
"Going great guns. You could say I'm footloose 'n' fancy free, Doctor B!" 
At these times I am reminded that, in his own vulgar fashion, Piechowski is 

now a remarkable success. 
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ANTONELLA RIEM 

Autobiography or Fiction? 
Patrick White's Memoirs of Many in 
One 
My flawed self has only ever felt intensely alive in the fictions I create.! 

From the beginning of his career White was always confronted by the ambiguity of 
his role as artist within a post-colonial country: 'Brought up to believe in the maxim: 
Only the British can be right',2 he experienced both 'cultural denigration '3 and the 
danger of being reincorporated 'into a new internationalist and universalist 
paradigm',4 especially after the Nobel Prize in 1973. The complex role of writer 
and artist in a 'multicultural' and post-colonial context was initially aggravated in 
White's case by the negative reaction of some (but by no means all) Australian 
criticism at this 'Last Expatriate'5 who challenged the nationalistic and realistic 
codes of Australian 'dreary, dun-coloured journalistic realism'.6 He thus felt himself 
doubly exiled: a 'bloody Porn' in Australia and a 'despised colonial attempting to 
pass (himself) off as an English schoolboy' in England.7 He gave voice to this 
duplicity, which soon became multiplicity, in all his characters, who can often be 
seen as facets of his own personality, both as human being and writer: 'fiction was 
chosen for me as the means of introducing to a disbelieving audience the cast of 
contradictory characters of which I am composed'.8 Within this short quotation at 
least three terms are in some degree connected with the idea of role-playing, with an 
image of the self as a composite mixture of an infinite multitude of selves, which is 
a favourite theme with White (and also with most post-colonial writing). With the 
exception of his 'self portrait', White was never content to explore an 
autobiographical vein again, but rather preferred that 'admittedly disturbing marriage 
between life and imagination'.9 This 'marriage', which is present everywhere in his 
work, seems very successful in his last book Memoirs of Many in OnelO which, in 
a certain way, could be considered as a sort of spiritual testament, as a 'truer' 
autobiography than Flaws in the Glass, for, in trying to picture the multiple 
disguises Alex Demirjian Gray adopts in her life, White comes closer than ever to 
his 'truer' self, to 'the core of reality, the structure of reality, as opposed to the 
merely superficial'.11 Memoirs could be considered as a sort of 'disguised' 
autobiography12 where the protagonist - White - gives his heroine - Alex - a different 
name to his. The heroine in her own tum plays different roles, under different 
names, as the personae she acts rise and fall in her life like waves in a tormented 
soul. Alex, the arch-transformer, seems to be able to combine in herself the greatest 
possible variety of 'contradictory characters' of which White is composed. 

However, Memoirs of Many in One is not only a 'disguised' autobiography, 
but, at the same time, it also partly challenges 'Eurocentric' formal classifications of 
autobiography versus fiction. The title of the book itself, with its plural forms 
'Memoirs of Many', falling into singular, 'in One', reveals the hidden texture of 
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White's project. Disbelieving himself as 'author', White removes himself one step 
further from the scene leaving Alex on the stage. He, for his part, is only 'the 
editor' of her memoirs; he collects stories, dramas, episodes, dreams, lives, 
'exempla', which he gives to his 'disbelieving audience', often as they stand, mostly 
through Alex's words, but sometimes with his own 'Introduction', notes, 
commentaries, intrusions, thus creating a sort of 'discontinuous narrative', which is 
said to be characteristic of post-colonial writing.13 The first part of the title, 
'memoirs', refers to a genre and it would normally be followed by a specification of 
theme or subject, such as 'memoirs of /by .. .' and the name of the hero or 
protagonist. White makes use of this expectation derived from Eurocentric tradition, 
and overturns it with his generalizing and de-centralizing phrase 'of Many'. He thus 
creates an ambiguity of sensel4 which is ironical, or at least controversial towards 
autobiographical forms as established by the European 'canon'; but, at the same 
time, he renders perfectly the typical post-colonial problem of fragmentation versus 
unity of self (or of margin/centre),15 so dear to White since The Aunt's Story. It is 
in this novel, which has many affinities with Memoirs of Many in One that this 
significant quotation from Henry Miller is found: 'We walk against a united world, 
asserting our dividedness. All things ... splitting with us into a myriad iridescent 
fragments' .16 

If Theodora Goodman had to experience this 'great fragmentation of maturity' 17 
mainly in the period she lived at the 'Hotel du Midi',IS Alex seems to have lived it 
throughout her life, through different reincamations. Thus, the 'myriad iridescent 
fragments' of Alex's self are seen as appearing and disappearing in the kaleidoscope 
of life, giving an alternative voice to her 'Otherness', to her being not simply 'one', 
as the traditional autobiographical norm would have it, but 'many'. This 
corresponds in some respects to the centrifugal drive of 'many' post-colonial 
'englishes', into and 'against' the "one", the centripetal, unifying force of English. 
Alex is a perfect metonymy for the condition of the artist working in a post-colonial 
society, being a woman, old and 'weird', different, not of pure 'British' descent; 
living in an ex-colony, she is marginalized and 'exiled' in manifold ways, like White 
himself, who always felt dis-placed, root-less, a 'foreigner' .19 Alex is the feminine 
alter-ego of White, in the same way as Laura Trevelyan was Voss's, and they were 
both aspects of White himself: 'knowing Voss-Laura to be myself', 'I became in 
tum Voss and his anima Laura Trevelyan'.20 If this is true, we must consider White 
behind or close to his 'anima' Alex, as Laura is always journeying together with 
Voss, even if she stays behind in Sydney:21 

Unconsciously you are largely writing about yourself. I could never write 
anything factual; I only have confidence in myself when I am another 
character. All the characters in my book are myself, but they are a kind of 
disguise." 

So Alex 'is' White himself, he uses her as a suitable 'disguise', and behind the 
manifold roles Alex plays in the 'novel' we should always sense his presence, his 
manifold voices, his contradictory personalities: 

Alex acquired names as other women encrust themselves with jewels and 
bower-birds collect fragments of coloured glass." 

Names and role-playing work for 'Alex White' as masks to 'encrust' her truest 
self on one side, but also, on the other, to give voice and even existence to that 'cast 
of contradictory characters' that compose it. This particular use of names and role
playing as a disguise of one's multi-faceted being could be a reappropriation in post
colonial terms of what Bachtin defines as the 'energetic' kind of autobiography. 
This has for its basis the Aristotelian concept of energy which sees the development 
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of personality through its different manifestations: the more one expresses one's 
personality, the more it becomes 'real'. So, the more masks Alex White wears, the 
more names she uses, the more characters she personifies, the more 'roles' she 
plays, the more will she be able to express the truth about herself, that 'core of 
reality' White is always looking for. 

'Truth' in post-colonial terms is always connected to the power of language to 
'build' it; thus a re-appropriation of one's local, 'marginal' truth must perforce imply 
a re-naming of one's world, through the 'control of the metropolitan language' ,24 for 
it is language which 'provides the terms in which truth itself is constituted'. 25 'Alex 
White' has 'inherited' many names which are instruments of control and limitation 
over her manifold identity: 

Alex disliked her married name: too banal. Her father's polysyllabic 
'Papapandelidis' inevitably became a boring joke .... her mother Aliki ... 
preferred her maiden name ·Xenophon'. Alex could not very well avoid 
the Gray bit but evolved the names under which she was registered ... : 
Mme Alex Xenophon Demirjian Gray.'" 

Alex's three surnames can all be indirectly tied to some aspect of White's life: 
'Xenophon' to the feeling he always had of being a 'foreigner',27 'Demirjian' to his 
love of Greece and his relationship with Manoly Lascaris, 'Gray' to his double 
cultural and literary inheritance: English, with the poet Thomas Gray, and Australian 
with the contemporary poet Robert Gray (b.1945), often quoted in his speeches.2M 

Alex refuses her father's surname maybe because, if de-constructed, it can symbolise 
central, patriarchal power, which she refuses and refutes: 'Papa' - father, 'pan' - all, 
entire 'id' - es, being, 'is' - to be; that is: father, or Imperialism, is all, the being, the 
centre, the 'source' . All these names can also be considered as restricting 
definitions, like those used to try and determine the boundaries of 'Commonwealth' 
literature29 and they would also indirectly hint at critical statements on White's work 
which he found unsatisfactory, such as, for example, the excessive stress laid on the 
'lack of realism' in his novels.30 In the same way as White invents characters," so 
Alex escapes from these restrictions, inventing for herself (and those around her) 
new names, 'different' names; indeed, she likes to 'acquire' names 'according to 
mood or period'. 32 

As the 'centre' is supposed to consider post-colonial countries as having almost 
no 'past', and a very brief 'history', the book significantly opens with a genealogical 
tree, which goes only as far as Alex's grandparents in the family line. Moreover, the 
'Editor's Introduction' ends with a very interesting note, concerning the difference 
between Alex and her daughter Hilda in their relationship with the past: the one with 
her 'arcane memoirs', the other with her 'archives'(l6), and 'whether archives or 
memoirs contained the truth it might be difficult to decide' (1 6). In spite of this 
authorial statement, it is quite clear that White's preference goes to Alex's 'arcane 
memoirs' rather than to Hilda's 'archives'. The relationship with one's past is 
deeply problematic in a post-colonial country" and thus, juxtaposing 'memoirs' with 
'archives', White transcends the 'personal' into the historical and social. The 
difference between memoirs/archives is metonymic of the 'difference' between the 
multiplicity, complexity, 'syncreticity'34 of Alex/Australia as juxtaposed to the fixity 
and codification of Hilda/England (Europe). The one stands for 'allegory, irony, 
magic realism and discontinuous narrative'," the other for a canonic 'historical' or 
realistic form, purged of all that is considered as un-historical or too 'symbolic' by 
the 'dominant' Eurocentric culture. In the relationship mother country/colony, 
which is ironically reversed in the family roles of Alex/mother/imaginative/free/ 
, different', and Hilda/daughter/rational/enclosed!'same', White portrays his conflictual 
experience as a writer. He gave up 'traditional' autobiography with Flaws in the 
Glass, for 'discontinuous narratives', such as Memoirs of Many in One which seems 
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to be a much more 'accurate' way of presenting his 'diversity', his 'otherness', his 
'marginality', the case of his 'antipodean' selves: 'Some of the dramatis personae 
of this Levantine script could be the offspring of my own psyche. '36 

To enhance the assimilation editor/character/s the introduction to Alex's 
'memoirs' is built with a structure similar to the 'Editor's Introduction'. First 
names, with their power to create personality/ies: 'Wonder why I christened her 
Hilda? What I needed was a saint, and what I got was a ferret' 'She was looking 
grayer than ever. She must have inherited it from his side, a true Gray';37 then a 
reference to archives as juxtaposed to memoirs: 'Archives are only half the truth. 
That's why I am writing my memoirs. Archives have no soul' (21). 

The speaking voice seems here almost exactly the same as in the 'Editors 
Introduction' . A certain distance is maintained for White is also introduced in 
Alex's memoirs as a character himself, the family friend, her husband's best man. 
However, even if at a surface level White is presented as one of the many figures 
appearing in the book, with his double role as character/editor he enhances further 
his identity with Alex, for he is Alex's silent interlocutor and counterpart. They not 
only have a physical likeness - 'Patrick and I have the same eyes'38 - but, most of 
all they are both 'explorers' - 'We, the explorers, stop at nothing'39 - and performers: 

People have often told me I am an actress by instinct, not realising I am by 
profession. '" Patrick is less surprised than others because he too is a 
performer.'" 

The classical concept of the world as a stage, where we act a series of different roles 
in the 'play' of life, has a double function in Memoirs of Many in One, for it 
presents Alex's life as a 'parable' of the journey towards self-discovery and 'unity' 
while, at the same time, embracing 'difference and absence as material signs of 
power rather than negation, of freedom not subjugation, of creativity not 
limitation',41 it undermines the very idea that there can be a 'unity' after all. In 
Memoirs then, role-playing is a sign of the lack of a certain 'coherent' identity, on 
one side, and, on the other, it points to a reappropriation of the concept of 'identity' 
itself from a post-colonial perspective: 

I could have done almost anything if I had an identity, like the furniture 
inside this house or dahlias the other side of the window. But I hadn't 
found the frame which fitted me." 

The idea that things, mere objects, are more 'real' than human beings is a favourite 
one with White and he explains why, quoting a poem of the Australian poet Robert 
Gray, which, he believes "will be as relevant a thousand years hence if the world 
survives": 

He said, All that's important 
is the ordinary things ... 
It is this world of the dharmas, 
(the atoms) 
which is the Diamond.' 

For those who may be mystified, Dharma is the Buddhist truth. the Hindu 
moral law; again the atoms are those small ordinary things, as well as the 
truth, the diamond being the acme of pure truth." 

Truth here is no longer connected to the 'frame' of language, but to pure existence 
as embodied in 'small ordinary things'. Alex feels that she is without 'identity', 
without a 'frame' or set of established and fixed forms and norms in which to be 
'catalogued', she cannot be 'contained' into any given definition if not that of 
negation, of lack of, of limitation. In Roget's Thesaurus one of the opposites of 
'identity' is 'the antipodes', 'Alex White' is then an 'antipodean' character, writer, 
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human being. This suggests a multifarious nature which the Eurocentric culture 
tends to perceive as a lack of coherence, unity, structure, 'frame'. Alex herself, 
entrapped as she is in an 'inherited' language and culture, seems to believe so. 
However, giving voice to this feeling of 'absence' she is also reconstructing for 
herself an 'antipodean' identity, precisely through her nothingness 'I am nothing', 
her madness, 'So many people think I am mad', and her 'difference',44 'Nobody 
understands what I am', 'People don't believe anyway' .45 

Small ordinary things have an identity because they exist in 'silence', without 
being defined, they are the 'dharmas' of pure truth. In the same way Alex White 
has to try and find her own existence not only through a reappropriation of 
'difference' and 'absence' as the proper sign of her identity, but also through the 
power of silence, through that 'gap' between worlds which is metonymic of the 
post-colonial condition: 

the more distinctive act of the post-colonial text ... is to inscribe difference 
and absence as a corollary of identity. ... Thus the alterity establishes a 
silence beyond which the cultural Otherness of the text cannot be traversed 
by the colonial language.·· 

This 'cap of silence' is always present in Alex's life but as she goes on through her 
different metamorphoses it becomes clearer and clearer that her memoirs are not 
only her attempt at self-discovery and self-revelation, but also a 'subterfuge' ,47 the 
ultimate mask (a mask appears indeed on the book-cover): she realizes she is merely 
'protecting' her-Self by 'cultivating this jungle of words'.4R 

This ambiguity and contradiction between the desire to 'discover' the Self and 
the impossibility or extreme difficulty of the task, haunted White, who always felt 
'something of a frustrated painter, and a composeur manque', who wanted to give 
his books 'the textures of music, the sensuousness of paint', who always struggled 
'to create completely fresh forms out of the rocks and sticks of words' ,49 believing 
'less in what is said than in the silences. In patterns on water. A gust of wind. A 
flower opening'.50 Haunted by a desire to reach the dharmas of pure truth, White at 
the same time always wondered 'whether truth can be the worst destroyer of all'.51 
But truth must be sought, even as a 'form of enforced vivisection, or as a 
continuous, exasperating attempt to transcend the flaws in the mirror and achieve 
unity of being'52 and writing is White's only means of doing so: 

Words are what matter. Even when they don't communicate. That's why 
I must continue writing. Somebody may understand in time. All that I 
experienced on Nisos - as Cassiani - in any of my lives, past or future - as 
Benedict, Magda, Dolly Formosa. Somebody... could understand 
tomorrow .... " 

This is Alex, Alex who embodies what White might have been had he been a 
woman: 

As a woman I might have been an earth-mother, churning out the children 
I wanted of my husband, passionate, jealous, resentful of the cause and the 
result, always swallowing the bile of some insoluble frustration. Or I 
might have chosen a whore's life for its greater range in role-playing, 
greater than that offered an actress.... Or else a nun, of milky complexion 
and slice-bread smile, dedicated to her quasi-spiritual marriage with the 
most demanding spouse of all.'· 

Alex the mother, Alex the nun, as Cassiani and Benedict, Alex the whore/ 
actress as Dolly Formosa. As mother Alex does not 'just give birth to Hal '55 her 
son, but rather she 'invents' him: 

... old Patrick ... was, I suppose, my collaborator in, not so much inventing 
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Hal, ... but as creators of the finished wretch. He was what Patrick and I 
both looked for as part of our complicated, many-faceted lives.56 

Hal was 'invented' by Alex in the same way as White always creates 'characters': 

I always think of my novels as being the lives of the characters. They are 
largely something that rises up out of my unconscious ... " 

Insistent characters like Hilda, Alex, Hilary, Magda, make you suspect 
their lives count for more than the flesh and blood of your own creating.58 

As nun Alex White tries to experience mysticism and spirituality, to reach a 'true' 
communication with the unity of things, but she can only be a 'failed one': 'I was 
nothing. I am nothing. Cassiani the nun' (74). Also as Dolly Formosa the actress/ 
whore Alex is misunderstood, mocked at, 'alien': 

If they could not understand the language of Shakespeare, why waste on 
them the complexities of Dolly Formosa's thoughts? (136) 

However disappointing, Alex's 'Theatrical Tour of Outback Australia' prepares her 
for 'the End' (179), the final act: 

I am waiting to perform some act expected of me in the context of a play, 
dream, my own life - whichever. (167) 

'Reality' and 'Imagination' tend to be confused, to merge in the theatre of 
imagination, for there are only 'three or four basic sets, all of them linked to the 
actual past, which can be dismantled and re-constructed to accommodate the illusion 
of reality life boils down to' .59 Theatre versus actual, illusion of reality versus life 
('this walking dream'):60 once more the 'margins' are blurred in the same way as 
the post-colonial process of dismantling the autobiographical 'norm' merges with the 
universalist notions of life as roleplaying, as a stage: 

And soon there will be silence. There is nothing as silent as a theatre 
when the play is done and the actors have gone their various ways.61 

It is in silence, 'into a formlessness of time and space'(83), or in the suspension of 
time and space, that truth can be revealed: 'Is it this - then ... 7' These are Alex's 
last words before her death, when she 'makes contact with the supernatural' (183), 
and whether she whispers them in 'horror' or 'ecstasy' only herself and possibly 
White might know: 

I - the great creative ego - had possessed myself of Alex Gray's life when 
she was still an innocent girl and created from it the many images I needed 
to develop my own obsessions, both literary and real.62 

If Alex Xenophon Demirjian Gray's memoirs were written only 'to confirm that I 
am I' (89), maybe what the moment of death also reveals is that 'I am not' (89). Or 
maybe this passage into the 'Other' dimension, this journey 'down-under' confirms 
that 'I' is a composite mixture of 'I am' and 'I am not', of to be and not to be. '1', 
in the end, White seems to imply, can only be 'Many into One', for 'God is 
everywhere, they told me. Is he in the bunya-bunya tree? Yes, everywhere'.63 
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CHRIS WALLACE-CRABBE 

Metamorphosis 

102 

Summer, crickety-changeable: 
fleeing from an amorous 
rift in the ozone layer 
Daphne turns to the drifting 
casuarina tresses; 
goldentan Psyche waits 
for Cupid, easy-drowsy 
on the elevated decking 
of a lifesaver's hut. 
In bathers and blockout we wonder 
who it is that we are, 
salty immortal subjects of 
a transitory phase 
or fragile moments blazing 
at mid-life resorts, 
tanning the spare tire. 

From navyblue inside 
the old friable self 
a newly-minted fronde 
bums through to power, 
taking over the way 
a computer virus moves in 
so that the self you were 
is no longer state-of-the-art 
nor even really there 
having been superseded 
by the postindustrial You, 
a plan you cannot recognize 
but it has to, willy-nilly, 
that bumptious corporate raider 
who has sworn upfront now 
to represent more self 
in the tailored blues of power, 
larrikinizing your past 
from more or less within 
a timeframe on the run 
since the package is your life 
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and the software 
surgically 

tom out of your side. 

DEBBIE ROBSON 

The Cats will Come 

The cats come to her alone 
except for grandmother 
stooped, whispering their names 
and when they come they form 
an avalanche of fur 
against the wire screen door 
collapsing in a tangle of tails 
a swish of slick coats 
then slink to bowls of milk 
lapping the evening away. 

A lace curtain flutters 
in the chequered sun 
while grandmother cossets 
roses, chrysanthemums 
and hydrangeas heavy 
with dew in the early light 
orange in the old kitchen 
that greets her grandchild 
just roused from sleep 
waking to a world slipping away. 
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MARGARET BEDS 

Broken Slats 

Polly still shopped on six days each week for fresh vegetables for the children. She 
boiled carrots, parsnips and potatoes and then pushed them through the mouli. The 
baby ate the mashed vegetables at five, then an hour later she reheated them, 
together with some chicken drumsticks for herself and Simon, her son. Simon was 
not bothered by the sameness of this menu; but she felt guilty, as though she were 
taking advantage of a child's adaptability. 

She did not want to be at home on the afternoon when Tony rang, so she asked 
Mrs Phipps next door to have the baby for an hour. Then she drove to Rico's, 
hoping that if Tony rang he'd wonder where she was. 

The coffee machine whooshed, and she jumped. 'So much for Vitamin B,' she 
thought. She drank two cappuccinos and smoked three cigarettes; this took fourteen 
minutes. A couple of women whom she knew by sight clattered, laughing, through 
the bright bead curtains. She stared at the triangular downlights with their black 
cords knotted in a variety of loops and twists, then at the large poster on the wall 
(Miss Lottie Collins - Ta Ra Ra Boom de Ay), then down at the rim of her coffee 
cup crusted with dried beige froth . 

. The phone was ringing as she opened her front door. She slid the baby into his 
bouncinette, then lowered her shopping on to the hall table. Rubbing her wrist 
where the plastic grip had chafed it, she looked at the phone, let it ring a few more 
times, then lifted the receiver. 

'I knew you'd have to answer some time,' her husband said. 
'I wasn't here,' she said. 
She waited for him to ask her where she'd been but he didn't ask. He just 

wanted to know if it was all right if he came round later to pick up some more of 
his things. She felt frozen then, but she answered lightly enough. She said she had 
to collect Simon from school at a quarter to four. He interrupted her, as if he feared 
she was going to launch into a long conversation. He said he'd be over at seven. 
She waited till she heard the click before replacing the receiver. 

The baby was still grizzling as she tiptoed away from his cot. When he saw 
her in the doorway he swayed to his feet and shook the bars of his cot. His cheeks 
were puffed out like a cherubic portrayal of the wind in an old fashioned map. 
When she closed the door he began to cough; a chesty cough with a rattle at the end 
of it. 

She smoothed out the two folds in the new aerogram and placed it on her 
writing folder on the kitchen table. She had made up her mind that she would write 
to Janet today. Janet was her oldest friend. 

Ten years ago the two of them had travelled to Spain together. They drove an 
old Kombi van, or rather Janet drove and she navigated. It would have been more 
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successful if it had been the other way round. Somehow she often missed the signs, 
and they ended up seeing only half the places to which they'd set out. 

She picked up her pen and wrote, 'Dear Janet, Sorry I've been so long in 
replying,' then she stopped and read this over. She had tried to write neatly. Tony 
always said that people who had bad hand-writing were secretive; that they wrote 
illegibly in order to prevent other people from reading what they'd written. 

She compressed her lips. Tony's writing was as rounded and clear as a clever 
child's. 

She rolled her pen between her thumb and forefinger, then held it up to her 
face. The pen had a logo of a gleaming figure encased in a black sun. Next to the 
logo were the words 'National Federation of Blind Citizens'. She wrote 'Tony is 
not living here any more', then lifted the blue page and shook it as if drying it. The 
pressure of her words had dug trenches in the writing folder beneath; the colourless 
letters reminded her of the invisible writing she'd done as a child which needed only 
heat and lemon juice to reveal itself. 

She had thought they were a happy couple. 
After he left, she spent hours with the photograph album spread out on her lap. 

The prints of herself and Tony, with their arms resting on each other's shoulders, or 
with the faces of the children sandwiched between their own faces, did show a 
happy couple. 

They had been watching "The World According to Garp". She had put her 
head on his shoulder and asked him if he loved her. She asked this often. He got 
up and switched off the television. Without turning to look at her, he said he didn't 
think he knew what love meant any more. 

Fear kept her voice level while she asked him to explain. 
He said, 'It's just that nothing seems to happen .. .', and his voice trailed away. 
They had both looked up as a shadow appeared behind the yellow, dimpled 

glass around the front door; the blurred pink of a fist rapped on the glass. 
When Tony opened the door Polly saw that it was only Don Robertson from 

across the street. His bare arms were splattered with white paint. She heard that 
something or other had gone on the blink and could he please borrow an extension 
cord. 

Tony brought their cord out from the laundry; he had it coiled round his 
shoulder and elbow. He offered to give Don a hand, and then he mouthed over his 
shoulder to her that he wouldn't be long. 

He was gone the best part of an hour. 
'Geez, that bloke can talk,' he said when he came back. 
His eyes slid away from her then, and he yawned down the scale, 'ah. ah. 

ah.' The inside of his mouth was pink and glistening like the flesh of a skinned 
rabbit. She found it both attractive and off-putting. 

'Let's go to bed,' she said. 
She lay on her side and looked across at him; she didn't want to push him. 
He said that everything would be all right, and told her to lighten up. She put 

her arm round his middle and he turned over and sighed. 
'I'm buggered,' he said. 
He took up jogging. His doctor said that his heart was sound as a bell. He 

bought himself a black T-shirt with "University of Florida" in white letters across 
the front, and a pair of black, silky, boxer shorts. Three times a week he got up at 
six-thirty. She used to watch him furtively while he dressed. The single crease 
under his bottom had become two. She found it endearing but thought it wiser not 
to say so. 

One morning he wrenched open the drawer and held up a small white sock. 
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He wanted to know if it really was so bloody difficult for her to put socks in the 
right drawer; that surely she couldn't confuse his socks with those of a six year old 
child. When he got back from his run, he said he was sorry and kissed her. His 
face was cold and wet. 

Tony had moved out on a Sunday eight weeks before. She clicked the metallic 
end of her pen in and out. 

Outside in the street someone was trying to start a car. Dead leaves were 
whirling round the garden. The poplar in the centre bent lower and lower with each 
gust of wind; it made her think of a tall woman straining to touch her toes. She put 
down her pen and pressed her knuckles into her eyes. When she blinked, a 
succession of embryonic sea horses, transparent as glass, bounced by. 

Simon was sitting opposite her at the kitchen table. He breathed loudly 
through his mouth as he pushed a brown pencil through a series of numbered dots. 
He said he hoped the mystery animal would be a dog. Even upside down it looked 
to Polly more like a bird. Years ago she had painted nothing but birds. The best 
of them still hung in the sitting room. 

One morning Joy had professed to admire these bird paintings. Joy was the 
new copy-writer at Tony's work. Polly couldn't bring herself to write Joy's name, 
even to Janet. 

It must have been a month or so before Tony left that Joy dropped in to collect 
some files that Tony had been working on at home. Polly was surprised that Joy 
came so early and without warning. While Polly was making the coffee and setting 
out the mugs with the milk, sugar and biscuits, Joy had stalked round the sitting 
room shading her eyes and looking hard at the paintings saying 'Hmm ... ', 'That's 
good', and 'I like that one.' 

At the front door, Joy had insisted that Polly come and look at her new car, a 
powder-blue Scorpion. Polly could hear a muffled wailing coming from the baby's 
room, but she obeyed Joy. She waited, resentful, while Joy got into the car, rolled 
down the window and told her, in an aggrieved tone, how only last week some loser 
had run into the back of her and chipped the paint work. 'I nearly freaked,' Joy said. 

That same night Tony said they'd better have Ian and Sandra back for dinner, 
and perhaps Sylvia and Barry too, and that it mightn't be a bad idea to invite Joy, 
as Ian was very pleased with her work. He said he'd cook his veal and she said that 
was fine by her. 

On the night of the dinner party she placed the bowl of steaming broccoli on 
the cork mat next to the veal. When she glanced along the table she saw the tail end 
of a look that passed between Tony and Joy. She sat down, shook out her napkin 
then folded it into a triangle on her lap. Her hands shook. Sandra said something 
to her and she had to ask Sandra to repeat it. 

She passed dishes down the table, refilled the water jug, and put out fresh glass 
for the red wine. 

Ian turned to her and told her that he loved the veal. 
'It's absolutely fan-tastic,' Joy said. 
'It's my speciality,' Tony said. 
'And what's your speciality, Polly?' Ian said, wriggling his eyebrows up and 

down. Barry laughed, and they all looked at her expectantly, but she couldn't think 
of a thing to say. 

After that they pushed back their chairs and started to dance to a tape of Elvis 
Costello: Ian with Joy, Tony with Sandra, she and Barry. As they danced she turned 
down the volume of the tape. Just a little. Because of the baby. She didn't think 
anyone would mind, but Tony glared at her from across the room and said, 'God, 
you can be a drag at times, Polly.' 

She had tightened her grip on Barry's shoulder, and he grinned and pulled her 
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closer. She pushed him away, and attempting an arch look, told him to go and 
dance with Sylvia, as she had her pudding to attend to. 

She had closed the door to the kitchen then, and pushed the switch on the 
electric beater from fold to beat. Its high whine blocked out everything. 

The guests all left at the same time. Tony walked them into the street to say 
good-bye. He came back with an armful of logs for the fire. 

'That Ian,' he said, shaking his head. 'Hilarious isn't he?' 
'He's funny all right,' she had said. 
He frowned and then patted the carpet in front of the fire. 
'Sit down,' he said, and that was when he told her. He said that he wasn't the 

same person any more, that he wanted different things nowadays, and that what he 
needed most was time. 

She had clutched at his arm and tried to speak, but he talked over her, on and 
on. She had to strain to catch everything he said. It was as though his words were 
not making sense. She was holding his arm so tightly that he pulled away. 

She even kissed his hand; the memory of that still shamed her. 
He said they'd drifted apart. The pat phrase enraged her. She thought of their 

many trips to Sydney on The Southern Aurora with the two of them on the top 
bunk, and Simon - then later the baby too - on the bottom, laughing. Laughing as 
the train bumped and swerved. Always laughing. 

'Things change,' he said. 
She'd wanted to know why. She was crying by then. 
'I don't know,' he said, and poked at the fire. 

She hadn't changed the sheets in three weeks and the bed was still unmade. 
She closed the bedroom door when she heard her mother's car. 

She and her mother clung together, each patting the other's back in measured 
little slaps. She rested her cheek against her mother's papery dry cheek; her mother 
was the first to break away. 

'Your cousin Isobel would love to come and share ... ' 
She cut her mother short. 'No, Mum.' 
Her mother just sighed and said she didn't understand anything any more. 

Then she took Simon's hand and told him to say good-bye nicely to his mother. 
Polly swept Simon up in her arms and squeezed him so tightly that he cried 

out. 
'Oh, I've got you, I've got you' she said, with her mouth against the fragrant 

damp of his neck. 

She saw the blue Scorpion pull up, too close to the Falcon - her car now. The 
two grilles almost touched, like a freeze frame of an accident about to happen. 

She settled herself in a chair and waited. There was a knock at the door and 
a diffident pause. She heard him fumble with the key. He strode across the room. 
She looked up then, her finger still in her book. 

'How've you been?' he said. 
'Fine,' she said. 'Just fine.' 
'Look I won't get in your way. There's just a few things.' 
'Take them all.' 
He looked offended. 'Only a few things,' he said. 'Ian's organized a dinner 

for some very big clients with our Accounts Director. Ian knows I've got a good 
cellar so I'm taking some of my wines along. 

'That's kind of you.' 
'Oh no, he's paying me for them.' 
He looked at her, then walked through to the kitchen and opened the cellar 
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trap-door. 
'Need any help,' she called gently. 
He didn't answer. 
She stepped across the cellar opening and walked across to the sink. She lifted 

out the dirty dishes, filled the sink with hot water and detergent and replaced the 
dishes. 

Nine or ten bottles stood on the floor around the trap-door. He called up to her 
but she couldn't make out what he was saying. Then he climbed out and stood on 
the edge of the opening, blowing on his hands. 'It's cold down there,' he said. 

He followed her into the sitting room. 'I see you've taken up smoking again: 
She looked at him and he looked away. 
'Ian's invited me on a cruise to Fiji,' he said. 
'He's paying for that too, is he?' 
'Oh, come on. It's not all for work, though it's actually a kind of working 

holiday. Quite a few of us from the office are going.' 
'Joy too?' 
'I don't know,' he said, and picked up the carton he had brought and took it 

into the kitchen. She heard the wardrobe door bang in the bedroom then, and he 
walked back and thrust his hands into his pockets. 

'I'm only taking a few of these wines really. The best stuff's still down there 
... I will take the Veuve Cliquot.' 

She couldn't bear the blue of his eyes, so she snapped her book shut and 
straightened the magazines on the coffee table. She had their edges perfectly 
aligned. 

'So when are you off?' she said. 
'Friday week. Could I come over and see the kids ... ?' 
She shrugged. 
From the window she watched him walk to the car. The carton of wine was 

wedged against his chest, and four trouser legs swung over his arm. The steep slope 
of the drive made his steps short and mincing like those of a woman wearing stiletto 
heels. He stopped the car under the street light for a moment and she noticed the 
word JOYFUL on the number plate. 

The cellar trap-door was open, and when she went to close it she saw that he 
had forgotten to take the French champagne. It was standing on the ledge near the 
cellar steps, so she lifted it out. 

She had never been on a cruise. The closest she had ever come was when she 
saw her mother off on the Mikhail Lermontov. There were crowds and streamers, 
and the band on top deck played "Waltzing Matilda" with so many flourishes that 
it sounded like a Strauss waltz. Some women standing next to her had started to 
dance. Her last streamer had stained her hand a sticky orange. And when the band 
struck up again it played a Russian song; the notes floated back on the cold wind. 
It made her think of vast, lonely steppes and hard, glittering snow. She cried a little 
as the ship steamed out of the harbour, its shape in the darkness defined by winking, 
silvery lights. 

She caught sight of herself in the hall mirror. Her face was almost triangular; 
all eyes and spooned out cheeks like the shouting head in Munch's famous 
lithograph. Her eyes filled with tears for the time when she was brown and plump; 
for the way she had looked in her grandmother's red fox fur; for when Tony had 
thought her beautiful. 

She looked down at the bottle of champagne in her hand. She gripped its cold 
neck and flung it high in the air. The bottle shattered against the wall, and white 
foam oozed down like a spent wave. 

The next day, a Saturday, was bright and warm. Polly felt like writing to Janet 
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now. She took up the letter, dashed off a few sentences but stopped when she heard 
the children. She put the letter aside and got the children dressed and ready to go 
for a walk. 

When she passed the Robertson house, Don called to her from his verandah. 
He walked to the gate, kneading his towelling hat. He said he'd be happy to mow 
her lawn. Any time she wanted it done, all she had to do was say the word. 

She stopped at 'Elysian Fields Organic Fruit and Veg.' but bought only onions 
and carrots. Gummed to the window were the usual notices on re-birthing, 
meditation, and aromatherapy. She resolved then and there not to be coerced into 
sharing the house with her cousin: sitting night after night in front of the television 
agreeing with Isobel over too many glasses of cask wine that men were just the pits. 

When she got home she discovered a young sparrow trapped in the kitchen. It 
flew from the fridge to the window then back again. It seemed not to notice the 
broken slats in the window, which were its only possible means of entry - and exit. 

The baby, still strapped in his stroller, crowed with excitement and reached 
towards the bird, opening and closing his hands. The sparrow whirred round the 
light and then hopped on to the table; its claws made little scrabbling noises on the 
laminex. 

Simon pressed closer to her side and said to her to please Mum, let it out. She 
cupped her hands over the bird; its heart was thumping. The sparrow didn't look 
big enough to have such a powerful heart. She pushed the slats with her elbow and 
opened her hands. The baby still held his hands towards the bird. 

Simon turned to the baby and spoke in a calm, slow voice: 
'He can't stay with us,' Simon said. 'He wouldn't be happy here.' 
The sparrow flew twice around the backyard then perched on a low branch of 

the lemon tree, and turned its head to one side. 
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YVE LOUIS 

Prose Suite 

Story 
But first understand. Once you enter Story's domain, it is not you who is in control. 
Story leads you in time and out ... can be the birth of a universe, or the microscopic 
cipher on a strand of DNA. Only for those who project such expectations is there 
beginning, middle and end. 

1. 

First she lived by the sea, more in it than out. 'She is a fish,' her mother had said. 
All summer she floated with the currents, stroking and delving through their rippling 
light. Below, from seaweed gardens a pellucid heart was beating. Lured by its 
mystery, a hundred times she ventured and returned, unafraid of the knowledge she 
might find there. 

It is high tide. It is morning which is best. Morning tides are hyaline green shot 
with sun. Standing on a rock ready to dive she calls her father to watch: she wants 
him to be proud, to praise her newfound skill. She arches up on her toes and raises 
her arms; then lowering her head as he has shown her, commands feet to lift.... A 
moment's curve through air and she has penetrated the gleaming skin of water. Is 
entering and is accepted. 

Like a platelet of blood in the flowing veins of some leviathan she hears nothing but 
the seething rush of their joint life; sees nothing but moving colours behind her own 
closed eyelids, expecting at any second to surface, to draw breath again. But the arc 
of her dive follows the mistakenly inward curve of her hands: she is not shooting 
upward to air, but down and under, turning on an axis of panic. Her head hits hard 
against the very rock from which she dived, but she recovers, spluttering rage and 
humiliation because her father has seen it all. 

That was the first time Story said: Tell me. 

She wrote, making careful pen-and-ink marks upon a pristine sheet. The paper, 
from a gift-set given by an aunt, was intriguingly watermarked and its dark green 
borders scalloped with miniature-crested waves. In this way a sea-story was set in 
motion upon a stationery ocean. (This strange truth did not occur to her until many 
years later.) She thought then that she had told everything. So young. How could 
she know that the last word is never the last? 

* * * 
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2. 

The next time Story came it was with the colours of flame. Not at first intense, but 
with a sensuousness that slowly caught and leapt through her ... first diaphanous, all 
roseate and gaseous blue, then bursting brilliantly into gold and crimson. 

The colours of pain. A sharp stab as the bird attacks. A steely scimitar bedded in 
the flesh of her shoulder. 'Cocky wants a biscuit!' it squawks insanely. There is a 
small spot of blood on her white blouse and her mother and other guests of the 
wartime boarding house shoo the pigeon-toed culprit away. 'Cheeky-boy-cheeky
boy!' it chatters, rollicking along the verandah rail. 

The dusk of that inland day is lit by a sublime sunset. Beyond the plain of blond 
winter grass a bank of hills paints lilac outlines against a bronze and mauve sky. 
The light of some transition flares into the upper transparency of day, then just as 
suddenly, all colour fades. That night, stepping out of a deep tub in the old
fashioned bathroom she touches the first moonblood that washes like pale flame 
down her thigh. 

And then it seemed that all the world was on fire. It was a time of cleansing, a time 
of thanksgiving. It was called Hiroshima. 

Tell Me! said Story. 

Was there a sequel? Or only silence? Or merely the colours of change? 

* * * 

Consider: Changes, personal Becomings ... are they also re-tellings, serial episodes 
in a saga of No-Change? ... It is all one to Story, timeless shaper of source 
material. 

3. 

As an ancestress has done before her, she has withdrawn to a small cave away from 
the clan - a cell somewhere in the complex of corridors, wards and theatres. 

In the sandy floor she (or the ancestress) must scoop a hollow and line it with fresh 
young grass and bracken brought from the hillside. She's brought with her also a 
small, sacred flame: a nub of peat that glows in its stone mortar. Even so, all 
through the long night wolves can snout her fear. 

A fist of muscle clenches and flexes, drags her down through foam-rubber and steel, 
through vinyl and concrete. Then, when she is entering earth, muscle recoils, thrusts 
her up again to levitate above the trolley on which she lies. Somewhere between 
earth and sky, in the spaces between pain and pain, she rests. On her side, she hears 
her heart echoing through breast tissue - rush and pause, rush and pause - an oceanic 
depth of blood throbbing so she recalls an older remorseless pulse. 

Gripped inexorably now by the rhythm of birth, the ancestress straddles scooped 
earth; above the cradle arches and pushes with each contraction. The scream, 
beginning in the straining cervix through pelvis and gut, rises, swells under her ribs, 
bursts from her throat in one long, primordial note. The child is a girl. For a 
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moment she rests with the baby on her belly; her strong teeth will sever the cord. 
Quickly now! Sand must be brushed clean, bloodied grass and fern burnt. Nothing 
must remain to alert the pack of weakened mother and fIrst-born flesh ... 

... She was afraid she would not be able. A part of her had passed to another tiny 
life, this crumpled pink being who looked not a bit familiar. There was some link 
she had not understood. What? What was she searching for in this distorting-glass 
image? 

Story advised: Tell Me. Just tell Me ... and perhaps then you'll know. 

So she wrote. 

* * * 

4. 

The fIrst little girl grew; and then another. Very much loved and secure in this 
knowledge, they added their own careless scrawl across the pages of all their lives. 
Her mother particularly, now a grandmother, enjoyed these two to pamper and pet 
and fuss over. She sewed whole summers of dresses, knitted winters of jumpers and 
berets until... 

These whiteclad nurses. They minister to her bony remnants: thighbones you can 
see through waferflesh, femurs that ball out from wasted buttocks. Her mother has 
called them her Angels. Day and night the Angels take the dying woman on small 
flights, lifting her from bed to toilet, from toilet to bed. Another kind of flight they 
inject into her veins. Her mother's eyes search only for the Angels, even when she 
is there, helpless and useless by the bedside. 

A day comes when her mother days: 'Let me go now.' Her old hand squeezes with 
all the strength it has left. And then her eyes close, lids faltering like a sigh. That 
is all, that is farewell. 

If only. The terrible void could be fIlled? The aching would stop? Night after 
night, year after year. What colour is grief? Is grief water, fIre, earth or air? Where 
was grief before it became hers? 

Tell Me, whispered Story consoling/yo Tell Me again. 

'No. I can't ... won't write your words for you any more.' 

* * * 
5. 

The need to record is the same need as to cherish, to make real. For her more 
urgent as spring thunder rolls over encircling hills. Earlier, in bright sun, she had 
mattocked out dried, stubborn roots of underbush cleared last autumn. Little by 
little she has made a redoubt. Now the house is safe from summer fIres, yet 
protected from icy winds by a circle of older, thicker trees. Through airy 
stringybark crowns she watches the storm. It is moving rapidly, enveloping ridges 
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as it comes in from the west. Before it the sky is intensely indigo, nearly navy. 

Huge, vertical drops begin to fall ... so singly that they may be counted on the tin 
roof. There is no lightning, no sudden gusts. Thunder is a benign timpanny; trees 
are tranquil in their drinking. Rail falls steadily and heavier until the sky seals over 
and once more she is alone and enclosed in the space she has built. 

Again her need to translate sensation into words is great. It seems her whole body 
must agree to conduct language from her eyes through to her hand. Words flow 
from her fingertips; words become marks on paper, symbols of experience that once 
formed already are a memory. Three mountain lowry, inconstant as flame, flicker 
crimson and cobalt amongst the dripping leaves. They have come like an omen: 
brilliant, transient blooms: bright hearts beating against a sea of storm-sky. 

If this is sorcery, it is she who is bewitched. But whose magic is at work here? 

Tell Me! exalts Story. 

(Again. Finally. Perhaps. The last draft.) 

'Who are you?' She must challenge at last. In this high, solitary place anything has 
become possible. 

I thought you knew already! StOlY replies. 
I am joy. I am anguish. 
I am everything that lives and evelything that dies. 

(She had known, of course.) 

'You are me. And I am You,' she says, laying aside her pen. 

Yes. Yes. But this time StOlY does not say: Tell Me. 

The pen waits. The page waits. She takes up the pen. 

* * * 
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REVIEWS 

Elizabeth Jolley, Cabin Fever, Viking Penguin, 
Ringwood, Vic. 1990, 238pp. 

Gertrude's comment to Vera in the first pages of 
Cabin Fever that it's "strange how we each 
suffer or have to grope a way in this life we 
might have had so easily" immediately evokes 
images of so many of Elizabeth Jolley's 
previous characters, each with their private 
searches for direction. Many of her critics have 
commented on the overlapping similarities, 
other than the individual differences, in Jolley's 
fiction. In particular, they note the quality of 
duplicity in her work: the mingled stoicism and 
vulnerability of her (often female) characters; 
the ambivalences of human relationships; the 
interlacing of humour and pathos; the desire for 
order and the threat of encroaching disorder; the 
infatuation with the past integrated into detail of 
the present; the shifting relationship between 
physical and mental landscapes; the slippage 
between the real and the fictional (which finds a 
place in that almost fairy-tale-like surrealism of 
much of Jolley's narrative). 

All these features recur in Cabin Fever, 
which is in fact an extension of Vera's story in 
Jolley's last book My Father's Moon. Here, the 
same features are all the more bewitching for 
their altered familiarity. Perhaps they work 
even more powerfully because they operate, not 
only as the novel's themes, but also within its 
structure. The interaction between the processes 
of day to day living and the processes of fiction 
writing is not a new concern in Jolley's work: in 
Miss Peabody's Inheritance, Diana Hopewell 
comments that there "is too thin a line between 
truth and fiction"; Alma Porch, in Foxybaby, 
says that stories are made "from little scenes 
and the thoughts and feelings of people". The 
hazy relationship between the real and the 
fictional is also implicit in Cabin Fever, in the 
recollections and speculations of the narrator 
Vera Wright. Early on, Vera acknowledges that 
our sense of what a life has been is "not always 
in sequence"; "whether things are written down 
or not they dwell somewhere within and surface 
unbidden at any time." Understandably, then, 
this is a novel that moves according to 
associations rather than chronological sequence. 

Sitting in her hotel room on the twenty-
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fourth floor, waiting out a conference that 
includes such titles as "Symptoms of Panic 
Disorder", "Study of Closet Relationships" and 
her own "Perspectives on Moral Insanity", Vera 
Wright thinks over the details of her life: her 
thwarted relationship with Dr Jonathan Metcalf, 
her love/loathe relationship with her mother, her 
search for a sense of place during a life which 
has been motivated largely by the panic of 
displacement. Speculative in her too-hot, too 
enclosed room, Vera is suffering from Cabin 
Fever: "the long-drawn out pause of intention." 
To have cabin fever is to suffocate from one's 
own fear of cracking the "thin ice", of 
confronting "what is hidden immediately be
neath the skin." The cure for cabin fever, says 
Vera, "is to recognise the symptoms. In order to 
overcome the inability to cross the thin ice ... it 
is necessary to collect all the images and the 
experiences as if they were treasures in a small 
storehouse." 

And this is what she does. The novel 
becomes an accumulation of images and experi
ences, recounted from Vera's sense that experi
ence is to be felt "between the fingers, as cloth 
and not paint on board or canvas." As cloth, to 
be felt "between the fingers", the whole is a rich 
tapestry of interwoven threads rather than a 
developing story. Slippages between past and 
present, between the real and the fantasized, are 
accommodated into a smooth continuum through 
the association of one kind of experience with 
another. The sensory experience of colour, for 
instance, becomes a catalyst for the memory of 
other kinds of experience. The blue napkin of a 
recent New Year's day recalls the deeper blue of 
the sugar ration bags in the post-war days, 
which in tum recalls Vera's panic of loneliness, 
her need for domestic belonging which filled 
that time. The red jam at the soldier's hospital 
during the war links further back to the red nose 
of Betsy Drinkwater and her jam-smeared 
afternoon tea, which links in tum to Vera's gUilt 
in rejecting a friendless schoolfellow in order to 
define her own place amongst those who 
"belonged". In this way, sensory detail provides 
the structure within which other things - times, 
places, events - can shift and merge. 

The success of this kind of association is 
based, at least in part, on the fact that it works 
on incongruities: the undefined "noise of dis
cord", clashes with the comforting fragrance of 
warm croissants on the door's other side, with 
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the delicate feel of the china cup's rim, so that 
the unknown and fearful world outside becomes 
all the more unknown and fearful. And as in so 
much of Jolley's works, images in Cabin Fever 
have the capacity to signify opposing states. The 
colour of deep green, for instance, is the colour 
of the soft lawn at Gertrude's Place which 
slopes up to the dusty old hedges which box in 
suburban gardens, and becomes in this context 
the colour of oppression. The hedges themselves 
signify opposing things: they are both the image 
of domestic oppression and, in the gaps between 
the leaves which provide glimpses of other 
worlds, the image of escape. 

This duality - the capacity to be both one 
thing and its opposite - develops not just in the 
gaps in the hedges but, more powerfully, in the 
"little pauses and spaces of mystery" in human 
relationships. As elsewhere in Jolley's fiction 
(Palomino, Miss Peabody's Inheritance, Sugar 
Mother, The Well), the image of the mother 
carries the weight of a profound ambivalence 
that is lived out through other relationships. 
Vera both dreads and desires the authority of her 
mother's presence, and the mother/daughter 
relationship becomes a symbol of her mingled 
need to both escape from order and to seek its 
safety, a desire to walk the "thin ice" of 
unknown experience and a fear of failure or 
disapproval. 

This ambivalence is parallelled in Vera's 
relationships with other women. There are 
Gertrude and Sister Peters, who offer warmth 
and protection, but are ultimately left behind as 
Vera moves towards the Pit Fall in pursuit of 
Happiness (expressed by Gertrude in Capitals). 
Then there are Sister Purvis and Patch (the head 
nurse and the headmistress, both familiar figures 
of Jolley's fictional institutions): the one is "a 
battle axe" who, it is rumoured among the 
nurses, "hasn't any sex organs"; the other sings 
"sinister remarks in a contralto voice", and her 
lesbian invitations promise, not love, but con
quest and control. In their different needs and 
in fear of their own weaknesses, women 
become at once the victims - the "owners of 
grief' - and the predators of one another. 

But often more is revealed about human 
relationships through interlacing trios than 
through binary dramas. Vera is both a 
participant and a silent observer of other 
personal ambivalences in the triangular relation
ships between herself and the seductive Magda 
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and Jonathan Metcalf; between her self-mar
tyred mother and silently suffering father; 
between herself and the cheerlessly jolly sisters 
Dub Dub and Dib Dib. The mother/daughter 
relationship, too, is triangulated as the anxieties 
which dominate Vera's relationship with her 
mother are reflected in her own reticent, isolated 
little girl Helena. Helena is often the focus of 
the most poignant scenes that deal with the need 
for approval and the failure of expectation. 
There is, for instance, the scene in the dancing 
class where Helena, usually excluded, is al
lowed for once to "join in": 

Helena, previously uninvited. was unaccustomed 
but held up her little skirt, her fingers grasping 
the hem too tightly on either side. She skipped 
bravely to and fro, a little dance of her own. 
which had nothing of the rhythm and movement 
of the music. I had to tum away from the eager 
strained expression on Helena's face. Without 
wanting to I had to see her small knuckles 
whiten. 

These various glimpses into private griefs 
and silent panics - whether the focus is the 
predatory but needful Patch, the martyred 
mother, the stoically flamboyant Magda, Vera 
herself - all contribute to Jolley's exploration 
into the gaps, the "spaces of mystery", from 
which each identity is constructed. Perhaps the 
absence of closure in the novel generally (and 
one thinks again of Jolley's other novels_ points 
back to the fact that, for every scene that is 
tragic or bleak with the awareness of disorienta
tion, there is another that is comic, constructive, 
forward-looking. That quality of duplicity, 
Jolley seems to suggest, just scratches the 
surface of the strange complexities of life. 

The processes by which a life is pieced 
together run back, finally, towards the processes 
of fiction writing; each daily experience, Vera 
notes, is added to the accumulating whole "like 
the pages of a book that is being written. Every 
day something fresh being added to what was 
there before." And this is true not only of 
Cabin Fever, but also of the body of Elizabeth 
Jolley's fiction, with its double quality of 
reverberation and freshness. 

Amanda Nettelbeck 
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John Barnes, The Order of Things: A Life of 
Joseph Furphy 
Oxford University Press, 1990. ISBN 0 
19553187 6 

One should not judge a book by its cover or by 
its title. But the title of John Barnes' admirable 
biography of Joseph Furphy leads me to think 
twice, because it is also the title of the book by 
which Michel Foucault first made his name. At 
first glance, it is true, he and John Barnes seem 
to have little in common. Foucault was the hero 
of the avant-garde in the 70s, concerned to 
deconstruct the certainties of commonsense and 
to reveal what he calls "a positive unconscious 
of knowledge", a level which eludes the 
consciousness of scientist and literary scholar 
alike but which, he maintains, is an essential 
part of their discourse. Barnes, on the other 
hand, is the most scrupulous of traditional 
scholars, suspicious of speculation and theory 
and concerned to work only with the evidence 
before him. Writing about a crucial decision in 
Furphy's life, for instance, the decision to leave 
home, which was in effect a declaration of 
independence from his close knit and prospering 
family, he refuses to speculate, remarking that 
"we have no detailed reminiscences that would 
enable us to reconstruct the life Joseph lived 
about this time". Similarly with the mysterious, 
much-named and exotic figure of Furphy's 
mother-in-law, Zelie Lamigon, he stays with 
records, shipping registers, marriage licences 
and land titles. Problems of causality or 
psychology are not for him, and when he does 
hazard a guess, a moderate and very sensible 
guess, he lets us know. "When Zelie died 
Furphy acted as undertaker which suggests on 
the face of it that he and Leonie (his wife) did 
not have the money for a professional under
taker." Even more devastatingly for those of us 
who like legends, he suggest that Ned Kelly's 
last words were not "Such is life". 

All this, however, means that this biogra
phy is not only profoundly interesting but also 
profoundly trustworthy. In exploring the ob
scure life of the author of that obscure classic, 
Such Is Life, Barnes is therefore the best of 
guides; good company as well as careful and so 
relaxed that he sets us free to explore further for 
ourselves. Reticence may not be very fashion
able but it can also be provocative. His 
treatment of Furphy's long friendship with Kate 
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Baker whom he first met when she was as a 
young school teacher, for example, and with 
whom he carried on a life-long correspondence 
about his work and ideas, shows up the 
strangeness of the relationship more vividly 
precisely because he makes us so keenly aware 
not only of the social taboos it was violating, 
the misery of his marriage, for instance, but also 
Furphy's own ruthless and self-justifying integ
rity. 

Matter-of-fact it may be, but Barnes' 
summary of the affair takes us, I think, to the 
heart of the destructive and self-destructive 
struggle for coherence which makes Such Is Life 
the classic text of colonial experience; 

In refusing to give up the friendship with 
Kate Baker and her family, [Furphy] was 
fully aware of how it might be interpreted 
by others, but sure of his own integrity. 
One wonders, though, whether he thought 
of her feelings and how she might interpret 
his interest in her. 

Furphy's deepest concern was with this 
"order of things", for him synonymous with 
"reality". In Barnes' words; 

He believed that there was an 'Order of 
Things', which could be taken as the 'will 
of God', which no individual could per· 
ceive or alter; yet the individual had a 
moral responsibility to attempt to live 
according to his conception of what consti
tuted the Order of Things. In his failure of 
interpretation, Tom Collins enacted the 
limitations of human understanding. 

One of the pleasures of reading this book, 
then, is the irony implicit in the way in which 
Barnes' interpretation of the facts he so care
fully and patiently assembles points us in the 
direction of theories whose importance he 
discounts and questions. Thus, it is a nice 
thought, the kind of thought Furphy himself 
would have liked to play with, that Joseph 
Furphy anticipated, if not Michel Foucault, then 
at least the title of his most significant book. 

Soberly written and meticulously researched, 
this is therefore a significant, even exciting 
work. Until now, the standard biography of 
Furphy has been Kate Baker's, a case, as Miles 
Franklin shrewdly remarked, of "Mateships 
versus Modernity". But Barnes' approach is 
different. His preference is for neither, but for 
"sober documentation of the 'ordinariness' of 
the past". This approach, however, brings 
Furphy alive as nothing else could, giving us an 
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outline of what Foucault calls the "space of 
knowledge" within which and from which 
Furphy operated to produce that most extraordi
nary of Australian works, Such Is Life. 

We are introduced to his Irish origins -
sober Irish Protestant - his childhood, growing 
up aware and respectful of Aboriginal skills and 
customs as well as of station life on the Upper 
Yarra, his limited education and omnivorous 
interest in ideas and causes - as a young man he 
won a prize for a poem on Lincoln, "champion 
of blacks, protection of Indians and hero of 
freedom." There are also glimpses of the gold 
rushes, "no court, no magistrate, no warder and 
no police", where "rowdyism held its camival", 
of wagons lying abandoned in the mud on the 
way to Bendigo, of bushrangers and land deals 
- Furphy always tended to be duped (Tom 
Collins' reflection that the successful pioneer is 
man who never spared others; the forgotten 
pioneer ... the man who never spared himself' 
seems to be based on personal experience). 

Pioneering looks very different here. If not 
quite a "Hades of hopelessness", Furphy's 
environment as a young man was nevertheless 
one of constant yet disappointing struggle. 
Unsuccessful on the diggings, he failed also as a 
farmer and in his marriage. Even his short spell 
as a bullock driver gave him little more than the 
material for Such Is Life and a sense of life's 
splendid yet poignant absurdity. In contrast 
with the rest of his family, he made little money 
and achieved little socially. His father became a 
man of substance in the Kyneton district and his 
older brother, John, inventor of the famous 
water-cart, "the Furphy", owned his own foun
dry in Shepparton in which Joseph settled down 
to work for his brother, to spend his leisure time 
writing Such Is Life in the shed in the back yard 
of his house. 

We become aware, too, of the unexplained 
nature of things in colonial society and its 
strange mixture of the drab and the exotic; the 
presence of French settlers like Zelie Vagneux, 
Furphy's mother-in-law and her first husband, 
Felix German, for instance, and her second, 
Monsieur Grandjean, whose Vineyard Hotel 
became one of the land marks on the Daylesford
Glenlyon road; the rural debating societies with 
their discussion of the great religious, scientific 
and philosophical issues of the time; travellers 
from all over the world arriving and passing 
through on their way to fortunes which most of 
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them never made; the pathos of women like 
Furphy's mother-in-law, perhaps even his own 
wife, who needed a man if they were to survive 
in the world. 

As Foucault suggests, there is nothing 
more tentative, nothing more empirical (superfi
cially at least), than the process of establishing 
an order among things and nothing which 
demands a sharper eye, or a surer, better 
articulated language. That is why the careful 
accumulation of detail here, Barnes' accuracy 
and the lucidity of his style, is so important. 
But that is also why, given the ambiguity, 
disappointment and failure of his life both in 
public and private, Such Is Life's attempt to find 
some inner coherence, some sense of more 
intense significance, takes on new significance. 

To take one example, the strange poem, 
"Brahm", published in the Bulletin Christmas 
number for 1912, with its refrain "Nothing 
exists but Brahm", expresses the cosmic agnos
ticism which pervades Such Is Life, making its 
concern for the individual and for justice so 
much more poignant. But the incidental image, 
"your wife with her untidy hair", also points to 
the way in which the trivial and the cosmic, the 
personal and impersonal were for him so 
inextricably and paradoxically interwoven. So 
the novel's opening speculation which suspends 
the individual event between personal choice 
and "the momentum of Original Impress" 
tending inexorably through the ages to this point 
then takes on deeper significance. Furphy, we 
realise, is searching, as Foucault does, for 
something given to things as their inner law, a 
hidden network which determines the way they 
confront one another. Yet to the extent that they 
have no existence except within that network, in 
the blank spaces it creates, to that extent, 
writing his book Furphy is attempting to make 
sense not only of his personal existence but that 
of his society and history. 

These are abstruse speculations. But 
Furphy, the man, emerges from this biography 
also; a man with a gift for friendship, humorous, 
intellectually curious, alert to the intellectual 
currents of his time - Kate Baker's family called 
him "the professor", disappointed yet buoyant, 
deeply religious but disgusted by sectarian 
squabbles and dogmatism and therefore attempt
ing to explore new possibilities of belief, 
arriving finally at a position which Barnes 
characterises as a combination of Stoicism, 
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Christianity and Socialism but which seems to 
me quite close to what is called "Liberation 
Theology" today. He also liked his "glass of 
claret wine, the best drink of the lot". He also 
enjoyed yarning with his friends in his shed or 
with Kate and the Baker family when he went 
to Melbourne. 

A natural intellectual, he got on well with 
A.G. Stephens and his circle during the negotia
tions over Such Is Life. Yet he spent most of his 
time in country towns and died in virtual exile 
in Perth. But it is this, one suspects, which 
helped to make him such an original talent. As 
he remarked shrewdly of Henry Lawson, self
indulgence, even in feelings, can be very 
destructive to a writer. True, he often went to 
the opposite extreme, as his treatment of Kate 
Baker suggests. As Barnes puts it, her 
"devotion to her complete faith in his ability 
were what stimulated and sustained him in the 
early years". Yet he seems barely to have 
acknowledged her as a person in her own right, 
treating her condescendingly as a "mere slip of 
a girl", sometimes even disparaging her appear
ance. Although Barnes does not make much of 
this, it is clear from what he gives us from the 
attention he gives to Furphy's wife, Leonie, left 
alone for months at a time when Joe was away 
with the teams and later even more alone, living 
under the one roof but in separate rooms, 
looking after her cat, her garden and her fowls, 
that Barnes feels for the woman's situation. 
Furphy, however, clearly does not. 

In the long run, then, the hero is not the 
man but the book. We are given a detailed 
account of the discussion, negotiations leading 
up to the publication of Such Is Life and of its 
subsequent reception, a surprisingly favourable 
one - Alfred Deakin, for instance, praised it 
highly. It is at this point, however, in my view, 
that Barnes' scrupulously factual method fails 
him. Furphy, he insists, was not a literary 
innovator. But this is an odd statement if one 
considers Furphy's remark that Such Is Life was 
"like no other novel - at least, I hope not". It is 
even odder in the light of the book's famous 
difficulty for readers. 

Biographers very properly identify them
selves with their subjects. But readers are 
concerned with the books they wrote, and, 
whether he intended it or not, the book Joseph 
Furphy wrote poses all kinds of theoretical 
questions, about the nature of narrative, the 
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relationship between "fact" and "fiction" lan
guage and "reality", and so on. The fact that, as 
Barnes reports, his main inspiration lay in Greek 
tragedy and eighteenth century novelists like 
Fielding and that he was disgusted with 
contemporaries, Kingsley and bestsellers of the 
"Ouida" kind, for example, does not undercut 
this. On the contrary, it suggests a concern with 
questions of form and language. 

So it is that, as with his use of the phrase 
"the order of things", Barnes' argument with 
contemporary theory, notably with Barthes' 
notion of the "death of the author" works 
ironically. It may be true, for example, that as 
he says, Tom Collins is not always distinct from 
Joseph Furphy. But the interplay between them 
and their entanglement within the various codes 
of social and linguistic discourse which run 
through the text, linking it inextricably with its 
social and historical context, is exactly the kind 
of situation Barthes had in mind in his notorious 
essay. 

Nevertheless, this is a model for literary 
biography not just because it raises these 
questions but, more importantly, because, giving 
us a glimpse of the man, Joseph Furphy, it helps 
us account for and appreciate further the book 
which was his life work, as a book which like 
the man stands shivering on the brink of 
discovery, suspended between meaning and 
absurdity, finitude and infinitude. The historical 
detail also suggests that, like Don Quixote as 
Foucault describes him, Tom Collins' adven
tures form a boundary, marking the end of an 
old interplay between resemblance and signs 
and containing the beginnings of new relations. 
Barnes' account situates this search in colonial 
time and place, bringing it home to us how 
much unfinished business remains still for the 
society and culture we inhabit. 

Veronica Brady 

Satendra Nandan, The Wounded Sea, Simon 
& Schuster (in association with New Endeavour 
Press), 17Opp., $14.95. 

The Wounded Sea is a book about idealism and 
disillusionment, and both attitudes are rooted in 
the experience of the author. Satendra Nandan, 
who now lives in exile in Canberra, grew up in 
a village in Fiji, and became the first Fijian to 
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gain a Ph.D. in literature, as well as the first 
Labour member elected to the Fijian Parliament. 
He became Minister for Heath, Social Welfare 
and Women's Affairs in the Bavadra Govern
ment .. and then the Colonel walked in. 

Since the military coup on 14 May 1987 
Fijians have lived in a racist, authoritarian 
political climate. Since the coup the country 
"Fiji" has been seen in an utterly new light 
around the world. Traumatic events such as the 
coup seemed utterly remote from this serene 
island before 1987. They belonged to a 
different social climate, a different way of 
thinking about human affairs. 

T.S.Eliot's essay on literary tradition, "Tra
dition and the Individual Talent", argued that a 
major new literary work affects not only 
contemporary literature but the way in which 
contemporaries look at the whole preceding 
literary tradition. This line of thought is implicit 
in The Wounded Sea. It is not too much to say 
that the book is provoked by the discovery of 
evil, and that discovery drives Nandan to look 
at his own past and that of his country. The 
book is motivated by the author's unstated 
question: "Have I completely misunderstood 
my own culture, my own history, my own 
country?" 

The book begins and ends with memoir. 
In between are stories of village life in rural 
Fiji. They present the island paradise, recover
able for Nandan in autobiographical fiction 
more readily than in direct autobiography. The 
paradise is framed (in both senses of the word) 
by its fall. Nandan joins a "queue of passengers 
of cheated hopes" (p.l33) eager to flee into 
exile. The coup, for Nandan, is a form of 
dying, and it leads him to think of his father's 
death, and then of his father alive, and of his 
grandfather alive. Political event is wedded 
inextricably to personal details. It is one of the 
strengths of The Wounded Sea, and perhaps of 
the society it depicts, that actions in different 
spheres of life are interwoven; they cannot be 
categorised separately. That interwoven-ness, in 
a once happily multicultural society, helps 
generate a symbolical frame of mind and a 
degree of idealism appealed to in the very 
lyricism of Nandan's prose: "To Father, Air 
India was the idea of India itself. India, for 
Father, was a grain of sand in an oyster: it 
troubled him, then crystallised into a pearl in his 
imagination ... " (p.ll) 
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Nandan's father could never have had this 
awareness about himself. His son, the one time 
scholarship boy, has the sophisticated concep
tual awareness that only education can bring. 
The Wounded Sea moves easily between quota
tions from Hopkins and Wordsworth ("lines 
littering my life") and the performance of age 
old Indian rituals. In part the book is a work of 
praise for western education, even though 
Nandan has no illusions about the British 
Empire nature of the education he received. In 
the first story the schoolhouse, "a rusty shed of 
corrugated iron sheets", stands as "a symbol of 
hope, of possibilities" (p.39). 

Nandan can write so positively of educa
tion because, as these stories make clear, 
education has not denied him contact with his 
village roots. The rural world depicted in the 
stories is an earthy one, with its own spiritual 
and social codes. It is a society with a network 
of close relationships, open to corruption through 
patronage and favours, but with a clear sense of 
social and sexual boundaries that must not be 
crossed. It has its own way of dealing with 
western utilities, such as flush toilets, and 
western institutions, such as law courts: 

Rama boasted about how he'd won the 
case. Of course, he'd have to give Nitya a 
goat - it was, after all, the interpreter who 
played the most critical role in such cases: 
whatever the interpreter told the magistrate 
was always the truth. (p.66) 

These dealings also provide many comic mo
ments, as when Mrs Mahajan gets "her left leg 
caught in the toilet bowl: she had apparently 
thought that the water in the bowl was for 
washing herself" (p.76). 

There is in The Wounded Sea much 
imagery of bodily functions, as the book depicts 
an earthy life, close to nature. It is a world 
governed, like the moods of Nandan's grandfa
ther, "by distant memories, as the tides are by 
the moon" (p.13). The flush toilet with its 
aluminium chain, christened ceremonially by 
flushing down a bowl of freshly made kava, 
becomes an emblem of the old and the new. 
The book presents a society undergoing signifi
cant and speedy change, from the perspective of 
someone at the forefront of that change. It is 
change wrought not only through education but 
through other effects of colonialism and interna
tionalism: air travel, tourism, multi-national 
business. That technological change enables 
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Nandan to flee his country quickly aboard a 
silver bird, from which Fiji looks like an island 
in a wounded sea. It is ironic, however that the 
greatest change to Fiji should have come from 
within its own society. The Wounded Sea 
contrasts the colonial encounter with the colonel 
encounter, and there is no doubt as to which is 
preferable. 

Through his stories' evocation of village 
life, Nandan places the military coup in a 
context otherwise inaccessible for outsiders. 
That sensuous world seems disrupted forever by 
a single military-political act. Nandan denies 
the notion of a bloodless coup, by presenting 
the heart of the country as silently haemorrhag
ing. He vividly presents the experience of the 
whole government being locked up, expecting 
to be shot. In that crisis Nandan testifies that 
"individuals and communities may derive 
strength from their literature, mythology, reli
gious thought and art" (p.ISI). This is a 
testament that gains immense power through a 
context that concentrates the mind. 

"Now I have the knowledge," declares 
Nandan, "that a Fijian Colonel with his gun" 
can appear "around every comer of our lives" 
(p.109). He does mean "our", not "my". "The 
sea is one," he notes. "Only we in our 
ignorance call it by different names" (p.S). 
Nandan is crucially aware of the power of 
names, and the element of warning in The 
Wounded Sea is balanced by praise of what we 
in the west once had the confidence to call "the 
human spirit". That praise is justified by the 
power of Nandan's experience and of his 
defiantly balanced prose: 

They say flowers bloom in Hiroshima and 
bird songs are heard in Auschwitz. Fiji, 
too, is a link in that chain of being and 
becoming. No colonel can enchain a 
country or its conscience. And no guns 
can kill certain words. (p.147) 

Dennis Haskell 

Shane McCauley, The Butterfly Man, Freman
tIe Arts Centre Press, 1991, $14.99, 110 pp. 

The first half of The Butteifly Man includes a 
number of portraits of people, from a wide 
variety of cultures - Asian, Middle Eastern, 
French, Aboriginal. The danger of invoking or 
creating stereotypes is not always avoided. The 
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man in 'An Old Samurai Arranges Flowers' 
(who labours under the same judgement as 
Yukio Mishima does in 'Narcissus', of 'coldness 
privately nurtured') arranges flowers (to be read 
as a contemplative activity, I assume), yet keeps 
his inner violence intact: 

Swift the shock of the sword 
Releasing exploding chrysanthemums 
Hidden in the neck ... 

While this is an unnervingly vivid expression of 
personal violence, the poem as a whole implic
itly raises questions about the relationship 
between contemplation and violent action as 
contained in the image of the samurai in 
Japanese culture, but without sufficient inward
ness with that culture to act as a setting for such 
questioning. Thus, we are given a portrait of 
dislocation, but the portrait itself is dislocated. 

Similarly, 'Ahmed the Headsman' portrays 
an individual's culturally sanctioned violence in 
too glib a fashion: 

Death is not such an easy art 
As you might think. I, too, have 
Been kept awake at night. 
Fleas, mostly. I leave mercy 
To Allah, who never sleeps. 

Such issues seem best explored - initially at 
least - in relation to one's own culture, close to 
one's own door. Two poems about Aborigines 
where this might have happened, do not 
however succeed in this. 'Deaths in Custody' 
starts rather leadenly with: 'Another one 
reported this morningj Something cold in the 
inevitability' and ends with a disturbingly inept 
image: 

I see 
Over-ripened loquats purpling, 
Soft bulging shadows 
About to fall. 

'Aboriginal Students' cannot break the circuit of 
awkwardness, of something laboured: 

The men, unswaggering, form their own 
Distances, eyes unused to any lasting 
Apprehension ... 

While 'form their own! Distances' is good, what 
follows is a devastating putdown. 

Women are also, of course, 'the other'. 'A 
Home in the Countryside' , about a Thai 
prostitute, has as its epigraph these searing 
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words: 'I think when I die my god will kill 
me'. But the poem presents us with a woman 
enclosed in a child-self and Westernised trap
pings without allowing her any real compassion 
(,see-through bikini/ On jaded but feral inno
cence'), or focussing on the double colonisation 
that has put and kept her where she is, except 
for the vague reference to: 'Cumbersome 
foreigners intent only on her country/ As they 
delve and arrange.' 

The men on the scene are, apparently, 
innocent bystanders, with 'the corner-sight/ Of 
timid creatures seeing a predator/ in the 
distance' in 'Her Afternoon Off', which presents 
a scathing portrait of a prostitute: 

Something of the gift-wrapped look 
About the bosom, something snake-like 
In the flicking tongue, a jagged glass laugh 
Revealing thin pink gums, well-trodden 
Lips like a criss-crossed desert. 

One is perhaps - or rather, I am - all too familiar 
with these denigrating images of the feminine: 
Pandora, serpent, vagina dentata, despoiled 
earth. 

The poems about women which work best 
balance a sense of relationship against elusive
ness and absence - none more so than 'Declara
tions, Transformations', a witty poem which 
redeems its declared voyeurism by wearing it so 
transparently, irrepressibly: 

As a hair brush I swim through 
Your hair, rushing like a bristling wind, 
Lost in dark confusions. 

There is also a sense of play in 'Unconfirmed 
Sightings', covering the poignancy of emotional 
distance: 

The last of some endangered 
Species, you have left me. 

There are occasional sightings. 
I try to believe photographs. 

With the lightness of touch and tone in these 
poems, Shane McCauley is at his spontaneous 
best. Such qualities are also present in the 
splendidly and aptly laconic 'Detective Novel'. 

... unraveller of 
Destinies, he boldly takes the muggings, 
Tells an audience how it feels. Mornings 
After, his black coffee (dash of bourbon) 
Will always taste better than his reader's. 
Charm should cost such scars. 
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Another of McCauley's strong suits in this 
collection is the poem of place. Tranquility' 
depicts a cityscape where 'A piece of sky 
breaks off/ And flutters past my window'. 
'South Beach' and 'South Fremantle, Summer' 
are aerial, spacious poems, opening up atmos
pheres, possibilities: the latter starts, 'Who calls 
here, despite the sun, is/ Welcomed easefully 
into the high-vaulted/ House.' 

In the middle of The Butteifly Man are a 
number of interesting poems arising from 
travels in Greece. These are in the main strong 
and well-grounded poems, though recording that 
'any traveller/ Is to some extent lost' (,Old City, 
Rhodes') and revealing the gulfs to be contem
plated: 'We try to catch echoes on the wind.! 
There are none. We photograph silences.' 
('Delphi'). The demurrals I have here concern 
'Sapphic Fragment' which speaks to me more 
of Catullus than Sappho, and the question of 
attribution with regard to the lively 'Graffiti in 
Pompei' . Whether collected or invented, these 
graffiti range from: 

Marcus spurns me. May his scrotum 
Be mistaken by starving ravens 
For ripe figs. 

to this, on a rather different frequency: 

The world ended yesterday. A ghost 
Writes this, lost, lost. 

In general, the poems in The Butte/fly Man 
dealing with direct personal experience that the 
poet lays claim to - however subtly or, indeed, 
ambivalently - are more successful than his - at 
this stage, anyway - investigations of otherness. 
Some of the collection's most engaging poems 
reveal a capacity for fine attunement, a dance of 
evocation and suggestion. Dealing with the 
darker side of the emotional palette, as it were, 
tends to lead McCauley into an expressionistic 
turgidness, where the images jar with each other 
- in the poet's own phrase, 'language/ Choking 
on the wish-bone of meaning.' ('Wittgenstein'). 
Thus, in 'Vietnamese Exiles', the bathos of 'The 
clash/ Of our different galaxies subsides/ Into 
this soup.' 

The Butteifly Man would have been a 
stronger collection without 'On Reading A Life 
Of Alfred Hitchcock' and a number of other 
short poems marked by the confusion of focus I 
have been describing, as well as the 19-page 
'Creation'. The latter is a kind of poetic survey 
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of creation myths from many cultures - a 
predominantly male affair, by this account. This 
seems to me not only an over-ambitious but an 
impossible project in which what are - or were 
- sacred stories are turned into poetic fodder. 

Whatever one's final evaluation of the 9-
page title poem, an exploration of Eastern 
wisdom, it is in poems such as 'The Owl' that 
the poet's questing inwardness and originality 
most clearly emerge. 

Guardian of something, its own 
Achieved solitudes ... 

... An aliveness waiting, 

Waiting to swoop into our trembling, 
Our god-haunted night. 

Such lines suggest some of the power and 
intransigence of wisdom in this ancient symbol 
of it. This is a quality glimpsed not in the 
book's weightier undertakings, but in moments 
of almost casual insight, surprise, immanence. 

We walk back, brushing the candlelight 
That grows from bushes ... 

'Cape Naturaliste' 

These lines might serve as an image of a poetry 
nourished by evanescent moments of connec
tion. They are both complemented and counter
pointed by the following lines from 'La Perouse 
to Eleonore' which shows how delicate and 
potentially illusory a matter it is to ingest 
infinity: 

Out at sea I have 
Often seen fish rise and swallow 
A star as it hesitates on the surface. 

This volume by Shane McCauley seems to me, 
taken as a totality, not sufficiently balanced and 
measured for a third collection. But it contains 
a substantial core of poems which will please, 
interest, and delight. And it holds the promise 
of unusual and distinctive areas of the poetic 
terrain awaiting further exploration. 

Diane Fahey 

Going it alone? Prospects for Aboriginal 
autonomy. Essays in honour of Ronald and 
Catherine Berndt. 1990, eds Robert Tonkinson 
and Michael Howard. Aboriginal Studies 
Press, Canberra, pp.252. Maps and twenty-five 
photographs. $22.95 
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The central theme of the festschrift 'Going it 
alone', which makes available ten essays in 
honour of noted anthropologists Professor Ronald 
and Dr Catherine Berndt, is described as a 
consideration of 'Aboriginal autonomy, ad
dressed through a focus on government policies 
of "self management" (p.67). Contributors to 
the volume are cited as being former students of 
the Berndts, or people with whom they have 
held an association of friendship. These writers 
include Raymond Firth, Claude Levi-Strauss, 
Robert Tonkinson, Michael Howard, Noel M 
Wallace, Hans Dagmar, David Tumer, Kingsley 
Palmer, Dennis Gray and Sherry Saggers, Lee 
Sackett, John Stanton, and Erich Kolig. 

One of the most instructive contributions 
of 'Going it alone' is that it provides a valuable 
insight into the life of the Berndts. This insight 
is made available, in part, through the 'over
view' and 'appreciation' by, respectively, 
Raymond Firth and Claude Levi-Strauss, both 
of whom enjoyed considerable contact with the 
Berndts since the 1 940s. Reflecting on that 
extensive association, Levi-Strauss clearly ex
presses a view reminiscent of that put forward 
by a variety of people with whom the Bemdts 
maintained contact. He writes of their 'excep
tionally rich and productive scholarship' with its 
'honesty, rigour and accuracy of ethnographic 
description on the one hand; and on the other, 
the demonstration of a humane sensitivity from 
which contemporary society can and must draw 
lessons' (p.13). 

Insight into the Berndts is also clearly 
gained in the 'biographical sketch', prepared by 
editors Tonkinson and Howard (pp. 17-43). 
Through this detailed account, we are informed 
of the background of Ronald and Catherine 
Berndt, both as individuals, and in relation to 
each other, and the parts they have played in the 
development of Anthropology. The field re
search undertaken by the Berndts, in careers that 
spanned fifty years, largely focussed on Aborigi
nal Australia and the Eastern Highlands of 
Papua New Guinea. 

Together with these biographical insights, 
we are also provided with a 'select bibliogra
phy' which lists the Berndts' publications that 
number well over one hundred and fifty. These 
publications, as recorded in the volume, do not 
include the hundreds of unpublished reports 
prepared by the Berndts, for government and 
other agencies. 
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The volume contains some interesting and 
useful material: a broad introductory chapter on 
policy and practice by Tonkinson and Howard 
(pp. 67-82), a challenge to the Aboriginal 
homogeneity thesis and discussion concerning 
'dependency' by Stanton (pp. 219-234), a 
critique of welfare state policy interference 
resulting in fragmentation in Aboriginal commu
nities by Sackett (pp. 201-218), consideration of 
the failure of government to provide material 
support for its policies by Palmer (pp. 165-183), 
and a controversial chapter which canvasses 
certain congruities between Christianity and 
contemporary Aboriginal society by Turner (pp. 
149-164). 

Some of the volume's content, however, 
also reveals various oversights, such as the lack 
of an Aboriginal contributor (Ken Colbung who 
had a long association with the Berndts, several 
publications to his name, and is referred to by 
Tonkinson and Howard on p.72 and by Sackett 
on p.214 comes to mind as a potential 
contributor). Other oversights include inad
equate treatment of the notion of 'autonomy' (a 
point also acknowledged by the editors on 
p.69), the lack of attention to Aboriginal people 
who are located in urban settings (again this is a 
point acknowledged by the editors on p.74), and 
the fact that 'self-determination' and 'self
management' are often 'mixed up' by individual 
authors (see, for example, discussion on aspects 
of Aboriginal education by Saggers and Gray on 
p.77, and on 'welfare colonialism' by Sackett 
on p.214 where 'self-determination' and 'self
management' are interchanged on the same 
pages and in a similar context). 

Ironically, confusion concerning the issue 
of 'self-management' and 'self-determination' is 
one which often frustrates Aboriginal progress 
toward that which is currently termed (in 
official documents, in recent literature and by 
Aboriginal people themselves) as 'self-determi
nation'. While Tonkinson and Howard (pp. 70-
71) and Palmer (p.180) provide limited discus
sion regarding policy shifts from 'self-manage
ment' to 'self-determination' (mainly by refer
ring to other published documents), this critical 
issue remains ambiguously treated. For instance 
Kolig (p.236) makes use of both terms without 
ever attempting to address the crucial difference 
between them in relation to 'Aboriginal au
tonomy'. 

The confusion evident regarding the con-
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cepts of 'self-management' and 'self-determina
tion' represents, perhaps, the fact that most of 
the chapters are drawn from research conducted 
in the late 1970s or early 1980s when discussion 
concerning these two concepts abounded. The 
lack of recent research and analysis is also 
evident from chapters such as that by Wallace 
(pp. 83-97) which is based on fieldwork carried 
out 'during several months each year between 
1966 and 1977' (p.83). The chapter discusses, 
in absolute rather than relative terms, 'European 
domination of the Pitjanjatjara people' (ibid). It 
is unfortunate that this chapter does not take 
into fuller consideration than it presently does, 
the influence and consequences of the 
Pitjanjatjara Land Rights Act (1981) in order to 
more critically accommodate the aim of the 
volume's theme. 

The chapter by Dagmar (pp.99-134) is 
mainly theoretical and largely based on field
work undertaken in the 1970s. He introduces 
contentious concepts such as 'ethnic honour' 
which remain ill-defined (p.103), while some
how concluding that, 'local Aboriginal common 
interest associations must respond to existing 
social and cultural circumstances ... [and] ... meet 
new (non-traditional) organisational 
requirements .. jn order to promote effectively 
their social and economic interests in the 
interethnic field' (p.1l7). 

Similarly, the chapter by Kolig primarily 
draws on research undertaken some time ago. It 
is also interesting to observe that Kolig does not 
refer to other, more recent, literature on the 
topic he discusses (e.g. Hawke and Gallagher 
1989). 

Tonkinson's chapter (pp.125-148), how
ever, is based on cumulative and recent field
work. In his comprehensive discussion, 
Tonkinson argues that women from Jigalong 
have gained 'greater independence of action in 
relation to their menfolk since migration from 
the desert ended forever the "autonomy" of 
traditional Aboriginal culture as a whole' 
(p.I44). 

Overall, the material contained in this 
book, while putting forward some detailed and 
thoughtful analyses, does not always meet the 
standards encouraged and maintained by the 
Berndts, as expressed in the comments by Levi
Strauss quoted above. 

Finally, as recorded with sincere and 'deep 
regret' by the editors of this volume, Ronald 
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Berndt died on May 2 1990. When news of 
Professor Berndt's death came through to the 
north of Western Australia where I was working 
with some of the Aboriginal people who had 
known the Berndts since the 1950s, a woman 
called Munja, from Balgo, who is pictured with 
Catherine Berndt in this volume (p.34) ob
served, 'we heard the news about that old 
man ... we've been feeling sorry about that...we're 
grieving for him ... he was a good man .. .like a 
witness for us ... and now we're worrying about 
his wife ... they were good to us ... both people ... '. 
In a number of significant ways, Munja's 
comments express much about the Berndts and 
their work that is not fully conveyed in this 
volume. 

References cited: 
Hawke, S & M Gallagher. 1989. Noonkanbah: 
whose land. whose law. Fremantle Arts Centre 
Press. 

Sandy Toussaint 

Fay Zwicky, Ask Me, University of Queensland 
Press, 1990. 

Eclecticism is the hallmark of Fay Zwicky's 
collection Ask Me, though there is no dilution of 
impact as the poet effectively manages to fuse 
myth, song, wit, rhetoric, colloquial speech 
patterns, and sublime image-making. Ask Me 
could almost be described as a distillation of 
Zwicky's two earlier collections Isaac Babel's 
Fiddle and Kaddish, complemented by a new 
found zest for the synthesis of language and 
subject, best characterized by the elegies, 
(which are quite different in tone from the 
landmark poem "Kaddish"), and poems like 
"Reading" and "Home Care" in which, whilst 
retaining distance, she approaches an almost 
comfortable warmth that balances the austerity 
of her wit: 

"D'you read at all?" I ask who never did much 
else. 
"I've never read a book, but I was fit." 
"I'li bet you were," I say, thinking of 
pitiless Dampier sand and sun that saps 
the blood from a green country man, 
loading his breath with dust. 

The idea of a continuum in voice, myth, 
and reality, is explored in the opening sequence, 
"China Poems 1988". Take the comparisons 
between the idealized "Peking" and actual 
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"Beijing" in "Out of this World": 

I'm in Beijing. 
When I was young it was Peking. 
Fans and silk and lacquered screens, 
sages playing chess in elegant pavilions 
on the Flowery Mountain ... 

It's minus 4. 
The heating system thumped all night, 
the cistern trickled. 
At school we called it Chinese Torture, 
gave each other Chinese Bums. 

The difference is as profound as that of the 
languages of Li Po and Wang Wei to that of the 
tanks that rumbled into Tiananmen Square on 
June 4, 1988. In the poem of the same name, 
putting aside her position relative to the 
collective nature of a myth and history that is 
alien to her, and focussing on the stark universal 
reality of death, the poet says ironically: 

I'm thinking of my middle-class German 
grandmother 
soft as a pigeon, who wept 
when Chamberlain declared a war. 
Why are you crying, grandma? 
It's only the big bad wolf, my dear. 
It's only a story. 

The position of the woman poet in the 
patriarchy of language, and by extension history 
and culture, is a constant theme. That in spite 
of the maleness of traditional poetic forms 
Zwicky sees the poetic voice as ostensibly 
feminine. Language becomes a liberator, in 
every sense. J In the sequence, "The Temple, 
Somnapurna", the sexuality of the creation myth 
is examined. The cycle or "wheel of existence" 
is turned. In the poem "Ganesh" the maleness 
of Ganesh is conveyed through overt sexual 
imagery involving "shafts", "trunks", Ganesh 
having his head "docked", and so on. This is 
balanced by the decidedly feminine rhythms of 
the poem and the feminising of Ganesh through 
lines such as "his lotus face smiles down". The 
resulting sexual ambiguity enables the mainte
nance of the "wheel". As stated: 

Even gods may be ambiguous, 
hate their wives, 
their children. 

His hands fold slyly in prayer, 
lips part like shells 
to whispering waves of stone 

Women kneel in pious shadows 
tracing sinuous whorls of coloured flour, 
wisped by incense. 
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In the brilliant sequence "A Tale of the 
Great Smokies", the concept of the creation 
cycle of "wheel", the spinning of life and death 
ad infinitum, is also explored. There is a 
sympathy with the subject that radiates through
out the image-making, that is reflected in the 
richness of the colloquial rhythms, that makes 
this a truly inspired work. Though not 
American Zwicky has managed to capture 
regional traits and internationalize them much in 
the same way as a poet like Turkey's Necati 
Cumali does in a poem like "At The Inquest". 

Based on the myth of Odysseus and 
Penelope, the sequence follows the "thread" 
spun by Penelope on the wheel made by Otis. 
The lines "Somewhere beyond all this drift! the 
stars are reckoning us up.", forms the signature 
for the tapestry of Otis's physical journey and 
that of Penelope's inner being as she is left to 
manage her life in the Great Smokies during his 
absence. The richness of the sexual imagery, 
the cloistering, awakening and self-constraint of 
Penelope, the interplay of environment and 
human emotion, forms a breath-taking vision to 
add to the backdrop of mountain scenery. 
Primarily, these are poems about liberation and 
restraint. The wheel drives and binds. It 
absorbs words, sequests language to breath: 

Tread air, tread light 
silent as dust riding darkness. 
Treadle and tum. 
black bobbin fat in my fingers. 

Soft as moth's breath, 
threads slip through tides of my handling, 
wordless to wait on his coming, 
fixed in my longing for speech. 

Compost black currant 
fodder horse urine 
hickory smoke 

Breath lives, 
wavers within. 

Far below, wide 
over valley bum farmlights 
through fog. Dusty signals from 
neighbouring hearths. 

("Penelope Spins") 

There are numerous other poems that could 
be lifted from the three sections that make up 
this book to illustrate the skill and breadth of 
vision of this poet. Worthy of special attention 
are "Four Poems from America" for their 
wonderful use of sound, "Broadway Vision", 
"The Pretty Young Wife", and the elegies: "In 
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Memory, Vincent Buckley 1925-1988" and "For 
Jim 1947-1986" Zwicky's powers lift poetry out 
of death with sensitivity and majesty: 

Darkness. 
The brief and infinitely graceful dance of body, 
fluid arc of upraised arms, 
the dance in air, in empty spaces, 
the rush to bite down, 
all, all in beauty. 

Remember, he said. Remember. 

Black child, I will. 
I do. 

I. Joan Kirby's article "Finding a Voice in this fiercely 
fathered and unmothered world: the Poetry of Fay 
Zwicky". (Poetry and Gender UQP, editors, David Brooks 
and Brenda Walker), proves an interesting starting point in 
an examination of these issues in Zwicky's work. 

John Kinsella 

Michael Wilding, Great Climate, Faber and 
Faber, London, 1990, 147pp., $12.99. 

The Australian short story once again joins the 
ranks of the Faber fiction authors (other 
Australians featured include Peter Carey, Murray 
Bail and Rodney Hall). The collection of 
vibrant short stories Great Climate is the first 
British publication of the British-born Michael 
Wilding. It depicts beachcombers or 'ordinary' 
Australians in various sub-absorbing, i.e. life
challenging poses and poises, where the beach 
is to be metaphorically taken as the Shakespear
ean 'stage' of life itself. 

The new collection of stories ranges from 
the erotic and humorous to science-fiction. The 
stories were selected from his previously pub
lished short fiction: Aspects of the Dying 
Process (1972), Scenic Drive (1974), The West 
Midland Underground (1975) and Reading the 
Signs (1984). The author first emerged as a 
short story writer in the seventies, when he 
became grouped under the heading of 'five 
major contemporary fiction writers' by Brian 
Kiernan, the editor of The Most Beautiful Lies, 
together with Morris Lurie, Frank Moorhouse, 
Peter Carey and Murray Bail. This 'new' 
fiction was described as being properly 'ficti
tious', less memetic and more concerned with 
style and form. It close to affaced the fabula 
and in Wilding's case successfully introduced 
the science-fiction genre, which disregarded the 
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discussion of national literary stereotypes (drov
ers, shearers, squatters, etc), typical of earlier 
Australian short fiction. The 'Push' was, for a 
change, not from the bush, but from the inner 
urban(e) Sydney, particularly its nowadays 
almost 'cult' suburb of Balmain. 

The first story "Beach Report" features a 
fictitious UFO appearance. It is characterized 
by Wilding's typical irony and shows the 
writer's openness to experience, even if it 
means "instant disintegration into particles of 
electromagnetic energy", made possible by the 
aliens: "And they were doing it all for us, for 
free, we didn't even have to lift a finger." A 
somewhat nostalgic view of the bush and 
beachcombing days is expressed in "Joe's 
Absence", while the 'erotic' narrative frolicking, 
always, however, with a fine humorously ironic 
touch, comes to the fore also in "See You Later" 
and the longest story "Hector and Freddie", as 
well as "Her Most Bizarre Sexual Experience (?) 
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I ask her, 'What was your most bizarre 
sexual experience?' 

She is still very beautiful, the stillness, 
that glow. Her husband is in the kitchen 
with his girfriend, taking some aspirin for 
a headache before he goes to bed. She has 
asked her husband and his girfriend to stay 
there the night so she won't be left alone. 

The selection of short stories presented in 
Great Climate reveals the procedes, which may 
have been taken into account by the author only 
subconsciously; namely the length of the stories, 
for "Hector and Freddie" and "Aspects of the 
Dying Process" are rather long and take up 
more than half of the book, whereas the story 
"Her Most Bizarre Sexual Experience" does not 
even fill up one. The popular Wilding 
technique of collage is not particularly evident 
in the selection, and the vaguely defined 
science-fiction is sometimes baffling but none
theless stimulating. Many of the stories are set 
in the Australian context, interpreting the insta
bility of personal relationships, depicting the 
precarious existence of drug dealers, bon viveurs, 
and being generally characterized by sudden 
turns of thought and strikingly vivid imagination 
that may at times even get out of the author's 
and reader's hands. 

If according to some theoreticians the 
novel may be on the verge of extinction, then, 
one can only exclaim: long live the (Australian) 
short story! Michael Wilding's latest collection 
Great Climate provides that it is very much 
alive and kicking. 

Igor Maver 
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