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Editors' note 

Thanks are due to; Jenny de Garis for her conception of the idea for and her 

work on this issue; the artists, and the Lawrence Wilson Gallery, The 

University of Western Australia for permission to reproduce images of the 

paintings, most of which are included in the "Swingtime" exhibition 

currently on show; and Anne Gray and Helen Carroll, of the La'wrence 

Wilson Gallery, for their assistance. Arthur Boyd's 'The Potter's Wife, Horse 

and Trap' is reproduced with the permission of the Bundanon Trust. 

This issue of Westerly marks the retirement of Margot Luke and Julie Lê wis 

as Fiction Editors. Julie has acted as Fiction Editor since the beginning of 

1994 and Margot, extraordinarily, has been involved with Westerly since 

1968. 

We would like to thank them both for their judgement, interest and 

dedication. 

Westerly is also pleased to announce the appointment of Chris McLeod 

as Fiction Editor from 1998. Chris, the author of The Crying Room and River 

of Snake, is one of Western Australia's leading novelists and story •writers. 

Cover design and captions of illustrations by Robyn Mundy of Mundy 
Design. Front cover: Arthur Boyd, The potter's Wife, Horse and Trap 1969-
70, oil on canvas, 182.6 x 174.8. Back cover: Guy Grey-Smith, Breakaway 

Country, Mount Magnet II1978, oil on hardboard 122.9 x 183.0. 

Printed by Lamb Printers Pty Ud. 
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PREFACE 

In front of a pamting m a Perth gallery I am writing the beginnings of a poem. A 
young woman comes and sits next to me. She says, "Excuse me. Would you hke 
to listen to my tape?" and hands me her earphones. 

I listen to a description of the formal qualities of the painting and an art-
historical interpretation, hand back the earphones and say, "Thank you." 

"Did you get it right?" she asks. 
"How do you mean?" I ask. 
"What you were writing. I was wondering if you got it right." 
If something is wrong it is not my writing, nor the tape, but the attitude the tape 

encourages: the framing and hmiting of responses. I am particularly aware of this, 
having spent a lot of time in galleries focussing on artworks and responding as an 
individual in writing, then sharing the writing with others, simultaneously 
expanding my awareness of the artwork and exploring its range of imaginative 
possibilities. In Lines and Colour opens a door across Australia to this kind of 
collaborative process. This issue ofWesterly is a kind of mobile gallery and a variety 
of responses which invites further responses from readers. Like Robin Wallace-
Crabbe and Judith Wright in her poem "Gum Tree Stripping" I do not wish to lose 
"the earlier answer of the eyes". Westerly sent the six images reproduced to a 
number of Australian writers; the poems and stories which follow are a selection of 
their responses. 

Essays such as Anne Gray's analysis of the images and the approaches of the 
creative writers complement each other. For example. Gray writes that "the format" 
of Janenne Eaton's Continuous Reflection "insists that we take in one frame at a 
time—that we look at it over time". The painting may seem impervious for a while 
before yielding meaning. When I was confined to a window-seat on a Rottnest ferry 
I found myself staring at waves sliced into segments by the boat's rails—the speed 
of the shattered surface lifting in white spume—there and gone—gone and there— 
falling back into the white fire of the afternoon sun on the sea—C'est la mer allee avec 
le soleil — apparently motionless through repetition. And I saw how this kind of 
framing drew attention to the oily texture—light running off the back of the water 
in pockets of resistance, highlighting the undertow of dark—the depth that reaches 
up to its interface with air which is the surface—a kind of skin between one reality 
and another. Here was a parallel in the world for what Eaton's painting might have 

w e s t e r l y summer 1997 



p r e I a c e 

to convey about time, and a metaphor for the place where the pamtmg and a poem 

or story meet. 

'Translation', or finding a literary equivalent for a painted image, a parallel text, 

is provided by poems like Jeff Guess's "Villanelle", Marcella Polain's "Aquarium", 

Carmel Macdonald Graham's "Painterly", which stay close to the tonalities of the 

paintings yet allow space for the viewer-reader's imagination. The figurative aspect 

of Arthur Boyd's painting invites narrative extension. Carole Johnson responds with 

a narrative element in her lyric poem, "Loess ". Conversely it is a story, which must 

be read through time, that is most fully textured by the painting's spatial qualities: 

in the letter accompanying her "Cape Tribulation" Janette Turner Hospital says, 

"Having entered the mist of the painting I'm still haunted by it, still surrounded by 

it." This brings to mind the physicality of other works in this area, such as A.S. 

Byatt's writing from imaginative immersion in Matisse, Jeanette Winterson's Art & 

Lies, David Brooks's The blouse ofBalthus . 

As a co-editor, my privilege has been to know the whole body of submitted 

responses, and as I write I am aware of the 'ghosts' of amputated limbs. Perhaps 

these ghosts are not unrelated to those that inhabit the included work, and they are 

all realisations of "the past within its present" as Anne Gray more philosophically 

puts it. From the apparently autobiographical (Michael Wilding, Karen Attard) to 

the fantastical (Stephen Dedman), mist and hoofbeats and entrapment (with that 

punning characteristic of dreams remarked on by Sara Dowse) haunt the whole 

sequence. 

This may be because so many of the writers looked at all six paintings, or 

because the paintings come from one era; or perhaps what is reflected in the writings 

is a developing awareness of the fineness of the lines that divide different realities. 

In this Westerly what surfaces is a shared synaesthesia which invites further 

participation. 

-Jenny de Garis 
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Anne Gray 

It's about time 

A woman crosses a bleak landscape on a trap with horse, a dog behind her. 
It is a picture by Arthur Boyd, The Potter's Wife, Horse and Trap (Rosebud) 
painted in 1969-70, but the subject suggests it comes from a previous era. 

The image evokes the loneliness and isolation of pioneers battling against their 
environment. The woman was the mother of the artist, Arthur Boyd. She also was 
the wife of another potter-artist Meriic Boyd, and an artist herself, Emma Minnie 
Boyd. The place was the Boyd family property, Rosebud. While the woman's hair 
flows out behind her, suggesting movement, the horse and dog appear to be frozen 
in time. It is as if Boyd shows us a dreamy moment in a rural Arcadia that could be 
any place at any time. 

There is no hint in this picture that it is the era of the Beatles and of the musical 
Hair, the period when Australian soldiers fought in Vietnam or the time when the 
artist's cousin Robin, wrote about the ugliness of Australian suburban architecture. 
There is no suggestion that the year before Boyd painted this work, hard-edge 
colourfield abstraction was fanfared into Australia in The Field exhibition, shown at 
the opening of the new National Gallery of Victoria. And although there is an other-
worldliness about this landscape that resembles views of the moonscapes zoomed 
back to earth in the year it was painte —when man first walked on the moon—the 
potter's wife and horse and trap seem to be rooted on the ground in a way that the 
astronaut was not. 

Elsewhere, a girl sits in a room, looking intentiy at her sewing. She is 
surrounded by objects, a vase of flowers, a bowl of fruit and a jug of water on top of 
a chest of drawers. A warm light flows in through the window. Margaret Olley 
painted Girl Sewing in about 1974, but such a girl could have sat in such a room in 
much the same way twenty, or forty years earlier. Like Boyd, Olley portrayed a 
timeless moment. 
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a b o u t time 

In 1974, the year this work was painted^ the Australian government bought 

J ackson Pollock's Blue Poles and—quite independently—Cyclone Tracy hit Darwin. 

The furore caused by the purchase of the Pollock and the chaos wrecked by the 

cyclone seem to belong to another time, to a different place to the quiet calm of this 

picture. Looking at Olley's painting, it is hard to imagine that this girl was living in 

International Women's Year or that she could have been aware of Germaine Greer's 

The Female Eunuch, , so much does she seem to accept her traditional female 

occupation. 

Of the images discussed here, Guy Grey-Smith's Breakaway Country , Mount 

Magnet II 1978 is the most abstract of them all, with bold slabs of orange and green 

paint, energetically worked onto the canvas with a palette knife. The artist was 

daringly bold in his use of opposite colours, a rich orange counterpoised by a vivid 

green, heightened with slashes of red. It is too textural and too representational to 

be a colourfield painting, but the solid forms and strong colours remind us of such 

paintings. Breakaway Country , Mount Magnet derives from nature, from Grey-

Smith's visit to the North West gold-mining town of Mount Magnet, but it is more 

than a snapshot of place. In its vivid colours Grey-Smith conveyed the heat, in his 

rich textures he suggested the dryness of the land, and through the energy and 

vitality of his brushstrokes he evoked his intense response to the visual delights of 

the scene. 

Shaped Filling 1974, with its repetitive images of a woman with short-cropped 

hair, asking 'why should I?', is an image of its time. This woman is colourful, 

challenging, and sexually provocative. As with Grey-Smith's work, there are 

elements of abstraction here. The artist, Richard Larter, has simplified the 

composition, flattened the picture space and created a patterned background of 

lines and dots. This image tells a story, and like that of Boyd, it is one about the 

artist's family. The painting depicts Larter's wife Pat, who worked as a performance 

artist, creating parodies of male-given stereotypes—'little maid servants, strippers, 

prostitutes with hearts of gold, tarty little typists'. The flattened highly-coloured 

images in repetitive squares show Pat's shifting mobile face, and they remind us of 

comic books or a story board for a film. They also create a sense of passing time, 

like in the movies. And about this time the artist did make Super 8 movies, using 

his wife as a model. 

Larter repeats images of the human face, of one woman expressing a variety of 

emotions. In Continuous Reflection 1977, Janenne Eaton divides her image into 

sections and, like Larter, shows something similar over and over again. Eaton's 
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0 n n e gray 

image of a basin and towel also resembles Olley' s work in that it is of a private world 
—but Eaton's vision is of an intimate universe objectified into the items used for 
washing and drying. She hints at the personal, and the sensual (she suggests the 
nakedness involved in bathing), but she does not visualise this. Rather Eaton 
presents us with the repetitive, almost ritualistic, nature of daily cleansing—here is 
the basin, and again, and again. Eaton shows us slices from daily life. In this, her 
approach brings to mind the rhytiims of contemporary pop music: 'She loves you, 
yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah'. The format of Continuous Reflection prevents us from taking 
it all in at a glance (unless we view it as a mere pattern), it insists that we take in one 
frame at a time—that we look at it over time. 

If Larter captures a sense of motion through his series of still images, and if 
Eaton creates a sense of rhythm, John Brack does the reverse in Scene from Musical 
Comedy , painted ten years earlier, in 1967. Brack portrays motion and rhythm as if 
stopped momentarily like a snapshot. Brack shows the man with arms akimbo and 
the woman with her dress swirling, but depicts them solidified and immobile, 
destined to remain in these poses for ever. These people resemble Lot's wife who 
hardened into a block of salt when she dared to look back when forbidden to do so. 
While Larter visualises naked sexuality. Brack depicts the illusions of romantic love 
and the fantasyland of pop stars and movie idols, 'Nelson Eddy and Jeanette 
MacDonald grinning away in a chocolate box world'. 

These six images convey various aspects of Australian life in the 1960s and 
1970s. They reflect that at any one moment the past is contained within its present. 
In their timelessness, the paintings of Boyd and Olley seem to belong to another era, 
but they remind us that while the vanguard advance rapidly the bulk of society 
changes more slowly. They make us recall that while the Beatles were roaming 
about in their yellow submarine and Neil Armstrong was journeying to the moon, 
others were still travelling by horse and cart—or at best, driving their pastel two-
toned Holdens. While our minds and imaginations may fly with the avant-garde, 
our daily existence often proceeds at a slower pace. 
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Margaret DUey 'Girl Sewing' 1974 

74 X 59.6 cm, oil on camposition board 

The University of Western Australia Art Collection 



Richard Larter 'Shaped Filling' 1974 
139.5 X 84 cm, acryUc on cotton canvas 

The University of Western Australia Art Collection 



Janenne Eaton 'Continuous Reflection V 1977 

90 X 96.5 cm, acryUc on canvas 

The University of Western Australia Art Collection 



John Brack 'Scene from Musical Comed/ 1967 
45.6 X 57 cm, pencil, pen and ink, watercolour 

The University of Western Australia Art Collection 



Arthur Boyd 

The Patter's Wife^ Horse and Trap 



Carole Johnson 

Loess 

He holds me in his hands 
thinks he will mould me 
pliant as clay 
to fill his spaces. 

Hours drown days 
in shadowed inlets 
sky floats 
closer to shore. 

I guide the horse 
again and again 
to water's edge 

catch 
my reflection 
swimming away. 
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Jeff Guess 

Villanelle 

Where does innocence end and grief begin? 
A dog that faithfully follows behind 
Stops at the centre of the wheel's brief spin. 

The woman is held in a dream-web thin 
In evening mist ever is leaving to find 
Where innocence ends and grief begins. 

Her husband works in shadowy dawn 
Throwing white clay—cold, wet and fine 
Bent at the centre of the wheel's brief spin. 

Each is affected by lose and win 
The pivot of what is both sighted and blind 
Where innocence ends and grief begins. 

She travels in places he hasn't been 
And he explores in secret—new shape and Ime 
Each at the centre of the wheel's brief spin. 

Neither will inquire the intent of the sun 
Nor the dog that faithfully follows behind 
Stopped at the centre of the wheel's brief spin 
Where innocence ends and grief begins. 
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Janette Turner Hospital 

Cape Tribulation 

This is how it is, Brian sees, nip and tuck, he has to be quick, and the sheets 
are no protection whatsoever. When the bats swoop they give off a high-
pitched sound like e-mail, or perhaps he imagines that, but he does not 

imagine the velvet pelting, there must be dozens of them, dozens , he has to crouch 
into himself and roll on the bed, this way, that way, arms over his head. "It's your 
hair that you have to watch out for," Philippa told him once, over a restaurant table 
somewhere. She was gesturing violentiy with her hands. She always did that, 
oblivious, knocking wine glasses over, knives off the table. 

"For God's sake, Philippa," he'd said. 
"Did I do that?" She'd stared at her hands, puzzled. 
"Don't," he said, agitated. 
"Don't what?" 
"Drift off like that." He was angry with her. "For God's sake, keep hold of the 

reins." 
He had seen a painting somewhere, he could not remember where, an Arthur 

Boyd, he thought. There was a woman in a horse-and-carriage rising out of 
nowhere, out of ocean, out of water and fog and cloud. It was Philippa to a T, 
dreamy, incongruous, parasol twirling... "It's you, arriving with your usual 
splash...." She, after all, was the one who rattled blithely on, inattentive but 
unsinkable, tooling through fog and floodway, through interruptions, smashed 
glasses, absences, shadows, shipwreck, nightmare, whatever, pulled by a galloping 
horse who knew the way home; which was why he, Brian, could hive off on 
mysterious routes, sniffing and testing, getting lost, knowing she'd keep an eye out 
for him, that she'd reach for him and haul him in, or turn back and come looking if 
need be. "Hurtling along the fingertip of Queensland and planting your lace 
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cape t r i b u l a t i o n 

umbrella like a flag." 

"What are you talking about?" 

"A painting. I'm drowning, you go barrelling by in a horse and buggy, over the 

skin of the water, and rescue me." 

"You're nuts." She'd folded her hands and rested them on the edge of the table, 

studying him, blinking. 

"Probably," he'd said. 

"Where was I?" she had asked vaguely. 

"Bats. You were rattling on about bats." 

"Ah yes, bats," and her hands had flown up and hovered and dipped. "It's your 

hair," she'd insisted. "The little hooks on their wings, they catch in your hair, and 

then they panic, see, they whip it into snarled coir. In three ticks, your hair's a mesh 

of old mattress fibre, its excruciating." 

"Rubbish," he'd said, relieved. "What bullshit. That's a children's myth, 

Philippa, like frogs causing warts. It's amazing, the stuff you'll believe. Bats don't 

touch anything , they're masters of the art of evasion, believe me, they have the most 

highly developed radar—" 

"It is not a myth," she'd said. "How would you know, Brian? You're a dot-

matrix person. Japan or here in Melbourne, what's the difference? You have a 

virtual life, and what would you know"—as her fork curved into the question mark; 

her fork, like her hands and her argument, in shimmering flight—"what does 

anyone know about errors that might have been breeding themselves for decades?" 

She rummaged under the tablecloth. "I'll bet there's misinformation that travels like 

a virus from one data bank to the next. I can't find my... oh there it is. Whereas 

me," she said, "I live by touch and sight and... Anyway, I was with this group 

once—maybe I've told you this?—in South India..." 

"Yes," he said. "The temple tower, the dark spiral stairs. You've told me." 

"...and this cloud of bats came for us," she said. "We dislodged them or 

something, this little black cloud, it was horrible. There was a woman in a sari with 

hair down to her bum and the bats settled on it like rabid moths. She screamed and 

screamed and they had to hold her down and practically shave her head. I still have 

nightmares." 

"I'll bet," Brian said. "I believe you. But you make them up afterwards." 

"Right. I dream them up. Exactiy." 

"Yes, you do, you dream them up, you invent—" 

"Dreams are dreamed up," she said. "That's the way they happen, Brian." 
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janette turner hospital 

"And your stories get more detailed with each retelling, are you aware of that? 

They thicken out." 

"One of the German tourists had a Swiss army knife," she said, "and someone 

else, someone from Bangalore I think, had a dagger, but it must have been blunt, 

because they had to hack, the two men I mean, they hacked her hair—" 

"You come up with more and more details each time," he said. "You embroider 

everything, Philippa." 

"The dagger had a beautiful handle. Quite extraordinary, I remember." She 

stroked the curves of the fork she had retrieved and held it against her cheek. "Silver 

and gold filigree, it was, like fig roots scabbling a tree—" 

"Scabbling?" 

"Yes. Rainforest style. I asked if I could hold it, but the man from Bangalore 

wouldn't let me. And I remember there was another man who wept, the woman's 

husband, I think. It's a disgrace, you know, in India, to have your hair cut off." 

"You're hopeless," Brian said. "You've got Galloping Invention, it's a kind of 

disease, and you can't even hold your own reins." 

"And you," she countered, witheringly. "Packing the jack-a-box world into 

numbers. Better keep the lid on tight, Brian." 

And now this come-uppance: he is having her nightmares. Her bats are arriving 

by e-mail; also memos from his funding committees, the university administration, 

the Physics Department, his research partners, his labs in Melbourne and Japan, his 

computer technicians, his alarmed colleagues, his frustrated students, his frightened 

and angry ex-wife. He answers none of them, he ducks and brushes them away with 

his arms. He pulls the sheet over his head, then drags it with him and tents it over 

his desk. 

Philippa, he e-mails, there's no such word as scabbling. Bats never hit anything. 

Yourmemoryiscockeyed,yourknowledgeofscienceisatthelevelofoldwives'tales.Love, 

Brian. 

He wants to establish one fixed compass point. He would wait for her to come 

galloping in for the gauntlet if he could wait. 

Philippa , he e-mails one hour later. Help! Ican'tkeepthelidonanymore. Brian. 

He watches for the flicker of her arrival on his screen, and yes he thinks he's 

receiving, yes, she is splashing out of digital fog, rising from the cyberflecked sea. 

She sits high in the trap, waving. He can see foam on the horse's flank, then a 

whitish blur. It's a trap , she winks, system error , damn damn damn, they are blinked 

out, gone, trailing streamers of ghostwords. He has to fish for them. 
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cope t r i b u l a t i o n 

Brian, where areyou? I Ve been trying to reachyoufor twoyears. I heardyou were 

terriblyill,andthenyou}ustdisappeared. Forgod'ssake,wherehaveyouheen?Love, 

Philippa. 

I don't know, he tries to answer. I'm lost. But now the bats intervene and he 

cannot even find his keyboard in the dark. 

He could be in Japan. By the roar, he thinks it must be Japan. Outside his fifth-

storey window, the concrete pretzel of freeway looms like a reef, so yes, it's definitely 

Osaka, and the noise would drive him crazy within hours had he not invented a 

device to outwit it. Beneath his bunk (which must be raised and hooked against the 

wall when he wishes to use his desk), he nestles a hair-dryer in the crook of a 

ceramic bowl. All day while he works, and all night while he tries to sleep, for white 

noise, he leaves the hair-dryer on, full blast. The ceramic bowl safely disperses the 

heat, he is proud of that touch. He bums out one appliance per month but 

considers the solace cheap. His room, in the building for visiting professors, is so 

small that he fears the walls will implode if he sucks in too deep a breath. 

He twists and holds the pillow over his head. Who would have thought that 

bats could come right off the freeway stack, straight out of the hot urban night? The 

hooks on their wings are tiny, as delicate and vicious as the fishhooks he and 

Richard used in coral-reef pools when the tide was out. They would never let 

Philippa hold the lines. "See if I care," she said bitterly. They were all kids then, all 

from the same neighbourhood, the same school. They all still lived on the sunshine 

coast of never-never land, in Queensland, and he wonders why it was they all left. 

Perhaps that was the original mistake, he thinks, though there was a time when they 

couldn't wait to get away. Before that time, back in the childhood zone, there were 

no clouds in the sky, no shadows, no one was lost. Zebra-striped minnows, they 

sometimes caught; golden hammerfish; cobalt-coloured zitherfish; fish smaller than 

a finger but shockingly bright as they zipped between the antlers of the coral. There 

were no obstacles, no collisions. They knew their way then, they all swam as 

sweetly as reef trout. 

"Anyway," Phihppa said, "they're horrid, those hooks. The fish are too pretty, 

and it's cruel." 

"We're going to swim to the Outer Reef now," he said, "me and Richard. You 

can't come, because you swim like a girl and you'd drown." 
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"I don't want to," she claimed, furious, dabbing at trickles of blood on her legs. 
"It's dangerous. There's coral underneath you, that you can't see, and if you don't 
watch out, you'll get scraped." 

"Only girls get scraped," he said. "Because of the funny way they swim." 
"Don't be stupid," she said. "Everyone gets scraped. What about Captain Cook? 

He got scraped." 
""Because he didn't have charts," Brian said. "That's why. But we know where 

we're going, so we won't." 
"Bet you don't know the date Cook got scraped." 
"Bet you don't either." 
"Bet I do," she said. "Eleventh of June, 1770." 
"Smarty pants," Richard accused. 
"Anyway," Brian said loftily, "it was the other end of the reef, near the equator, 

where he got wrecked." 
"Not wrecked," she claimed. "Keelhauled." 
Brian laughed. "Sailors got keelhauled, dummy, not ships." 
"Keelhauled by the reef," she insisted. "Then they got into the Endeavour River 

and fixed the ship with oakum and... and—" 
"Show off!" 
"—and sheep's dung," she spluttered defiantly, fighting the dunking. "I hate 

you, Brian." 
Naturally Brain has read Cook's journals since then. He has read them a number 

of times, waiting for the right moment, the right year, the right trivia quiz, to trump 
Philippa. They're still at it, forty years later. But also: the matter of sailing into 
unmapped waters, which has turned out to be the business of Brian's own life, has 
him hooked. He licks his lips. He has tasted that particular excitement, the edging 
into blank space, and his tongue is equally familiar with the salt tang of risk. He has 
known deceptive nights like that of June 11th, 1770. They line themselves up like 
rude marker buoys, such nights, in clear moonlight and with a fine breeze , as Cook 
plaintively wrote, Cape Tribulation on the port side licked with gold, the coral cays 
gleaming low to the east. The Endeavour floats as carefree as a painted ship upon a 
painted sea and naturally Brian will stay on the bridge, excited, peering into the dark 
where no one has ever sailed before, and there is no need for him to sleep or eat or 
pay any attention whatsoever to obsession or exhaustion or the expostulations of the 
crew or of neglected students, for the goal of all his exploration is in sight and he 
can taste it, he can sense the rigging of his calculations falling into perfect And 
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then the sails hesitate. He feels the change in the slap of ocean, wave patterns gone 

manic. He hears the sickening crunch of hull against reef. 

Ihave calledthc point CapeTrihulation, Cook wrote in hisjournal,/or here began 

all our troubles. 

Philippa, Briane-mails.rvebeenfeeeIhauIed.rmanafsea.rmst?-an(iedsomewhere 

off Cape Tribulation, and I'm not sure if I canpatch the vessel up. Please write. Any old 

clap-trap and galloping horse-thoughts will do. Brian. 

He puts his message in a bottie and floats it in the flickergreen cyberslick sea. 

The fingers of coral reach for it. They make a bony internet that is dangerously 

below the line of sight. 

I did not think it saje to run in among the shoals, Brian reads in Cook's Coral Sea 

log, until I had well viewed them at low water from the masthead, that I might be better 

able tojudgewhichway to steer, for... allpassages appearedtobe equally difficult and 

dangerous. 

Brian gropes among the andered reefs for his keyboard. Glaucous light, like the 

sun seen from under water, or like the glow from a monitor or from fluorescent 

tubes in some institutional building, falls on his gashed hands. The blood on his 

sheets frightens him. 

Philippa, he e-mails, panicked. I can't see any way out. 

"Row, row, row," a man says. He has the build of a football player but is strangely 

dressed in white canvas. "It's gonna go easier for you, mate, if you give it some 

slack." 

"Are you sailors?" Brian splutters, going under. 

"That's a good one," the man laughs. "Not sailors, mate. Orderlies. One, two. 

and we'll have you unwrapped." 

"Cardinal," Brian corrects. "Those are cardinal numbers, not ordinal." 

"Pin 'is arms, Joe, till we're sure. Bugger's scraped me skin off more than once. 

Not to mention what he's done to himself." 

"Yeah. Weird, innit? Like birds or bats had been at 'im. Wonder why the high 

and mighty go nuts when they go nuts. Hey, that's funny. Get it? They go nuts 

when they go nuts. But more nutso than your ordinary nut case, I mean. You 

noticed that, Mac?" 

"Hold his arm, Joe, while I jab 'im." 
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Brian is wedged into the reef, he cannot move. He can feel the spiked coral, the 

way the panic fish dart, the clamshell pincer at his heart. Brian's under, he is fighting 

for his life. 

I cannot have come to this, Brian e-mails Philippa. I cannot have come to this. This is 

intolerable. Idonotbelievelhavecometothis. I am having a nightmare. This is your 

nightmare, not mine. I've been keelhauled. I'll drown. I'll go mad. 

He wears grey pyjamas, much too large, and the room smells horribly of 

disinfectant. A line stretches ahead and behind. Every thkty seconds it shuffles 

forward in its slippered feet. Brian can feel a small flock of screams, trapped, batting 

against the inner scaffolding of his ribs. 

"Next," Dr Someone says. 

The screams' wings are frantic. They whir and rise and beat so hard against the 

rigging that Brian has to press a hand to his mouth. The littie hooks tear at him. 

"Ah, Professor. How are we doing?" 

Brian reaches behind him and arcs the pyjama coat over his head like wings. A 

small cry vents itself, unbidden, but he manages to imbue it with contempt. 

Dr Someone sighs. "If you could forgive yourself, Professor, you'd recuperate 

faster. The mind's a hard taskmaster." 

"Hands," says the nurse, sharply. 

Brian extends them, cupped, and she fills one palm with a little cascade of pills, 

the other with a small paper cup. 

"Down the hatch," she says. 

"Amen," Brian says. "And also with you, and up yours." He lifts his hand to his 

mouth and works the tablets under his tongue. He lifts the cup. Drink ye all of it, 

says the watchful eye of the nurse. Brian swallows. 

"We'll see what this lot does," the doctor says. "I'm experimenting with your 

dosage." 

Brian shunts the pills into the pink back pocket of his lower gum. "Me guinea 
pig, you Dr Mengele," he says, incautiously. 

"I'd advise against making trouble. Professor. We are not on your research team, 
and your obsessions have no currency here." The doctor smiles. "You would do well 
to remember," he ŝ ays genUy, "that resumption of your career rests entirely on my 
recommendations." 
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"Blackmail now, is it?" Brian shouts. 

"We know you' re not taking your medication, Professor," says the nurse. "If this 

continues, we're going to put you back on injections." 

"Blackbirds and blackmail," Brian sings, letting his eyes go blank. "All baked in 

a four-and-twenty pie." 

The doctor pats Brian on the shoulder. "Give it time." 

"Next," the nurse says. 

* H- * 

Every day I climb the masthead, Brian writes in the log which he e-mails to Philippa 

eachday,toinspecttheatollsandshoals.Atpresent,Icanseenoway out, thoughlmake 

a close study of the rise and fall of the tides. 

The tides rise and foam with white horses that pull cursors behind them, too 

fast. The reins are loose in Philippa's hands. She leans back in the trap. "Cook was 

a dreamer, you know," she calls over her shoulder. "They say he had visions: a 

woman in a ghostiy chariot, stuff like that. His siren rode the whitecaps and sang 

up a storm, and St Elmo's fire lit up the channels. That's how he got out." 

What bullshit, Philippa , he e-mails back, laughing. Blue fire shivers down the 

length of his spine. In fact, he believes, it's the natives who hold the key, because 

they know the waters so well. He studies them. There's one, a young woman, who 

is not taking her medication. We are easy to spot, Philippa, in spite of our cunning 

Deadman's Shuffle. It's the sudden dart of the eyes that gives us away, at least to each 

other. She was crying this morning, silently. I could feel her sobs m my bones. So I 

whispered: "We can get out. But only if we play by their rules." 

"I'm afraid I'll go mad before then," she said 

"Me too." 

"How'dyou get in here?" she asked. 

"Hard to trace exactly." 

ItriedtorecaIlthatgloriousrusho/wmd,PhiIippa,whenlcouldn'teat,couIdn'£sleep, 

couldn't stand interruptions, when I locked the door and unplugged the phone. I was 

almostthere.Iskippedafewweeks'classes,Ithink,butitcouldhaveheenlonger.Frantic 

students andall that, appointments to discuss dissertations andldidn 'tshow up. No one 

could reach me. 

"My colleagues thought a heart attack," I told the girl. "And my ex-wife thought 

suicide. Next thing I knew, police were kicking in my door." 
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"Oh, the police," the girl said, rolling her eyes. "Yeah." 
"Theyarrestedme,"Itoldher.Itstillastomshesme,Philippa.Chargedmewith'threat 

tomyownsafety.'Icouldhavekilledthemforinterruptingatsuchacrucial...'Don'tget 

cute,'theysaid.'You'recomingwithus."Whatahoutmyrights?'lshouted,dumbfounded. 

'You'veforfeitedyourrights, mate,'they said. 'There's been two people signedaform. 

You're being committed." 

"Yeah," the girl sighed. "Iknow. Runaway ,Iwaschargedwith. Isaidl'dkillmyself 

ratherthangohackhome,sothen,youknow...becausethat'sacrime..."Shechewedher 

hands."YourMum'shoyfriend,thepolice,any onecanhurtyou,"shesaid."Butifyoutry 

to,you know.... Those are the rules." 

"We'llgetout,"Ipromisedher."They can'tkeepuslong.They can't. Becausewe're 

so obviously sane." 

"Idunno,"shesighed."Thepolicemanwhohroughtmehere...hefeltmeupinthecar 

and I bit him." 

"There you go," I said. "That proves you're sane." 

Shestaredatmeandthenshehegantolaugh. Itwasthemostastonishingsound,like 

the sound of oakum and sheep's dung being slapped against a hull. I laughed and she 

laughed,wecouldn'tstop,andeventhesleepwalkersstirred.Ourlaughterwhirledusup 

through the rigging, and just before the orderlies came, I thought I glimpsed a passage 

between the reefs. 

"God, it's good to see you," Philippa says. "I was afraid we'd lost you. You were so 

manic the last time I... fidgeting and knocking things over—" 

"Me knocking things—?" 

"I thought you were dangerously wound up about your research. I was afraid 

you'd... you know...." 

"Crack up?" 

"I was afraid it was worse than that." 

"Nothing's worse than that." 

"I was afraid you'd had a heart attack in Japan or somewhere. It was such a long 
silence. Twoyears!" 

"I'm a bit hazy about timespans myself" 

"And not even your department or your ex knew where you were." 

"They did. Oh believe me, they did. They had me committed." 
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"Brian!" Her hand flies to her mouth. 

He shrugs. "They believed they had to. They thought it was for the best. 

Anyway, I'm seaworthy again. Less wind in my sails, but I manage. I'm patched up 

with oakum and sheep's dung, it works well enough." 

"Patched up with what?" 

"Don't tell me you've forgotten Cook's journals?" 

"Never read them," Philippa says. 

"You did so. We did extracts in school. You used to reel off dates and data like 

the obnoxious know-it-all you always were." 

"I did not, Brian. That was you." 

"I can remember the exact day," he says. "We were fishing in pools on the reef." 

"I never went fishing with you. You never let me." 

"And you got up on your high horse and carriage and trotted off in a cloud of 

history-book trivia and dates. When did Cook get wrecked?" 

She stares past him, and he can feel the fog of childhood settiing in. 

"Don't," he says urgently. 

"What?" 

"Drift." 

"Sorry. I was thinking about those divers finding the Endeavour's cannon on the 

reef. You know, from when they threw everything over, to lighten the ship. Did 

you see that on TV?" 

Brian feels seasick. "All the stuff that's been lost," he says, queasy. 

"After 200 years," Philippa marvels. "It's eerie, isn't it?" 

"Forever. Stuff that will never be recovered." He buries his head in his hands. 

"How much went overboard? that's the question. I have no way of even knowing 

what's been lost." 

"It will surface," Philippa murmurs. She puts her hand on his arm. "It might 

all be found again. One day. You never know." 

You never know, Brian thinks, stricken. 
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The Man in the Gene 

A man comes to me in a dream. I have never seen him before but I know 
him. We are at the seashore, a flat sandy strip wedged between the cliffs 
and the sea. A mist rises on the wet sand. Sand, wetness, mist: a landscape 

of birth, of beginnings. I know this man. I recognise his voice, which comes in a 
whisper, echoing the breezes that whisper across the sand. 

The question you ask is, who is he? I know, I have asked it myself. There are 
steps that lead from the top of the cliffs to the sea and so I follow them down to the 
docks where the great ships lie waiting to be emptied. They have travelled the world 
over to berth here, to deliver themselves of their cargo, to give birth I would say, if 
I were given to this kind of punning. 

Dreams are puns, however. Did you know? So, yes, here is a clue. I am 
dreaming of my mother. She, the ship who deposited me on this shore, has 
returned to fhe sea. We called the Neptune Society as she lay dying: this was her 
wish, to have her ashes thrown into the sea. My mother loved the sea, it was her 
true home. As she lay dying I asked her what had been her happiest time. She did 
not hesitate. When I got my first boat, she said, and learned to sail on my own. 

But in my dream she has come to berth in the harbour. And she has come to 
disgorge us—her children. I am dreaming this because my mother has died, but 
nothing in a dream is itself alone. And there are many ships in this harbour, all 
disgorging thek cargo, while Lilliputian sailors and stevedores and brokers swarm 
onto their decks and down in their holds. I hurry past. The aromas of their cargoes 
intoxicate me as I go: oranges, tea, the leather of old books, whale oil, coconuts, 
peppers—in this dream I smell them all. But it is interesting to me even as I dream 
that these treasures do not tempt me; I am moving quickly through the crowds to 
meet the man on the beach. 
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Once an Indian sat on a wharf and told fortunes. He looked at the lines on my 

hand and asked what I was fleeing from. He wasn't concerned to hear the answer; 

he only wished to remark on the fact that I was running away. He said I would meet 

a man one day and I would know him immediately. He said it would be by the water 

or on a boat. In my dream I realise that the man I will meet on the beach is not the 

man the soothsayer spoke about, but I quicken my steps nonetheless. Soon I have 

passed the last ship, the last timber warehouse. The lighthouse looms ahead and 

soon, around a twist in the shoreline, I will be there. 

Of course, I have been there before—how else can I know what will meet me 

when I arrive? The sea air is invigorating, it has overtaken completely the seductive 

aromas of the harbour, but running in a dream is always difficult, my legs feel tied. 

Perhaps this is because I am in fact stationary, asleep on my pallet of a bed, and 

experience little movement. I think about this even as I am dreaming. 

Stories about dreams are forever problematic. A question arises about the 

imagination. Where do these images come from? As I write I have before me a 

photograph of a painting. Before I looked at its title this is what I, the viewer, saw. 

I saw a mist rolling over a shoreline and a figure standing on the edge, a figure so 

close to the water that he may have arisen from it, he is so alone. This is the man, 

the man from my dream. I realise now that I will never find him by running, that 

the stiller I am the greater the chance he will come to .me. The painter may well 

laugh. I have completely overlooked the carriage that he rides in; I haven't seen the 

dog. And when I look at the title I learn that the figure is a woman. But I have seen 

nonetheless what is the essence of the picture—its archetypal loneliness, and the 

impossibility of either the figure or the dog trotting after it having reached where 

they are without having come from the water. 

I once knew a scientist who might have explained this. Memory, as much as 

anything else, is a matter of physicality. A matter of matter. Eons ago, the ancestors 

of humans came forth from the sea and we carry the memory of this in our genes. 

We carry the sea within us. We smell it in sperm and vaginal fluids; we feel it as grit 

in our eyelids on waking. Our eyes, indeed, are pearls. The rush of blood in our 

eardrums is the roar of the sea, the beat of our hearts the rhythm of the tides. I 

floated once in the sea inside my mother's belly and now that it has dried I feel a 

desolation I never would have believed, and so in my dreams I go back and back 

until my ashes too will be tossed into the sea, waiting for the time when the tide will 

carry me to shore. 

The man comes to me through a gene. Obviously, then, this man is a father, or 
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will be one day. Or has been, and is old, with grandchildren of his own. In the 
Aggadah you will find stories of this man. He is one in a million, they say, anistar. 
In every generation there are only thirty-six like him, he is that rare. Good men, 
through and through, who ask nothing more than life will offer them that 
opportunity, to be good. Think of it, how rare. And since part of that goodness lies 
in its seeking only its own reward, in every generation these thirty-six men are 
unknown. They do not receive the world's prizes. Wealth and fame elude them but 
neither do they seek them. 

The painter tells us that the figure in the trap is a woman, and I, of all people, 
am open to the possibility. The rabbis got a lot of things wrong. Surely a woman 
can be a nistar. In every generation millions would have qualified. But the painter 
was right, this was a trap. Women like my mother escaped it. She sailed her boat 
on the sea. I watched her from the shore and wondered. I still wonder. What is 
goodness, what is freedom? 

The answer lies somewhere in this story about my mother. After her children 
were grown my mother left her marriage. For years she had felt trapped. She would 
listen to no one who warned her—that she'd be poor, that she'd be lonely, that she'd 
grow ugly and old. She found an old house in a tumbledown district by the sea, 
worked, saved her money and bought herself a boat. A small boat, nothing fancy, 
but it served her well. She sailed it up and down the coast, past the wharves with 
their warehouses and the great ships with their exotic cargoes, past the tapering 
limestone lig_hthouse and the lonely beaches in all the littie coves. The wind 
straightened out the kinks in her hair, her pale blue eyes shone pearl-like in the sun. 
Sometimes she would head for the island that lay like some sleeping beast across the 
bay. And it was true, as they said, that she was sometimes lonely, and her face 
became lined from being out in the wind and the sun, and so she began to search 
for a man. She would meet men in the bars at the bottom of the flight of stone 
stairs—sailors, dockers, caulkers, sailmakers and woodworkers, storemen and 
gamblers. She drank and laughed with them all. Sometimes she would take one to 
the little cabin on her boat and sometimes she was disappointed, sometimes she was 
not. But she never found the man she was looking for. It occurred to her then that 
she may have been looking in the wrong places, but the sea was what she loved and 
she had to be satisfied with that. 

Then, one day, as she was coming in after a sail, she noticed a fire burning on 
one of the beaches tucked between a pair of that coastiine's many headlands; and 
though it was late something made her tack and head in that direction. The sun was 
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setting: its orange skin had spread over the tops of the waves and the little cove itself 

was burnished with the light. My mother dropped anchor and waded through the 

water to the sand. The acrid smells of flames and mussels became stronger, the 

smell of kelp receded as she approached the fire. The man was bent over it, feeding 

it twigs and pieces of driftwood and did not notice her coming. But the sail had 

emboldened her as it always did and so she went up to him and touched him, very 

lightly, on his cheek. He turned up his face to find this figure of a sailor before him. 

Was it a man or a woman? In the dying light it was hard to tell, until she spoke to 

him and asked him to share his meal. 

My mother had an engaging laugh, a deep-throated, hearty laugh. This man, 

like all men, enjoyed her company. They sat on a log and talked about the ships 

and the sea and joked about the government and it was only after a while that my 

mother realised that there was no other boat about that she could see. She began, 

then, to wonder how he'd got there. The great cliffs rose behind them, before them 

the sea was growing black. Unease began to take hold of my mother; she worried 

about getting back. But she told herself no, if worse came to worse, well, she would 

camp there, or sleep on the boat. Having decided this, a beautiful peace came over 

her. She sucked the juice from the mussel shells as the sky went dark and the fire 

subsided into embers. There seemed nothing more to say to the man as she gazed 

at the dying coals, and she wondered, as all women wonder, what would happen 

next. She waited in the silence, feeling his presence beside her, breathing in the 

warmth of his hair, his skin. Soon, she told herself, she would make some move 

herself; she was accustomed to taking the initiative by now. 

Sea, sand, stars. This is where love begins. A familiar glow crept under my 

mother's skin. Love was a sensation, its object less important. What did she know 

of this man who sat by her side? Was he young, was he old? All she took in of him 

in the twilight was a pale face above a beard, and a watchman's cap; his rough 

clothes seemed dark, his body thin. She had known so many bodies and, on 

reflection, it seemed she preferred them thin. But when she looked up and towards 

her lover she saw he had moved from the log and was walking towards the cliff. She 

stood up and called out and began to follow him but as she did she saw his figure 

fade, slowly at first, then rapidly in the shadows, until he had vanished entirely. In 

the morning my mother, much sobered, pulled up anchor and sailed back to her 

mooring. 

It was five years after this that she died. We scarcely knew she was sick, but 

now I realise that she had been ailing for some time. We just didn't read the signs. 
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The first thing she did was sell her boat. Her breath had become short and shallow 
and she couldn't find the energy to climb the stone stairs. She took the money from 
the sale and put it in the bank and never touched it. We set up a chair at the back 
of her house where she could watch other boats ply through the waves, bobbing up 
and down on the sparkling water of her harbour. From where she sat all she could 
see of the great ships at berth were their funnels or the riggings of their masts. 

My mother was my harbour, my loss. Why do we die? Where do the the ships 
come from, where do they go when they're gone? What a lot of questions to ask! 
Does the good man stay or does he stay away? Why is love a trap? It has occurred 
to me that it might also be something to carry you through life. Perhaps it is life. 
Running to, running away. Like the tide. But as the song goes, a good man is hard 
to find. He must exist, though, for the wise men say so, and I met him by the water 
in a dream. 

FAMINE MEMORIAL WRITERS' PRIZE 

In the Great Irish Famine (1846 to 1851) one million people died and 
more than two million emigrated. To commemorate the Famine the 
Australian-Irish Association, in partnership with Community Aid 
Abroad, has established a writing competition in three categories: 
Non-Fiction, Short Fiction, Poetry. Each winner will receive $200; 
runners-up will receive a certificate. 

CLOSING DATE: 17 FEBRUARY 1998 

The fee of $5 which must accompany each entry will be donated in its 
entirety to Community Aid Abroad. 

The theme for the competition is "Famine" Rules can be obtained by 
sending a stamped addressed envelope (SAE) to Australian Irish 
Heritage Association, PO Box 1131, Subiaco 6008, Western Australia. 

Enquiries: Joe O'Sulhvan (08) 9381 8306 
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Marcella Polain 

haunted 

windblown & determined 
as one imagines ghosts 
you are a frozen history 
your steep iced face 
tilts towards what destination 
your hair reflects elsewhere 
like the white explosion of shock 
the dog knots itself behind you 
like your afterthought 

how skeletal your hands 
the wheels you sit upon 
your dark horse is moose-heavy 
hoof-thick in cloy & 
drags you out of water 
like a midwife 
into air & mud 
(the potter's hand's in everything) 

haunted gothic 
let me step away from you 
with distance 
your trap is indistinct 
the brown & tangled face of shore 
smoothed as a potter's wheel 
& the sky regains surprising blue 
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Marcella Polain 

aquarium 

in all that rheumy light 
transparencies shift 
treacherous as water: 
how is it that a room becomes aquarium 
that flesh has no more consequence than flower? 

living thing 
your legs tuck away from history like some enormity 
the cloth folds like a great & opaque muscle 
you sew into your self 
the slow building of escape 
the shooting to the surface 

even the pears are ghosts 
the patient rot of banksia 
their silent frantic water 
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Michael Wilding 

Nephew's Story 

The bed sitting room, the afternoon light streaming through the window, 
the high-backed easy chair, the dark furniture around the walls, the 
mementoes, photographs, pot plants, dried flowers, litUe objects. The 

little objects I cannot immediately recall. They meant a lot to my aunt, they were 
the memory theatre of her life, all with their associations. They took her out of the 
room through space and time. To me they represented the fetishism of objects, they 
were just clutter. I could afford to reject all that, or thought I could. At the time I 
felt I had no choice but to reject it, the oppressive weight of the old world, old 
values, which I had travelled so far to escape. But every time I revisited the objects 
would all be in place, in still, silent repose. 

Not that my aunt was necessarily silent. 
'What about our poor boys in Aden being attacked like that?' she greeted me. 
I muttered that I didn't see our boys had any justification for being in Aden. 
But she would ride roughshod over my mutterings, hearing them yet refusing 

to hear them, so that every visit was a battle of Empire, a confrontation of politics, 
of faith, of aesthetics, of haircuts, the lot. 

'Oh, I.thought you were the man come to mend the boiler,' she greeted me in 
my denim phase. She didn't have a boiler, of course, whatever a boiler might have 
been. The denim looked like a boiler suit, or could be held to look like one, the 
uniform of the working class, that was the only point. 

And so the photographs and objects around her room became the memory 
theatre for me of confrontation, mnemonic icons of the class war, of all the appalling 
oppression and exploitation and privilege that she was committed to supporting, 
benefiting from none of it herself Lady Diana somebody or other in hunting gear, 
on horseback, a photograph from the 1920s, hung on the wall. I do not immediately 
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remember if the horse was stationary, Lady Diana erect in silhouette; or if it was 
leaping over a hedge. Lady D. leaning forward along the horse's back. The detail 
did not matter to me; or, if it did, I refused it. For me it was a simple image of 
privilege and all the economic and political and social repression privilege bore with 
it. Here was Lady Diana, daughter of the family to which my aunt's father was head 
groom, still lording it over us from the wall. It embodied that inalienable distance 
between the privileged socialite and my aunt, and me too, of course. And yet here 
was my aunt commemorating that world, Lady Diana's sprawling country house, 
my aunt in a bed-sitting room. 

The resentments were, of course, all mine. To my aunt there were our betters, 
the upper classes, the aristocracy, and then all the various gradations. For me such 
a vision was one of injustice and exploitation: to her it was the natural order. Those 
who advocated change of the order—labour people, communists—were wicked. I 
think that was her word, "wicked". It sounds right. But writing this I find how 
much I can no longer remember. Whether forgotten or repressed, I am not 
investigating. Those conflicts were so painful I am happy so little remains. 

Her bed-sitting room I suppose I saw as an imprisonment, the solitary cell. 
There were the people she admired, she adulated, living in spacious splendour, and 
she was reduced to the one small room. But I don't know that she felt that way 
about it. She never said so. But there again, she wouldn't have. She had all her 
things around her, few as they were. And looked at another way, this room of her 
own, this room to herself, must have been the triumph of her escape from 
childhood, where in the head groom's house on the estate there would have been 
inevitably a shared room for the five children. So that escape, that first position as 
a governess, would have been a marvellous one, that room to. herself. The children 
she was governess to were still there, amongst the photographs on the chest of 
drawers. She still talked about them about their achievements; the girl had married 
a doctor, the boy had gone to a public school and was now housemaster at another 
one. It sickened me. I knew their stories off by heart, so often was I told them. Now 
I can recall almost none of it. 

When she was housekeeper to the local railway manager, again she had a room 
to herself. The manager was a genial old reactionary. He fulminated against Stalin, 
Archbishop Makairios, Aneurin Bevan. He enthused over Churchill, Beaverbrook, 
Anthony Eden. His daughter had married an Olympic runner who became 
headmaster of the grammar school to which I won a scholarship. Endlessly my aunt 
would talk about the grandchildren, my headmaster's children, what amazing 
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children, what promise, what achievements, what beauty, what brilliance, until I 
began to hate them with an implacable loathing. That made no difference. They 
were always there. At every visit, from my teens to my fifties, I had to hear about 
them: and there was always, as with everything in her conversation, the implied 
rebuke, why are you not like these impeccable children, these are the models for you 
to emulate, this is the social ladder for you to climb, to be like them. But you 
couldn't as far as I could see. This was England. The classes were castes. The gulf 
between manual labourers' children and the public i.e. private school educated 
offspring of the bourgeoisie was not to be bridged. I had no wish to acquire those 
strangulated accents. I had no wish to pretend to be other that what I was. What I 
was was hard enough to know. But to pretend to be something other, that would 
always be a pretence, always be detected. It was such a relief to get to Australia. And 
that, I suppose, was the final disgrace, the final mark of my not being like those 
splendid children. I had left England. I had deserted. In the first worid war they 
had shot people like that, like me. Some three hundred and seven they shot for 
cowardice in World War I. 

When the railway manager died my aunt had to find somewhere to live. I think 
she was left some money. And perhaps she had saved a bit. My father tried to 
persuade her to buy a house, to provide herself with some security. But she 
wouldn't. Perhaps she could not accept the indignity of it: here was my father, a 
working man, a manual worker, giving advice on property. Perhaps she was afraid 
of the responsibility. Whatever, she missed the opportunity. 

So it was a succession of rooms. I think the first place was a couple of rooms 
and a kitchen. But it is the sitting room that I remember, with the afternoon light 
coming in. It was at the comer of Sunnyside Road, and because of the name I 
remember it as a sunny room. Not that she liked the sun. She made a point of 
keeping out of it, wore hats that shaded her face, kept a pale complexion. I think it 
was a mark of refinement for her not to be sunburned. Whereas my mother, who 
loved to potter around the garden in all winds and weathers, would develop the 
dark, suntanned, windbumed complexion of a countrywoman, a gipsy even. But 
being a countrywoman was what my aunt was distancing herself from. It was a 
matter of separating herself from the soil, aiming for the alienation of privilege. So 
she would have had the lace curtains drawn across the window to filter out the 
intrusive light, and if the sun was shining in directiy, she would have pulled the full, 
heavy curtains across.too, to block it. 

She had never married. She was the classic maiden aunt. Those were the years 
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of that classic type. And I don't think it was with her, as perhaps it was with my 

father's two sisters, a matter of choice, a matter of preference. She was of the 

generation whose husbands who might have been were mown down in the first 

world war. The millions of them sacrificed to the nationalists, the arms-

manufacturers, the politicians, the generals, the business interests. There was never 

any choice. Just a mass carnage that left a mass desolation, spinster aunts living in 

single rooms, sewing by the light of the window, but sewing not for children of their 

own but for nephews and nieces, writing letters in the fading light, but not to 

children of their own or their own absent partner. They were the unburied victims, 

the unslaughtered, the ones who survived to a life of incompletion, isolation, the 

loneliness of an independence they surely would never have chose, if choice had 

been theirs. 

'She hasn't had an easy life,' my mother would say. When she was housekeeper 

to the railway nianager and his wife, when there were visitors, she always had to sit 

at the back of the room, on a hard chair, at the back of the room away from the fire, 

in that cold draughty house. 

I could never quite visualize these occasions. Perhaps they were too painful. 

Perhaps the image told more of my mother's priorities. My mother loved to have a 

fire going, would sit beside it in her easy chair, prodding and poking away at it. 

'Leave the damn fire alone,' my father would complain. The fire was my mother's 

delight, and to her those rooms my aunt lived in without open fireplaces were 

soulless, like their landladies who always at some point decided they needed the 

room for themselves or for a relative or they decided to sell up, and my aunt had to 

find somewhere else to move to. 

Well, that happened twice: and every move is a major stress, a massive 

disruption. After the second time she moved to an old people's home with its self-

contained units, its bed sitting room and kitchen. It was. an indignity at first, of 

course, subsidized council accommodation, a provision of that socialist welfare state 

she so condemned and which is now being demolished. She kept herself in superior 

splendour, like most of the people there. 'That great big sitting room and no one 

uses it,' my mother would remark. The communal room was always empty. 

Everyone preferred to stay alone, each in his or her own cell, writing letters to absent 

relatives in the fading light, sewing beside the window, or looking out at the rooks 

nesting in the high cedars. 

The last room was in the nursing room. The smallest room of all, only a few 

sticks of furniture remaining now, only the few that could be fitted in. Now she was 
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in her nineties, no longer able to look after herself. There was the window, a few 
sparrows chirruping in the branches of a tree, the occasional sound of pigeons 
cooing. She could no longer manage to write letters, no longer maintain that 
determined connection with the family, with former charges, with friends. And 
indeed most of her correspondents had now died. She no longer bothered with 
television or radio. It was not just that she could not operate them. She was no 
longer interested. Slowly she was withdrawing from the constrictions of the world. 
She was back in conversation with her mother, she was living on some intermediate 
plane, wafting back in and out of the present to some other dimension. 

The last time I saw her she asked, 'And where have you come from?' 
'Sydney,' I said. 
'Oh, really,' she said. 'How interesting. I have a nephew in Sydney.' 
'That's me,' I said. 'I am your nephew.' 
'Are you?' she said. 'Do you know him?' 
The photographs still stood on the chest of drawers. Her older brother, one 

time butler, in his army uniform. Her youngest brother in air-force uniform, 
standing beside a palm tree in Egypt. A family photograph of my parents, my sister 
and me of nearly fifty years back. The children she had been governess to. Lady 
Diana on horseback, standing there, yes, definitely static. And the mementoes, the 
carved elephant from Egypt her brother had brought back from the Middle East, the 
carved goanna I had brought from Australia, little boxes, a clock no longer going. 

'How did you get here?' she asked. 
'I hired a car.' 
'You hired a pony and trap?' she said. 
I hear it pass down the narrow, hedged lane, the clip clop of the hooves echoing 

in the still night, as the white flash of a bam owl rises up out of an overhanging elm. 
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The Room 

She looked at the pattern forming across the fine cloth. Intricate. Half 
resolved. She had said it would be finished. Those things, Louise had 
said. They take too long. For anything you get for them. They belong in 

another time. Which is why I do them, she said. Shadow across one edge of the 
heavy brown chest by the window. The long stems of the cones of what Louise had 
insisted were banksias clear in the glass jar. 

Those things, Louise said. She lifted her hand towards the shadowed cones. They 

sit there so drably somehow. Yet perhaps not. 

Not drab. They have strength. Endurance. 

I suppose you could say that. 

Yes. 

Perhaps you will finish your book on them. If I'm not here. 

It was not you. 

We used to look for them. When you would leave the place. Dry things. Some 

of them were beautiful. Very strong. I admit that. Though I never liked them. 

If you mean banksias, it's too late. 

Too late? 

Those books have been done. By professionals. You can buy them on the 

bookstalls. 

You can buy the flowers, I suppose. All colours. Tinted. Beautiful fakes. 

It was not a book about banksias. 

No. Louise touched the heavy glass that held the flowers. It has been a long 

time. 

Yes. 

You didn't expect that. 
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No. I didn't. You will go? 
Yes. Look, it's not too late. 
You say that. 
You can come. Both of us. 
It's not as easy as that. 
You say that. You always have. You need only put a few things away. We can 

do that. There are people would live here if you like. Or simply lock the place up. 
Except it is not like that. 
Closing doors has never been simple for you. 
No. 
But then neither has opening them. 
No. 
I've loved you for that. I'm sorry if that's a bit crass. Obvious, if you like. But 

I've cared for that in you. It's not right for you to try to stop me. 
It would be no good, she said. Leaving this. Going, We would not be the same, 
Louise moved close to the hea,vy wooden chest, its faint glow of polish. Those 

things, she said. They sit there so drably. They do. 

The light touching the smooth wooden chest. The letters a neat pile in the upper 
drawer. Cards of new places. The words. Carefully chosen. Often beautiful. Some 
piece of fiction. Voices of television in the quiet room beyond. The people fading. 
She looked at the pattern of the cloth. 
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Still Life with Approaching Death 

Harnessed by the fretwork of her temper, 
by the stress-distorted muscles in her face, 
she needleworks her grief with skill and grace 
in framed, miasmic light from seamless water. 

The millwheel of her heart has lost momentum. 
A bell-shaped sun has stalled above the sea. 
She sees her faith in life myopically. 
She breathes my body has known delirium, 

now shock cells are my rapturous embrace. 
Ten bottle brush heads and four silver pears 
number the days she has waiting. She stares 
into herself, through cerements of lace. 
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For Shane 

Eighteen months, the counsellor said, 
This grief will pass/time 
heals all wounds. 

But still the sight 
of a mother and son 
is ground glass. 
Guts me. 

I dream him alive. 
Don't want to wake up. 

Days spent stitching, 
stitching... 

grave flowers 
long dead. 

I'm worn, shabby-edged, 
a hanging thread. 
One tug 
and I'll unravel. 
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Anthony Lawrence 

Erratum 

The flashbulbs of guilt. 
The caul of remorse. 
The photoengraved erratum. 
Amnesia wears thin. 
I will dream of her then, 
ahve, in a film of meconium. 

44 w e s t e r l y summer 1997 



Lesley Thomas 

Cut and Paste 

Marlee sits at a computer screen, working diligently. She is removing all 
trace of someone who is no longer significant from the memory of 
someone else. She copies, pastes, smooths the edges and the bearded 

man is now foliage and the comer of a building. Marlee realigns the woman's body 
so that its angle doesn't speak of his absence. The tips of his fingers remain curled 
around her arm. A double click and they too are gone. 

Command-save and move on. Delete and replace. At least this one hasn't asked for 
a substitution. Jonathon enters with a cup of coffee and two new jobs. 
'Thanks, Jon.' 

'No worries. How's it going?' 
'Not bad, though I'm sick of adding new faces to old memories and George 

Clooney's face to other people's party snaps.' Sick of discarding flimsy memories, 
changing the evidence as if it had the power to change the event. 

If it had been that simple, she mused, she would have added Stephen's face to her 

own photos, bound him into her life by copying and pasting him into place. 

Jon sips from his Apple mug, watching her delete power poles from idyllic rural 

scenes destined for calendars, and touch up a model's body for a deodorant ad. A 

little off the hips and thighs, round out the bust, highlight the eyes, delete all hint 

of underarm stubble. She works like a watercolourist, building up thin layers of 

colour and shape. When she looks around, he is gone. 

The clock moves slowly on through the day. The hours between two and four are 

the longest in the day. This is when the least is done and what is done is slow. 

She locks the finished files and places them in Jonathon's folder for final review and 
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printing. He rarely sends them back. She has an eye for the untrue note, the 
imperfect image. It is this subtle pedantry that keeps the work flowing across her 
desk. Jonathon keeps edging her pay up and talks of partnership, but she slides 
away from the topic. At the end of the day she sheds the hum of the computers as 
she crosses the railway bridge to the carpark on the quay. Let Jonathon spend his 
nights dreaming of cashflows. 

She had met Stephen when he arrived with a sheaf of papers and a request to turn 
them into a brochure for his university department. He dropped the whole bundle 
as he tried to hold them with one hand and illustrate his ideas with the other. For 
a moment he had stood staring at the scattered papers, a look of puzzlement on his 
broad features, then he caught her eye with a wry smile. Marlee had grinned back 
briefly before allowing her hair to fall forwards and curtain her face as she helped 
him retrieve some sense and order in the gathered remnants. The captions had 
fallen from some of the photographs. Stephen had only been with the University 
for three weeks and had been flummoxed trying to put the right names to the 
images. 

Over a cup of coffee at the comer shop, they had laughed together at his ignorance. 
Then, after they bumped into one another at the Somerville, both on their own 
midweek, drifted into seeing each other. Or rather Stephen drifted. Marlee fell. 
There was something in his wide freckled face that laid itself over Marlee's vision, 
something in his laugh that kept her seeking new ways to trigger it. Something 
about the way that her head tucked into his shoulder, against the skin of his throat. 
Something that drifted away from her whenever she held out her hand to it. 

It had all happened in the first few months after coming to work for Jonathon in the 
old Bond Store. Jonathon had watched without saying anything, and had raised her 
pay when eventually she had poured her energies into work to drive out the image 
of Stephen. 

'What's your workload like this week?' 
Marlee swivelled to face Jonathon. 'Not bad. I can push the Health pamphlet back 
to next week if you've got something urgent.' 
'Good. Joe Elshaw dropped off some negatives that've been scratched. He needs 
proof prints ready for Friday.' 
'Noprobs.' 
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Joe made a good living from weddings and portraits. Unlike some, he seldom came 
to them for exposure corrections, or to have them touch up the bride's complexion 
or figure. 

Marlee scans in the originals without looking at them, throws them up on the screen 
and finds herself looking at Stephen. Stephen with a wide smile, a dark suit and a 
meringue in his arms. A tall slender meringue wrapped in ivory satin with a cloche 
of black hair. Marlee feels a hot, prickling pain. She had offered him everything; 
she would have accepted anything. She had never envisioned this. 

Hurriedly she saves and closes the files, pulls out some simple graphics she has to 
finish for a theatre poster. Tries to wonder whether she'll take up the offer of free 
tickets, but Stephen keeps flooding through her: the planes of his face, the taste of 
his skin, the rhythm of his voice. Eventually she double clicks on the icons that hold 
his image. 

Only three of the negatives are scratched. Photos taken in the University gardens, 
Stephen and the woman he had wed posed in front of the night green foliage of a fig 
tree. The mellow stone of Hackett Hall gives the background enough warmth to 
counter the cool depths of the leaves. Joe had placed them in just enough light to 
make the dress glow. A slash of white cuts through the centre of the image. 
Stephen's left hand has been tom out and needs to be replaced. Marlee searches 
through the other images for a hand she can replace it with and finds a groomsman, 
no-one she has ever seen before, with his hand at the right angle. 

For a while, she works methodically, repairing the damage, finding other fragments 
of the landscape, the dress, his suit to patch the damage with. Her shoulder aches. 
She rolls her thumb over the hard knots of muscle, staring at the image on the 
screen. She saves it, duplicates the file then opens the copy. Marlee scrolls through 
the directory for the image she wants, one of herself taken two years ago. She has 
kept it because Jonathon caught her unawares and it is one of the few photos of her 
without a selfconscious rictus of a smile. She has barely scaled it to size and pasted 
it over the other woman's face before she trashes it with a slash of the mouse and 
feels the sudden need for coffee. 

The kettie takes forever to boil and the plunger is on its last legs. Marlee realises it 
has been quite a while since she has done the coffee run. She runs a bowl of hot 
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water and washes up in penance, then takes a cup through to Jon. He is working 
on a magazine layout, an airline glossy, his hands moving deftly and rapidly from 
keyboard to stylus. The shadow of a deadline is so obvious she wanders back 
without interrupting him. 

It's mid aftemoon and even the thick walls of the old Bond Store can't keep out the 
summer heat. Marlee plays with the copies she has made of the corrected images. 
She decides that the woman will fatten with childbirth and closes out the sudden 
pang that the thought brings by rounding out the bride's cheeks and broadening the 
slim body in the sheath. Too fat, she thinks and pulls in the line slightiy so that the 
effect is more subtle. She pins her own face in the tree, then deletes it, cuts out her 
eyes, and pastes them among the leaves. Deletes them again. Not happy eyes. 

Marlee hunts in the directory for the posters she has done for the Salvos, copies a 
range of eyes from the hopeless, the desperate and the angry then returns to the 
image of Stephen and his bride. She sews the eyes amongst the leaves, careful not 
to break the pattern of the foliage and makes them too obvious. She sits back to 
look at her handiwork. It's difficult to tell on the screen. She sends it to print and 
saves the image in a locked file in her private folder. Her shoulder is full of pain and 
the knots are too large to massage away. 

'This came through while I was waiting for the magazine proofs to print.' Jon is 
behind her with the A4 print in his hands. Marlee setties back into the skin she has 
just jumped from and holds out her hand for the print. The draft print doesn't have 
the high resolution that the final will have, but it's clear enough. Jon looks at it over 
her shoulder, 'It's come up well, no sign of a scratch. Can't say I really like it 
though.' 
'Oh? What's wrong with it?' Marlee's heartbeat is quite erratic. 
'I don't know—the light's not too bad—but something about it just gives me the 
creeps. Have you finished the others as well?' 
'No, not quite. I'll send them through when they're done. They'll need to be 
transferred back to film.' 
'Okay.' Jon is half way out the door before he turns back. 'By the way, thanks for 
the coffee.' 
She smiles up at him. 'No worries.' 

Mariee scrutinises the image carefully, biting her lip, pondering. 

' 'S w e s t e r l y summer 1997 



Diane Beckingham 

Shaped Fillip 

Mein Freund ist 
ein dentist 
drilling filling billing 
is his game 
what a lovely uvula 
you have my dear 

I'm willing 
pass me the Iced Vo Vo's 
while I stroke my breast 
in bliss insert into 
the cavity root canals are fun 
a fillip is 

a stimulation 
to enjoyment so he's 
chilling the narcotics 
grosse is fat 
grossesse is worse 
and I'm coming out 

in spots 
Philippe says this 
blazer does not suit me 
but why should I 
change my tastes 
for him 
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Diane Beckingham 

continuous corrugations 

white sheep on green winter grass 
the shearing team arrives en masse 
word is out: the boss is a wowser 

each to a louvred box of iron 
greasy towels, enamel basin 
word is out: the daughter's a player 

khaki greatcoats on Cyclone beds 
splintered floorboards, frosty sheds 
word is out: the cook's a humdinger 

full moon over curara tree 
lights the path to a Phenoled dunny 
word is out: the new bloke's stonkered 

white quartz scattered at waterhole 
farm dogs mate with shearer's mongrel 
word is out: Davo's the ringer 

liniment eases a punished back 
pens are emptied, wool bales stacked 
word is out: load up your clobber 
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Towel 

All night I've plunged across parched mountains, 
through smears of dirty snow, crashed scrub; 
at dawn, every word from the radio 
was a blow. I woke angry. I try not to be 

resentful. But sometimes I wish the earth 
would end, I want to believe that these dreams 
of granite slopes and pails of chill wind 
poured down a valley alive only 

with a creek's huddled mnning 
are angels of a future we've washed away 
to spite ourselves. The problem 
in the problem of evil is always the half-given 

glance. Now, a mute light drowns my room 
in its own still life. I rise and wade, 
the unmade hours to the shower's 
downpour, and water slicks the white tile walls 

keeping the morning at bay. 
Steam seeds the bathroom, rain collapses 
on the roof I reach for my towel, dream 
of forests, of luminous birds treading the edge of flight. 
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Splinter 

On the first day, squalls sweep across the harbour. 
In strange rooms populated by cardboard cartons— 
cat, cartographer, plots the geography of the house— 
my hand, armed with vacuum plug, keeps reaching 
for power points located in another town. 
I've been cleaning the previous tenant's fingerprints 
off the walls. Yet, no sooner is one set wiped away 
than I find another. 

On the back of the bathroom door, 
impressed in grime no cleanser will shift, 
a whole handprint: lifeline, heartiine, fate. 

Outside, the rain goes. Cat glares from behind a closed window 
She has ceased investigating comers, 
pacing in her wild drug-induced stagger. 
Her tail lashes. 
We are each set on sharp edges by our awareness 
of a stranger's presence in the house. 
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Sojourner 

The creature passed as human, but that was largely because few people 
noticed it and no-one remembered it when they weren't looking directly 
at it. Lacking ears, it rarely spoke except to say what people expected it to 

say, and then only if they were close enough for it to read their lips. It swept and 
mopped different wards in the nursing home apparently at random, and no-one was 
entirely sure whether it was a patient or an employee. It had no bed there, and came 
and went freely, but its name appeared on no rosters and no pay slips; in fact, it had 
no bed, no home, no money, and went where it would without hindrance. If 
questioned, it would show a scrap of paper that might have been a ticket, a receipt, 
a passport, or a banknote. Its pockets contained coins from different countries, for 
it had learnt that these were important to humans. People who asked it for change 
might later find themselves in possession of sixpences, sovereigns or sestertii, but 
without any memory of meeting the creature. Occasionally it slept, for seconds or 
for centuries, and could not have said whether it was unique or one of millions. It 
had no memory of its own origin, but lived on the stolen memories of others. 

It had eyes and could see, after a fashion, but depended more on the flavour of 
nearby human minds. Most aftemoons, it travelled on crowded trains and buses, 
where it could get close enough to feed without being noticed. Surrounded by 
human dreams, it feasted, picking out such delicacies as anticipation and anger. 
Fantasies and dreams delighted it, and were easily stolen. Rage and joy were caviar 
and Sashimi to it; the half-aware resentment and depression of early moming 
commuters were liver, cauliflower, porridge. Its bite was noticeable only as a 
momentary blankness, the loss of a train of thought. 

Sometimes, on weekends, it attended sporting events. Cricket particularly 
pleased it; few of the entranced spectators noticed if the creature devoured entire 
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minutes from their consciousness, and the occasional spurts of enormous delight or 
despair were delicious. Other sports, cinema, concerts, strip shows, weddings and 
funerals rounded out his diet. Christmas shopping and the Royal Show were 
melanges of excitement and exhaustion, tinged with the soumess of frustration, 
depression, defeat, and the occasional tang of fury. Only at the nursing home, 
however, did the creature ever gorge itself, taking great bleeding chunks of memory 
from the defenceless.. 

When visiting hours were over for the day and most of the residents asleep, the 
creature drifted from bed to bed unnoticed. Tonight, as usual, it paused by Mr 
Ragno for a snack. Yesterday, it had stolen the old man's encapsulated rage at the 
dismissal of Gough Whitlam; today, it devoured memories of funerals, all melted 
togedier hke Neopolitan icecream. Ragno was much obsessed with death lately, 
rather than lusts and luxuries, but it was all brainfood for the creature. He dined on 
the shape and colour of coffins, the scent of churches, the veiled faces of mourners, 
the words 'wreath' and 'epitaph' and 'beloved', and all the flavours of emotion that 
went with them. No-one would be astonished if Ragno forgot these, maybe not even 
Ragno himself. 

Miss Fischer smiled politely as the creature swept around under her bed. She 
had no memories left of anything but the children she'd taught over forty years; the 
creature wondered, occasionally, whether she'd met another of his kind before, or 
whether she'd somehow slowly devoured much of her own life. Her childhood, her 
adolescence, every night, all had dissolved into a thin grey sour gruel. From her, 
the creature took her dislike of pumpkin, the life cycle of the butterfly, and the story 
of Cinderella, then it walked away unsatisfied. 

It paused in the corridor, watching two nurses as they brashed past. From one, 
it stole the name and cigarette taste of the woman she'd picked up in a bar on the 
night before, then shuffled towards Mr Mills's room, peering in before he entered; 
unlike the other patients, Mills frequently had visitors, and dishked being disturbed. 
The old man was alone, but he managed to glare at it without lifting his gaze from 
the yellowed letter in his hand. Every few days over the past few months, the 
creature had eaten a word or two of that letter from Mills's memory. Mills 
responded by re-reading the letter until he'd memorised it again. A week ago, the 
creature had devoured half of the number of Mills's Swiss bank account along with 
his memories of the feel of stolen gold, "Who are you?" growled Mr Mills. "Can't 
you let an old man die in peace?" 

The creature said nothing, and slowly backed out of the room. Better to return 
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when the old man was asleep, and feed on his delicious dreams. It turned the comer 
and walked into Mrs Morrison's room instead. Her eyes were closed, but she smiled 
as though she recognised and expected him. The staff knew better; Mrs Morrison 
no longer even recognised her children, and occasionally forgot that her husband 
had been dead for nearly twenty years. Successive strokes had eroded more and 
more of her memory, but there were still disconnected fragments that would attract 
a connoisseur, and the smile promised good eating. The creature pushed the broom 
around the bed a few times, passed the chart that read "Not for Resuscitation" 
without noticing it, and stood by her bedhead. 

The memory on the surface of her mind was clear enough; a red curtain, a green 
cloth draped over a rail, a white plate, the colours incredibly vivid. The creature 
devoured this, enjoying the hints of almost-forgotten detail; an aftertaste of 
afterglow, a quiet giggle as she thought of herself as Mrs Morrison after only a few 
days of marriage, delight in a perfectly sunny moming after a week of rain, mild 
pleasure in a job well done, and the sheer joy of being out of her family home at last 
and in a house of her own. 

The smile remained frozen on Mrs Morrison's face, and the creature probed 
again with its mind-tongue to discover the same memory—the white plate, the 
green cloth, the red curtain. He snapped it up, satisfying his hunger but not his 
curiosity. The image didn't fade; if anything, the colours became slightly more 
intense as Mrs Morrison, dying, relived the happiest moment she could recall. A 
white plate, a green cloth, a red curtain. A white plate, a green cloth, a red curtain. 

The creature fed greedily on this one undying memory in the dying woman's 
mind. Its own identity faded, overwhelmed by the force of her memory, those 
simple forms, those pure shades. Mrs Morrison's breathing became shallow, her 
heartbeat faint; she opened her eyes, vaguely aware that someone else was in the 
room. She spoke, but no-one heard her. White. Green, Red, 

Black, 
A night nurse found the creature lying by her bed, the broom still in its hands, 

its pockets full of old coins and paper scraps. 
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Zeno Sideon 

Wiping up time, the spilt milk of the moon, 
stacking soft horror's Tarot deck 
in the week's blue rack, you're dealt 
the same card again and again. 
Is it a gallows' cloth, a caul, a shroud? 
A porcelain scream in a frame 
with a scatter of pills and a spill of gas, 
the cloy of home ...found with a towel 
wound tightly round her head... 
Then night lets in the local inspector of Fun 
and the dream-squad clowns are marching 
at fascist angles after applause, 
a clapping of capes in a green breeze. 
And each white face is happiness 
flashing its butt. And your hat's not right. 
And your nose won't fit. And you can't get past 
When you wake to the moment's take-over bid, 
what's to be done? Elaborate 
the railway timetable concept of art 
or the Freudian call to prayer? 
Leam care by rote or calculus by heart? 
Dance to the ultimate fence whose standing waves 
are a Viennese waltz on a stoical xylophone? 
Graffiti the thing? Sing? 
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Housemate 

Her flamingo nightgown brushes past me in the hall, her mouth full of 
toothpaste. Crunch of muesli underfoot and "We're out of milk" she says. 
The fridge door shakes masking the clink of coke bottles on the shelf. 

"Good moming." I say, hopefully. 
"I'm in a hurry" she rephes as she slurps from her glass of pureed oranges. 
Moming news halts with a squeak, and she is gone, leaving me pondering on 

her roller deodorant lying on the floor. 
I munch toast squares smeared with pate. Empty milk cartons stand like skitdes 

above the sink. 
I part the curtains, play Pavarotti on the CD as the washing machine fills with 

foam. Staring at my grey flecked beard in the mirror, at my shirt stretched over 
belly, I brush her hau" down the basin, talcum powder sticking to my feet. 

It is Monday. The queue hiccoughs along the vinyl floor. 
"And how many jobs have you applied for this week?" she asks without looking 

up. 
"Not much around for opera singers" she smirks with a paper thin smile through 

round glasses, tall in her Doc Martens and her hair parted in the middle. My cheque 
feels crisp in my pocket. The biro leaks as I sign. 

The old men in the park look up. A dog wrings its last drop on the geraniums. The 
magpies swoop as I walk along the river edge, headbutting the wind. The water is 
the colour of stone. The kiosk is closed for repairs. 

The evening light is yellow dull like an old book. 
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"So pasta again" as she squats at the fridge pulling softened tomatoes, 
"And where did you go today?" she probes as I slice cucumber chunks, 
"To India." 
"Forget it Did you find a job?" 
"Yeah yeah." 
"Forget it" she says. 
I trip over her briefcase. Her shoulder pads heave like vultures. 
"You could do voluntary work." 
"Yeah yeah." 

The moming casts shadow pattems on the green tiles. The door quivers, then slams 
her exit. My watch has stopped. The paper is in pieces on the kitchen table. I pick 
up her towel, squeeze its bathsodden edge, and fold it, ever so slowly. 

-Special Offer-

Take Three! 
Three of the best and brightest Australian magazines 
We5terly, Hol?o and Overland, have joined to offer a ter
rific Take Three deal subscribe to these three and you 
get a 20% discount. You pay only $71 instead of $58 for 
four issues of each magazine. 

Enquiries 
Westerly—{Oe>) 9380 2101 
ov&rlard-- (03) 9687 9785 

W^a- (047) 588 174 
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The Meaning of Wife 

She is a plate 
dishwasher clean 
like a full moon. 
Spring thoughts crushed 
like eggshells 
Sluiced down with peas 
and magazine dreams. 

She used to dance 
on the forest floor 
now a salad offered to 
guests with smiles like 
well-ironed shirts. 
Her mind minced 
into patties as she 
lies like a frog 
doing situps 
on a Map of the World, 
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Bomb Shelter 

The harsh rasp of the brush raised an electrical crackle in her hair and out 
from behind her right ear unfurled a pink ribbon. Sarah brushed 
frantically, trying to press it back into her head but the harder she worked 

on the stiff taffeta, the faster it unrolled. 

'That damn ribbon!' Sarah threw down her brush. 

'You looked so-o-o-o cute in it.' Haras smirked at her through the mirror, 
folding the ribbon back and forth as Sarah's mother had done, pinching it in the 
middle and then pulling up the folded ends, creating a pink taffeta butterfly. 
'Where's the barrette?' Haras reached through the mirror to the dressing table, 
dislodging the brush, scattering earrings, upsetting Sarah's one bottle of perfume. 

'No! Stop!' Haras always affected her this way, threw Sarah into a panic, raising 
red heat in her cheeks, causing her hands to tremble as she tried to put things back 
the way they were. 

Haras continued to rammage, this time in the box of scarves. 'That littie gold 
hair barrette.' She tossed the scarves up in the air where they hung like limp flags. 
'With the top that holds the ribbon and two prongs that—' 

'Slid under the hair.' 

'—were pushed into my scalp!' 
Haras folded her lips in an exasperated expression that annoyed Sarah. How 

dare a figment of her imagination be so disapproving? 'Pushed into my head. Blood 
running down my neck! My back! My—' 

'Off the ends of your fingers?' Haras shook her head, tsk-tsk-tsking with her 
tongue. What an imagination, her expression seemed to say. She held up the 
ribbon and the raffle of pink fluttered and grew larger. 'Who pushed the prongs 
into your head?' 

'YOU know.' 
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'Who?' The pink taffeta struggled between Haras' fingers. 
'I'm out of here.' Sarah turned her back on the mirtor and the ridiculous pink 

taffeta hair ribbon that she had wom in her hair as a child. 
The next thing she felt was the ribbon around herneck, 'Artgh!' Sarah cried, 

as she was pulled back. She felt ridiculous hollering, 'Arrgh!' as her feet lifted off 
the floor and she flew backwards through her dressing table mirror, 'Axrhg!' she 
groaned, relaxing into the ribbon's embrace, her toes neatiy pointed, her ankles and 
knees together, like she held them when she dived into the pool without a splash 
and that is the way she was drawn through the mirror. Without a splash. 

'Right.' Haras stood with her hands on her hips, the pink ribbon swirling 
around her ankles. 'Let's get on with it.' 

'Get on with what?' Sarah sniffed at the watery atmosphere behind the mirror, 
squinting in an effort to bring the haze into focus. She dragged her fingers through 
the aqueous air and when she held them up before her nose, they were covered with 
greasy gray dust, 

'You should MOVE things and clean behind them,' said Haras, 
'The mirror is heavy,' 
'It grows,' Haras' grin grew even more horrific. 'HUGE. Like HER.' 
'Who her?' Oh no, Sarah groaned inwardly. Not another of Haras' creatures. 

'I thought we were finished with all that.' 
'We must be on our way. Time is short.' Haras snapped the pink ribbon like a 

whip and laid a length of it gentiy on the ground where it flattened itself out 
obediently, its slightly frayed end just touching Sarah's toe. 'Step on it.' 

Sarah touched it with her toe and the ribbon smoothed itself into a pink 
roadway that meandered gracefully through the watery landscape, forcing it into 
littie hills and deep valleys, moulding the haze into copses and groves, houses with 
roofs and chimneys and in the distance, far far away, mountains covered with snow. 
On the tallest mountain, gleaming rosily in the rays of a struggling watery sun, stood 
a pink castle with thin, tall turrets, each crowned with a fluttering pink hair ribbon. 

'Is this the Haras version of the Emerald City?' sneered Sarah. 
'Move!' 
Sarah peered along the pink road. 'Where's the Tin Woodman? The 

Scarecrow? I know!' she crowed, clapping her hands and dancing around Haras. 
'You're the Cowardly Lion. The Cowardly Cowardly Cowardly... ' 

'Enough!' Haras growled. 'We must hurry!' 
'The Wicked Witch of the West?' 
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Haras tumed on Sarah, eyes fierce, jaw trembling. 'This is dangerous and 
you...you...' Haras was, for once, lost for words. 

Sarah felt a twinge offear but pressed on. 'Where are my magic red shoes?' She 
held her breath, waiting for Haras to explode. 

But Haras only grinned and punched Sarah's shoulder. 'You never let up. 
That's what I like about you,' Then serious again, she growled, 'This is not a 
cinematic fantasy.' 

'Not your answer to the yellow brick road?' 
'This is REAL!' The air around Haras shimmered. 'DANGEROUS!' 
There was an explosion of sound, like a thousand shouts. Haras scanned the 

sky. 'We'd belter hurry. They've started testing,' and set off, Sarah close behind. 
After they had travelled a short way. Haras tumed off the pink road, away from the 
mountains and the castle. 

'Not the castie?' 
'I TOLD you. This is not fantasy.' Haras gathered the pink road up under her 

arm and pushed her way into a leafy copse where she kicked at the short black 
stump of a slender tree. A round, turf-covered hatch lifted just enough to reveal two 
dark, gleaming eyes. 

Until this moment, Sarah had not given in to her fear, hoping that this episode 
with Haras would be gentler than the previous ones. Safer. But these eyes terrified 
Sarah. They were elemental; not passive organs of vision, recording what they saw 
but channels for a terrifying energy. 'Let's go. Please,' whispered Sarah, huddling 
close to Haras. 

'We are here to meet Mother.' 
Sarah drew away, the pink ribbon winding itself around her throat, 'Mother?' 
There was a wheezing giggle from under the hatch, 
'Not YOUR Mother,' said Haras, 
The hatch lifted a bit further and a wide, tooth-filled mouth grinned at Sarah, 

She sfirank down into the embrace of the pink ribbon-road, 'Mother?' 
'Sarah, Meet MAM,' 
Sarah lifted her head and peered at the face under the hatch, 'As in "Yes, Ma' am, 

no ma'am?"' 
'As in M - A - M! Mother of All Mothers!' 
There was a ramble of laughter and the face disappeared. 'Quick!' Haras threw 

the hatch open and grabbed Sarah by a loop of pink ribbon, dragging her toward 
the hole in the ground. 
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'No!' Sarah dug in her heels. 
'It's all going to hit the fan!' Haras gave a heave and rolled Sarah closer to the 

black hole. 
A searing light whitened the trees and a fireball rose in the sky, boiling and 

swirling, glinting copper and green and a deep, rich red. Blinded, Sarah squeezed 
her eyes shut and felt herself being dragged down through the hatch, its lid banging 
down to shut out the glare and the heat and the sudden roar of a monstrous gale. 

'That was close,' Haras breathed, 
Sarah opened one eye. She was lying at the base of an iron ladder in a small 

room lit with a low wattage light globe, the pink ribbon drifting loosely about her. 
'Now you are safe,' chortled a voice. 
'Haras?' Sarah sat up. 
'All wrapped up in a pink ribbon,' chuckled the voice. 
'I wore this to school. In my hair.' Choosing audacity as the better course, 

Sarah wound the pink ribbon around her hand, the way Mother had when she took 
it out of the clasp. Which she hammered into Sarah's head. 

'How pretty,' sneered the voice. 
'Was that a bomb?' Sarah nodded at the ceiling. It was covered with tiny, stick-

on-stars, the kind her mother had stuck on her forehead when Sarah was a good girl. 
Mam, a shadow in the comer, lowered her voice to a secretive whisper. 

'Nowadays, they have teeny, weeny littie bombs no bigger than a pinhead.' 
'My mother made this ribbon into a bow. Every moming.' 
Mam's teeth and eyes shone brighter. 'Such a bomb can be concealed on the 

tip of one's tongue.' Her tongue lapped out between the grinning teeth. 
Sarah addressed the tongue, with it's potentially treacherous tip. 'When I was 

in Grade One, She brushed my hair,' 
'Pthahl'Mam spat, 'Pthah!' 
'It hurt!' 
'Pthah!' 
The globe brightened, the stars sparkled. Mam was revealed to be a huge, fat 

woman. She was horribly beautiful, with long rippling hair that fell to her feet, 
carmine lips, white skin with a soft rosy sheen, 

Sarah pressed on, 'It hurt, you know. It hurt,' 
'I have only to spit and Kaboom!' 
'Hurt when my mother brushed my hair. I hated this ribbon.' Sarah hugged it 

to her chest. It rastied and from it rose the faint perfume of lilacs. 
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'Your fault.' The red tongue lapping out further. 
'Don't spit!' 
'I spit and Kapow! Zowie!!! Kapow-pow-pow!' The words hung in the air, 

surrounded by zappy zigzags and stars. But there was no explosion. No fireball, 
'You deserved what you got, lamMam,' boomed the woman, 'Address me as such,' 

'Bam! Bam! Kaboom, Ma'am,'sang Sarah, 
'Careful,' cautioned Haras. She was poking in the cupboards that lined the 

room. Sarah draped the pink ribbon around her shoulders and hid behind Haras. 
Mam said, 'Show her the toilet. Haras. She needs to go.' 
'No,' protested Sarah. Peeking out, she saw the dreadful eyes focussed on her. 

'That's all right, really it is, ma' am, I don't have to go, ma' am, I'm fine, I' 11 wait until 
I get home.' 

'THE TOILET!' boomed Mam. 'You should have gone before you left home. 
That's a rale.' 

Haras direw open a narrow door, releasing a musty, chemical smell. Inside the 
cupboard was a toilet. On the wall was a shelf; sitting on the shelf was a white 
enamelled basin. Hanging on a rod above was a green towel. The wall was red. 
Ruffled red, like the ruffled pink ribbon. 

'Toilet,' announced Haras. 
'After you do it, WASH YOUR HANDS!' boomed Mam. 
'You have to stay here until you understand.' Haras closed the door, shutting 

Sarah in the toilet. 
It took six days. 
On the first day Mam whispered through the door, telling how she built the 

bomb shelter—digging the hole with her bare hands, pouring the concrete floor and 
walls, installing the generator, the water tank, the storage shelves, the huge bed and 
finally, the chemical toilet. All covered with six feet of earth. 'WASH YOUR 
HANDS!' 

Sarah dried her hands on the green towel. 'I don't get it,' she whispered to her 
reflection in the white basin. 

On the second day. Mam opened the door a crack and described how she 
welded in place the iron ladder and the hatch. 'It'll never come off, that hatch. No 
matter how devastating the blast.' 

Sarah washed her hair and wound the green towel into a turban. 'What blast?' 
'Don't you get smart with me, young lady,' growled Mam. 
Sarah wrapped the pink ribbon around her, like a sarong. 'The hatch. It hides 
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you away from attack. From whom?' 
Mam smiled her terrible smile, her hair curling beneath her chin. 'Now you're 

cooking with gas,' she leered. 
Sarah brushed her teeth, spitting Ptah! into the basin. Never cross Mam. Rule 

One. She dabbed at her lips with the green towel and hung it neatly on the rail. 
Day Three was a catalog of explosive devices. Mam sat outside the open door 

of the toilet, her tongue curling happily as she gave lengthy descriptions of their 
destructive force, poisonous fallout. 'But I am safe here. Under the earth.' Mam 
smacked her lips happily. 'I knew what you were up to and I dug in deep. No 
matter what you throw at me, you can't reach me—cannot poison me, cannot melt 
my bones, curdle my blood, destroy my brain, blast my eyeballs from their sockets.' 

Sarah pulled the green towel around her shoulders. At night, she slept curled 
in it like a cocoon. 'I am not a killer,' she said, 'Ma'am,' 

'Oh, no?'sneered Mam, 'I see it in your eyes. Megatons of hate,' Slam went the 
door to the toilet, 

'But she pulled my hair,' Sarah whispered into the green towel, her tears filling 
the white basin. The red walls pulsated softly. 'Mother pushed the barrette prongs 
into my scalp,' 

The next day. Mam's gross hips waddling, her round fleshy shoulders shoving 
through doors, her strong hands yanking open drawers, pushing aside boxes, she 
led Sarah, robed in the pink taffeta and green towel, through the shelter, revealing 
her vast storehouse of supplies, 'I can survive for all the time it takes the poison to 
fall out of the sky and drain out of the rivers and lakes and oceans,' she told Sarah 
as she shut her in the toilet for the night, 

'Yes, ma'am,' agreed Sarah as she rolled herself into the green towel, 'You will 
last forever,' 

That night Haras whispered through the keyhole that Sarah was doing well, 
'Not long now,' she promised, 'Getting the picture?' 

'Come play with me,' ordered Mam the next day, Sarah and the huge woman 
played draughts and chess. Old Maid and honeymoon bridge, snakes and ladders. 
They played games that Sarah had played with Mother when the winter winds piled 
the snow halfway up the windows and the oil stove chuckled in the comer and Dad 
listened to big band music on the radio. 

Mam won every game, 
'She makes up her own rales,' Sarah confided to the red walls. It was difficult 

drying herself almost impossible to give herself a good wash in the littie basin. She 
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wondered why Mam hadn't installed a modem sink but as she crouched down on 
the chemical toilet trying to dry her toes without bumping her head, she realised 
why. 

'That's it,' she smiled to herself 'I'm ready for you now, ma'am,' she muttered 
as she rolled up in the towel for the last time. 

'Let me out!' she yelled through the door the next moming. She wore the basin 
on her head as a helmet and carried the pink ribbon and green towel aloft, tied to 
the handle of the plunger she had found in the comer of the toilet. 'I'll be going 
now,' Sarah announced when Mam opened the door. 

Mam's eyes glittered. 'Don't you get smart with me—' 
'This—,' Sarah waved the plunger and her banners snapped as in a high wind. 

'This is MY green towel. It hung above the basin on the kitchen table. Green against 
the red oilcloth Mother tacked up so the wallpaper wouldn't get splashed. She 
washed my face. My hands. Dried me gentiy with this towel. She wanted me to be 
clean. Good. Pretty.' 

'Baroom! Drop the bomb!' shrieked Mam. 'I'm safe.' 
'I want to go home,' Sarah whispered. 'Please, ma'am?' She hated having to 

plead with this implacable force, this buried destractive energy. But it was the only 
way to save herself. 

'Eh?' Mam leaned forward, dreadful eyes fixed on Sarah. 'Home?' On her 
tongue the word was an obscenity. 

'Home to Mother,' Sarah sighed. 
'Up periscope!' A dark gleaming tube rose swiftly from the floor in front of 

Sarah, continuing up through the star-spattered ceiling. Sarah blinked as two 
handles snapped down smartly and an eyepiece winked at her. 

'Look out there. You do not dare go home!' Mam's face was bedewed with 
perspiration. 

Sarah applied her right eye to the eyepiece and gasped in surprise. She 
expected to see flames, a mushroom cloud. Melted buildings. Blasted vegetation. 
Charted carcasses. Blistered bones. 

But there was bright light and coloured shapes. Sarah glanced at Haras who was 
sliding the strap of her handbag up onto her shoulder. We're on our way, Sarah told 
herself as she spat on the lens and polished it with the green towel. She applied her 
left eye to the lens. A comb. A brush. Bristie by bristie, she explored it. A gold 
barrette. The pink ribbon fluttered around her neck, rustiing in the lilac scented 
breeze that drifted down through the periscope. 
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'She was nervous. Wanting so much for me.' Sarah folded the handles up. 
'She hurt you!' screamed Mam. 
'She wanted me to look pretty. My first day at school,' Sarah drew the green 

towel around her shoulders and straightened the basin on her head, 
'Megatons of hate,' shrieked Mam, 'Fallout of poisonous resentment,' 
'She was not clever with her hands,' Sarah looked down at her own hands, 

which were, she knew, quite clever, 
'Sadistic radiation. Bleeding from the ear. Eye. The heart!' 
'She did the best she could. She loved me,' Sarah wound the pink taffeta ribbon 

around Mam's neck and tied h in a bow, then beckoned to Haras, 'Let's go,' 
It took only a minute to climb the iron ladder but then Sarah had to go back 

down and retrieve the basin which fell off in the rash and that was when she kissed 
Mam on the cheek, 

'Bombs as small as a dot,' wailed Mam, 'Pthah!' 
'Have it your way,' Sarah clambered through the hatch and shut it with a 

resounding Kaboom! 
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Glad Rag Dolls 

I remember them well 
the instant of the shot 
her teeth pearly as Poe, 
his snarl, a prize, 
the fox-trot twitch 
of his crotch, 
her very own stunt, 
the blind free-fall 
into tomorrow's lack 
of a safety net, 
her arms' frenzied surrender, 
his arm's manly support 
a littie too late 
and cold as a barricade— 
'I'm your future. Baby, 
and I'll say when'— 
her waist's clinched deal, 
his poised lapels. 
Listen: her frou-frou petticoats 
whispering 'musk', 
his pink conversation cashews' 
furtive 'amen'. 
O Califomia Poppy, 
Diamente Tiara, 
such pretty fakes— 
the perfect pair: 
a green silk kite 
without a cord, 
and a black Yale lock. 
Shut in. Shut out. 
Her stilettos are stabbing the floor. 
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Brack: Scene from Musical Comedy 19B7 

They dance, I think, in a cell. 
Their wishes 
and pipe-dreams dance, that is— 
and shimmer like the colours 
of butterflies, butterflies 
in a case. 

Or as cigarettes, cigarettes 
in a case (in times and circles 
where there are such cases) 
hold out such promise 
in whiteness, fire, fragrance... 
with just such emptiness 
and hollow flair their wishes 
dance—blue smoke, grey smoke 
from a face. 

Observe the girl, her lampshade dress 
all incandescence; and the man, his Yes, 
his look-at-me yes; two cut-out shapes, 
one white, one mauve, in space. 

In a cell ... 
a row of teeth 

like guards across each face 
marches—unnerving brightness, 
shadows and pity 
drilled out—or like one guard's 
repeated and repeated 
pace. 
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His smile, his grin—it says Die, 
old mate, of admiration—it switches 
a savage light on 
in the cells of style's fascism. And her smile 
is vacant acquiescence, 
perfect, inhuman, 
a grimace. 

—you and I, love, when words fail 
and time's tight yet we trail 
and talk ringingly, and embrace 
yet don't embrace. 

We dance it is perfect cut you're 
so lovely so glowing cut you and me 
forever, forever but 
the music falters, the moment swings up to swings away from 
grace. 

So, in a wallet, where photos rab, 
one photo to another: 
you dance really well— 
and later, most 
offhandedly, as if suggesting 
coffee, shall 
we go back to my place? 
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The Tiara 

It was so cold that moming clambering out of bed to answer the phone which 
razored her dreams. 

"Got something special for my princess." Nan had said. 

That was the last thing Sandy needed after night after night of rehearsals. She 
groaned. 

"O.K. Nan. I'll be there later on." 
"What is it?" Mum called. 

"She's got something for me. I'd better go." 

Sandy stumbled up the cement steps onto the porch, her arms laden with plastic 

cartons of frozen soup. The hook of a cane appeared pulling the door open. 

"Something special for my dancing girl," Nan clucked excitedly, 

Einstein called from the kitchen, "Knees up. Knees up," 

"Oh Nan, I thought you were supposed to be teaching him the alphabet," 

"Wouldn't get past C, Gave up," Nan chuckled. 

Nan laughed at everything these days, even at the obituaries about past 

acquaintances in the local paper, 

"The silly old hen", she would say, "I wonder what they will say about me," 

Einstein screeched, 

"Put a feather in your gob," Nan called out, "We've got business to do," 

Nan shuffled to her bedroom. Sandy followed in a slow march behind her, 

"Sit here. On the glory box will do," 

Nan pulled out a small wooden box inlaid with ivory, tugging at the yellowing 

tissue with her arthritic hands, 

"I wonder if my fingers will grow knobs on the ends too," Sandy mused, 

"For my little lady." Nan beamed, heaving herself onto the side of the bed. 
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Rubies glinted in the grey smudge of mommg. Sandy placed the tiara on her 
head, gazing at herself in the mirror. She, the tiara, and a row of stained knickers 
stared back. 

"Can I come and watch you," Nan asked. 
"Sure, Nan." Sandy replied lamely. "Thanks Nan," wondering how she would 

pin the tiara on and whether Bruff would approve of it, 
"Oh Hell" she thought, 
Sandy recalled Nan coming to her graduation last year. Nan was a good sort 

and all and that made it harder in a way. The smell of urine that followed Nan down 
the hall, then Nan singing the school anthem loudly one note behind the rest of the 
audience. They had all tumed round to stare. It was shameful disowning relatives 
Sandy knew, but she felt she had no choice that day. It was awful. 

"Can I make you a sandwich?" she asked brightiy. 
Sandy opened the fridge door, searching in the darkness for globules of butter 

wrapped in greaseproof paper. Nan didn't approve of margarine. Brown water 
oozed onto the lino floor. 

A diplomatic lengtii of time later Sandy kissed Nan farewell, the tiara buming 
a hole in her pocket. 

"I'm coming with Madge. She's driving. YourMum will be too busy with your 
dress," she called. 

Bruff had worked hard on the choreography. They had wrestled with Latin 
American, New Vogue and settied for the Tango. Sandy had admitted to herself he 
was a good dancer despite being a bit short and the gap in his teeth alarmed her. 
But they were well matched in their steps and had to their amazement reached the 
finals. She had learned to ignore his temper tantrams if she made a mistake in the 
footwork for she knew it was vital for him to win. At the dress rehearsal she was 
surprised at his transformation. Bruff had his teeth capped, his shoes were high and 
well polished and his padded coat exaggerated his shoulders. 

The Big Night had arrived. 
"Don't forget that last tum." Bruff had muttered through clenched teeth as the 

curtain rose. 

The audience was silent. Sandy could see from the wings her mother sitting in the 
front row with two empty seats beside her. 

"They've forgotten," she breathed gratefully. 
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The band was ready. Sandy and Bruff took their stance. 
The back doors swung open. Two elderly ladies stepped in, holding each other 

in die crook of their arm, a cocky on the shoulder of one of them. 
"Knees up knees up," it screeched. 
Nan pointed down the aisle with her cane, 
"There's my princess," she called, 
Braff s teeth became molten white metal, 
Sandy's tiara tumed red ruby heat on her forehead. 

The Tango was never quite the same after that. Nan thought her granddaughter was 
the most beautiful sight she had ever seen. She told everyone Sandy would have 
won if that partner of hers had not such a silly look on his face. 

1999 Ciuircii i l l 
LcHowships 

Study 
The Churchill Trust invites applications &om Australians, 
of 18 years and over from all walks of life who wish to be 
consiaeied for a Churchill Fellowship to undertake, during 
1999, an overseas study project that will enhance their 
useRilness to the Australian community. 
No prescribed qualifications are fequiied, merit being 
the primary test, whether based on past achievements or 
demonstrated ability for fiiture achievement. 
Fellowships are awarded annually to those who have 
already established themselves in their calling. They are 
not awarded for the purpose of obtaining higher 
academic or formal qualifications. 
Details niajrbc obtained by sending a self 
addressed stamped envelope (12x24cms) to: 
The Winston Churchill Memorial Trust 
218 Northboume Avenue, Braddon, 
ACT 2612. 
Completed application forms and reports 
from three referees must be submitted by 
Saturday 28 February, 1998, 
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Rosanne Dingli 

The Land of Smiles 

A ll my dreams used to be about places. With no need to wake from them, 
I voyaged, I voyaged because I knew even as I dreamed that I would wake 
and dissolve it all, I arrived and departed, I revised and recognised, I 

explored. 
When I was a boy, we lived close to an aqueduct, and I would climb the grassy 

slope with a cousin, who would pretend to be King of the Mountain when he got to 
the top, 'When I grow up,' he would say, 'I am going to be a bandmaster,' He waved 
a twig like a baton, 'Did you hear me, Franz?' 

I had similar ambitions, but I was not about to damn them with such foolish 
declarations. My superstition held me in check, kept me silent, I was not about to 
ruin things like Gregor, He ran back down the grassy slope, rolling down the last 
few yards, breathless, reckless like a child. And I, with all the sagacity and prudence 
of my eleven years, plodded slowly down the aqueduct side like an old man, 

'Dust yourself off,' I said to Gregor, impatient with his levity, 
I was a solemn child, wanting more than was available in Komarom, Wanting 

what was so near, and yet so far, across Hungary's border into Austria. Wanting 
more than just sheet music, more than just what the aunts hummed under their 
breath as they darned stockings. 

Gregor was scomful of my caution, scomful of my superstition. I never told 
him secrets. Yet, when we grew up, he became a bookkeeper, pushing a pen, 
counting columns of figures. And I—I went on from the Prague Conservatorium to 
bigger and better things, I remember bowing on meeting Antonin Dvorak, I dared 
not lift my eyes to meet the famous composer's until a decent interval had passed. 
How could I presume such an intimacy? Yet I could sense something in the man. 
He liked me, encouraged me, and from him I leamt a circumspect kind of daring. 
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Ah—what heady days those were. I really did become a bandmaster, and 

thought of Gregor every time I waved my baton. Every time I took a bow or an 

encore I thought of Gregor rolling down the side of the aqueduct in the watery 

eastern European sun of our long long childhood. I conducted the band with a new 

verve, a new gusto in the last months of 1899, knowing that when the great 

celebrations started, when the new century began, people all over Austria would be 

playing my music, my songs. 

I wonder where you get the inspiration , wrote my cousin Gregor from Tatabanya, 

where he was auditing the books of a textile factory. Was it possible he did not 

know it was Vienna itself? The people, the music—everywhere there was music— 

the laughter, the companionship and the tinkle of cake forks upon fine china. Was 

it. possible his childhood passion had ebbed and died? Did he no longer hear the 

music? 

I wrote and wrote, pushing Leon and Stein, librettists who understood and 

accepted that acknowledgment and applause, not to mention renown, always went 

to the composer of the music. I pushed until they understood my pace, my peculiar 

kind of quiet ambition that flamed only when fanned by success. They wrote 

words—and such words!—but I concentrated on the waltzes. 

'What is this?' they asked, perplexed. They had never seen such a plan for an 

operetta. 

'Yes,' I cried. 'It is a new kind of operetta!' I ignored their looks of disbelief. 

'But..!' they tried at once. 

'And it will take the whole of Europe by storm.' 

And it did of course, and not only Europe. It was La Belle Epoche—a 

breathless, sensual, sumptuous time—and it was everywhere. Die Lustige Widwe , 

The Merry Widow , was heard all over the world, overwhelming not only its writers 

but our critics as well. No one could deny the notion worked, 

Gregor wrote from Pecs—the furthest he ever travelled in his life—to 

congratulate me, and I am afraid I laughed, tossed his careful papers in the air and 

proceeded with what many thought was insanity. How dare I introduce music so 

like the can can into operetta? Was I not afraid it would be a nine day wonder? 

My response was tacit. Perhaps I had retained something of my youthful 

prudence. But I laughed again when the success of The Merry Widow burgeoned. It 

took only two years before it was lauded in places like Buenos Aires, where it was 

playing at five theatres at once. That, I thought, would be answer enough for any 

critic. 
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The hardest audience to please is an English audience. They are slow, 
discriminating consumers of all that is novel, groundbreaking, risky. But the Widow 
brought houses down there too. Audiences rose to their feet as one, roaring and 
begging for encores. 

And I found my name was now a household word. What would my father 
think? And my dear mother? What would the aunts, in their stiff black skirts, 
suppose about my widow whose inspiration evolved from those silk stockings, that 
even fresh from the laundry basket, smelled of them? The rastle of taffeta, the swing 
of brocade, the flash of jewellery, the shimmer of sparkling shirt fronts and the small 
glimpse of onyx cufflinks as dancers whirled around a floor. That was what I wrote 
in my music. It was all about the life of the dance floor, the fleeting romance, the 
perfidy and loyalty lost and gained at an elegant the dansant . 

And what of Gregor? His letters dwindled then stopped altogether, even when 
I thought there was still a chance he would one day visit me in Vienna. But I was 
travelling, revelling in the way II Conte di Lussemburgo , as they called my latest 
operetta, was doing in Rome. People were humming snatches on the street. Ladies 
summoned all the patience and indulgence of their escorts by stopping me at cafes, 
longing to touch my arm or look into my eyes. I looked back, searching more for 
inspiration than for adulation. I saw in some of those eyes all that I needed to write 
another piece. Like The Land of Smiles . What a show! What lightness and 
sweetness. I wrote the music of colour, the music of satin skirts swirling, of black 
hair and golden hair drawn up into daring chignons under tiaras sparkling in 
chandelier light. 

And when I paused to think, I thought of my dreams. They were in a muddle, 
a kaleidoscope of faces. Of mouths wide with smiles, of eyes sparkling, of the 
reflection of theatre lights upon the shiny back of a violin. I no longer dreamed of 
places. 

A solemn pause is inevitable after months and months of social whirling and 
gallivanting. I gathered my wits one empty night, one dull and freezing night when 
the condensation of my own breath shrouded the window of my hotel room. It was 
1932, and the world was a noisy place, full of my music and of laughter, of the tinkle 
of crockery and glasses, the chink of coins in a pocket. I stood alone for once in a 
hotel room in Paris, a fringed scarf of cream silk still thrown around my neck, 
creasing my bow tie. I could not see past the fog of my breath in the gelid room. 
Someone had omitted to light the fire, but I was patient, benign. I did not summon 
a valet. I did not move. I stood at the window in the dark and thought of my 
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dreams. 
Strange, but it was then 1 thought once more of Gregor, and his childish rolling 

down a grassy hill. I wished suddenly—but only for a brief moment—that I was a 
painter rather than a musician, and could capture on a canvas the aqueduct, the 
games of my childhood. I longed for dreams about places, just places. Landscapes 
unpeopled by the crowds, the laughter, the strident gaiety. I longed for a stretch of 
moonlit sand, a damp-smelling copse of birches, a group of lichened crags, a 
meadow of com waving in the wind, an endless sea. Perhaps, just as I had inherited 
Gregor's ambition by keeping quiet about it, he had similarly inherited mine. 
Perhaps he was at that very moment in some solitary place, alone, without a soul to 
accompany him. Alone on a hill overlooking a lonely place warming with his own 
presence. 

That week, I started the outline of my most ambitious piece, Giuditta . With the 
package of new score paper, tied with string and inviting in its brown wrapper, 
came the letter that announced Gregor's death. His cabriolet was involved in a level 
crossing collision, and he was killed instanUy, with the horse and the driver. 

I tried to recall, counted the hours, tried to stem my grief with a slow 
calculation. Had he died while I stood alone at a cloudy hotel window, thinking of 
him as a child, rolling down the green slope of the aqueduct? But no—it was too 
romantic a notion. I was merely trying to mask my guilt. I had allowed my success 
to come between us, and had not even bothered to write or visit him for years. What 
was I? What sort of unfeeling success-bent monster had I become? 

I threw myself into my work, ignoring all who summoned me to the glittering 
world outside. I heard La Terra Dei Sorrisi was again having a successful season in 
Milan, I heard that any number of sopranos and soubrettes were lining up to 
audition for the Widow. I heard Gypsy Love was once more showing in Vienna. 
People flocked to watch, to listen, to laugh at the musical comedy. My little 
attempts at satire were small diversions, perhaps not even noticed. No matter: was 
it not the music I wanted them to take away, as they left the theatres in their evening 
clothes? 

I shaved off my small moustache, then grew it again in the space of a fortnight. 
I wrote like one demented, I paced and hummed and played and sang. I consulted 
books, even the bible. And on impulse, I confided in a woman. It is not important 
to say her name now—it is a small matter. It is a small matter. 

I told her all about my new work, all about my great attempt at a serious opera, 
Giuditta . I told her too much. She laughed, smiled, and her rope of pearls clattered 
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against a gold chain around her neck. It was then I remembered my own 
superstition. How silly, I thought to myself. That was only a childish thing I would 
do then, when I was young. But still I wondered. I had let on my plans, my 
ambitions, to another person. What was more, I treated it all lightly. What would 
happen? 

It was two years later, 1934, long after I forgot the whole episode, that I was 
looking at a string of reviews clipped from the Vienna papers. The opera had not 
succeeded. They all expected yet another light musical comedy from me and I let 
my audiences down. 

I stood in the wings at one of the last performances. I listened to the crowd. 
They did not think my opera was such a great idea, in spite of the polite applause. 

'They are applauding the singers, not the work,' I said to the Italian impresario. 
He looked sideways at me, but remained silent. 
'Next season...' I started to say. 
He interrupted, smiling widely. 'Next season, we'll put on the Widow—La 

Vedova Allegra! And everything will be all right again.' 
I left the theatre alone, an unusual thing for me, but I wanted solitude. I wanted 

peace. I wanted to put myself into a quiet frame of mind so that I would sleep 
deeply. And long. I wanted to return to dreaming of places again. 
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Breakaway Country Mount Magnet II 



Carmel Macdonald Grahame 

Painterly 

This is the rich boredom breaking away at the edge of expanded ochre; 
which insists, still. 

Green boomerangs on green, down scarps where water must be, somewhere; 
is. 
Water; leading the trees by the seed as always, tracked by them along the fir-
estone feet of ridges, on out towards the dusty silver—where it belongs at 
last and, as it tums out, is never empty. 

Up here, out there, the moon has room to move. 
This is everlasting country. After rain here, the colours ran. 
And sound. Flight carties; cries swoop to the tune of the tough topography. 
Screech clusters, embellishes what scrab there is. 
Vividness is feathered and takes wing. 

But, to each imagining its season. 
Little wonder that these shadows are turmeric eraptions and the spectrum 
moves across the place in ingots of bright heat. 
This is the surface rendered in the dry. 
Everywhere, ore meets light and ignites the eye. 

Deep down in the belly of light, flickers of lizard must be, and the bones of 
the feet facing up to existence; must be the pores of the skin, leaking; and 
caves where fossils go on and on becoming. 
The big low hum is swallowed; a grave inaudibility. 

This is country that millennia knife across in particularities of red; 
a nourishment of scarletry where yellow usually is. 
It airs the blood, this country. Dreams, Is old. 
Time breaks off. Space arcs. 
Nowhere has no middle for being in. 
Ghosts rise, like signatures into the gold. 
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Jan Teagle Kapetas 

While My Eyes Erode Slowly 

Above the gorge 
the moming hangs like a noose. 
The sun is unspeakable, stains 
the grey stone, the colour of trees, 
with your glittering lies— 
cuts off escape. 

When I set myself the task of recording, 
the blood of road kills 
fills my palette like an absurd wound. 
Too much was shed; 
it dries like flies, 

I take the knife, 
apply your colours urgently, 
like anger, like a bandage, 
like early moming traffic, or a curse, 
danming the pain in my shoulder, 
stiff fingers, 
rent to pay, 
your reproaches. 

You can go hang yourself for all I care, 
be Nolan's limpid wash, 
Drysdale's secret romance, 
stake out your territory. 
I hold gradges, 
do not like your landscape, 
am in too much hurry 
to observe the niceties. 
Tracks muttering to roar cross my skin, 
bring what you do not want. 
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You want news of me? 

I am stuttering. 
She is the last of lands... 
savage, and vermillion. 

Carole Johnson 

Derelict 

Always sunlight 
pitted with memories 
city cove gone bush 
whacky as the next bloke 
nowhere to cower or run to. 
Days peel back 
scabbed and dry 
as a teetotaller's mind 
each rock 
a personal tragedy 
each step 
a knee-jerk reaction. 
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Adib Khan 

Out There 

The carriage clatters and burrows into a tunnel. The city waits on the other 
side, breathing like an asthmatic patient, unable to sleep, A dense mind, 
crawling with dark thoughts and ominous forebodings, unaware of the sin 

of its careless extravagance. It cannot help itself,,. 

This is a night of unspeakable yearnings, A littie madness to keep others on the 
safe side of sanity. 

Bright, darting eyes. Colours of playful demons dance impatientiy, waiting to 
surge through my veins, I am the playground of their wanton malice. Lights begin 
to streak the darkness outside. Silhouettes of tall buildings. Like condemned 
criminals in a prison yard. Nowhere to go. 

The security guard stares at me. Furrowed eyebrows, A cold glint of 
disapproval. My power point eyes warrant close attention. He can't quite figure me 
out. My overcoat and shoes are relatively new, I don't look helpless enough to be 
bullied. It's not quite right in his scheme of a prosperous country he once knew, I 
suspect that he belongs to a desperate order that views the world with yesterday's 
eyes, 

I should be raggedly dressed—tom jeans, faded windcheater, and a frayed 
baseball cap with a peak sticking out from the back of the head. On my way to 
poison the streets, 

I can almost hear him thinking aloud, I pull the skin on the sides of my eyes 
andgrin, GoonlSaysomethingnasty. 'Theageofpoliticalcorrectnessishuried, thank 

GodlFreedomofspeechisofparamountimportanceinademocraticsociety .'That'swhat 

the lecturer said this moming. 

I win this time. The smkk disappears from his face. He looks down at the 

newspaper balanced on his lap. 
A handful of people leaves the carriages. It is a cold, misty evening. An 
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indifferent voice drones on about destinations and departure times. 
Footfalls of fear. The rhythm of a civilised jungle. 
Outside the cold presses against me like a dead body. I bury my hands deep in 

the pockets of the overcoat. Under the handkerchief I can feel the comfort of the 
plastic cylinders. A wooden handle in my right hand. My fingers caress the release 
switch. 

How vulnerable is the world tonight? 
Night opens it gigantic hand, uncurling its fingers to reveal the sordid lines of 

fate. I wish to upset destiny. 
There are tatty memories of tropical trees and a hot sun. The sky...acres of blue, 

its innocence finally restored. Sweaty faces, that do not wish to remember, 
shovelling rice and dried fish into small slits. Water buff aloes and paddy fields. The 
land has stopped buming. No more fire-breathing dragons swooping down from 
the sky. There's my mother, under a mosquito net, telling me to go back to sleep, 
desperately hiding an undulating serpent under a sheet... 

Mother, who am I? 
A foreign country floats in the swirling mist of my mind, elusive and reluctant 

to reveal a complete story. The fleeting pictures don't bother me as they used to. I 
have given up asking her about them. 

Ah, try and forget. What does it matter now? Welive in a safe country . Shedidn't 
look at me. Her smile always pulled a veil of mystery over our past. 

An imagined world, perhaps? It was never really there. Maybe I read about it 
somewhere when I was a child. Saw it in picture books, maybe. My past is full of 
maybes. Noiseless ghosts and wispy dreams,,. 

The crowded footpath echoes the steps of homeward bound people, Friday's 
tiredness etched on pale faces. 

For some, the city is a lonely place. 
She emerges from the shadows and grasps my arm. Does she repeat the same 

words every night? Endearingly deceitful, 
A good time? Yes, I am after a good time. But not the kind of joumey she has 

in mind. I shrug her off. She hisses an obscenity and fades into the darkness. 
The night is approaching the hour of loveless embraces and cannibal intentions. 
I stop to watch the woman up ahead. Long-limbed. Sheathed in black. 

Probably all broken inside. She holds together the pieces of her life with a frosty 
tartness. Throaty laughter. She negotiates her survival, A door slams. The BMW 
crawls into the traffic snarl. 
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The car park is a few minutes away, Peter .will be waiting, slouched in the 

driver's seat, running a hand over his balding head. Alert, beady eyes scanning 

every comer of the night. 

Not tonight, Peter. I really don'tfeel like enduringyourpixssion. Go home to your 

wife and children and the open fire. Take with you a couple of pizzas. Stop at a video 

store. Pyjamas and slippers. Be the family man... 

I cannot say no to a hundred bucks. In fact, I intend to ask for more tonight. 

Like everything else, the price of lust has gone up. Blame the government and those 

foreigners. 

loe's eyes will sparkle when I tell him how much I have. It will take us to distant 

places. I feel reckless... 

Cross the border, shall we? Joe often challenged me playfully in the beginning. 

See what it's like on the other side? What do you reckon? He used to think I was a 

coward. 
My stomach growls. Necessity overcomes any sense of urgency. Let Peter wait. 

Fidget and look at his watch. I stop for a hamburger. I am careful to count the 
change from the $50. My reward for scoring an 'A' on an assignment—Asia, a Threat 

or a Boon for Australia? The paper was retumed to me a week ago. But I had some 
money then. I didn't tell mother until this moming. She was still beaming in the 
evening. 

I walked upstairs to their bedroom. They were preparing to go out. Another one 
of those formal dinner engagements they love. My stepfather was adjusting his 
black tie. As usual, mother looked agelessly elegant in white. 

She became garrulous as soon as I entered. They didn't see me often enough. 

We must go out and have dinner together one evening. I had lost weight. So 

frail...Was I feeling okay? I should eat more... 

Stephen dutifully nodded in agreement with whatever she said and watched us 

in the mirror. 

My stepfather is a fairly decent sort of bloke. Dull and respectable. Competent 

at his job. We've never had much to say to each other. I am not interested in the 

professional life of a bank manager or in Aussie Rules. There are times when I 

manage to startle Stephen. He has an entrenched belief that, even without much 

enthusiasm for football, I should idolise Gary Ablett. I supposed it is possible to 

revere God even if I am not religious. 

Gary who? 

w e s t e r l y summer 1997 87 



a d i b k h 

That upset him. He tumed red and left the room. 

My hero is Rashkolnikov , I said to him later. 
Stephen stared at me. 

One of those foreign blokes. 

What does he do? 

He was a student. Didn't have much money. 

Hardly someone to admire. 

He killed an old woman. 

Oh. He gulped. Why do you look up to him? 

He w(xs a sensitive killer. With a huge soul. 

That was too much for Stephen. He complained to mother. I wasn't mixing 

with the right sort. She ought to talk to me. Find out what this Rash...ah...whatever 

his name...fellow's background was. 

Aftemoon tea. Cheese twisties and chocolate cake. Fine china and linen 

serviettes. An information seeking session. Mother wasn't very subtle. Predictable 

questions after she skirted around the issue with expressions of sudden interest 

about my friends. 

Iwouldhate to thinkthatyouwouldgetintoanykindof trouble. After allwe'vebeen 

through. Thewar. The death of your father. Thathorrihlehoattrip. TheEnglishlessons 

I hated so much. Those early years of struggle. Now we have everything. 

She sensed my scepticism. 

Everything. Stephen is a kind husband. He's been good to you. 

My only way of a quick escape was to tell her. Rashkolnikov stepped back into 

the pages of fiction. Mother was angry in her own quiet way. A stemness clouded 

her face. I hadn't been very kind to my stepfather. 

I apologised to him in front of her. Stephen granted his acceptance. Mother 

smiled forgivingly, and then left the lounge to be consumed by her life of casinos, 

horse racing and dinner parties. 

Meanwhile Rashkolnikov continued to obsess me. I sketched his face in grey 

lead. Hundreds of drawings. Not one of them made him look sinister. I gave him 

a wispy beard...an unruly growth of dark hair...a moustache. A gaunt, thoughtful 

face. Clean-shaven. Sometimes a hint of a stubble. A large forehead, thinning hair, 

variations in the size and shape of the nose. But the eyes...they never changed. Sad, 

as though he had seen what other humans couldn't. He crouched, sat and stood 

upright. Fully clothed. Partly dressed. A thin, tall man troubled by the demons 

and God within him. On a cross he adomed my walls. 
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I discoursed with him late into the night. 

I loiter near an ice-cream parlour. Well, why not? 

The car park is just around the comer. A double scoop of chocolate chips. 
There's still plenty of money left. 

Stephen didn't look too pleased when mother doled out the $50 note. 

You are such a clever hoy! She repeated several times after I told her about the 
grade. 

His eyes followed her in the mirror, A slight shake of the head as she fumbled 
in her handbag. Here! Enjoy yourself 

Stephen cleared his throat. You should make an effort to get a part-time job, you 

know. Earn some of your own money. Save a hit. If only... 

Stephen! He must concentrate on his studies. She demonstrated her support by 
stroking my back. 

He nodded and went back to his tie. It was still lopsided. It's a hard world out 

there. There are people who would kill for that sort of money. 

Stephen wasn't even vaguely aware of how much I dreaded his cliched speeches 
extolling the virtues of discipline and hard work, cautioning me about a predatory 
world. 

Nothing comes easily, I responded. There's another life to be explored. Not that 

you'd ever try. It's a world outside your ima^nation. 

He tumed around with a frown. I'd be careful. It might just drift away and leave 

you stranded. There are too many easy handouts these days. 

Stephen! 

Peter doesn't believe in greetings or pleasantries. 

You're late. No irritation or admonition. An observation to highlight a fault in 

my personality, 

I slide mto the seat next to him. 

Careful! Must you bring an ice-cream inside the car? 

The warehouse is damp and dark. With a torch he guides me to his office 

behind a huge pile of crates. After several attempts, he manages to light a candle. 

His hands are trembling, I hate his nervous excitement. That silly grin of 

anticipation. As usual, he is in a hurry. 

What's the matter, Peter? Is the wife waiting to warm your tea? 
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Shut up! 

I need money ...I stand defiantiy still, ignoring his fierce whisper to get 

undressed. My right hand slips into the overcoat's pocket. Immediately I feel the 

current of power snaking up my arm. 

Huh? He looks at me as if I am speaking a foreign language. 

I burst into a malicious laughter. He looks ridiculous in his thermal 

underpants, holding his folded trousers, shirt and woollen jumper. 

He pleads with me to be quiet, 

I want more money. 

He extracts a wallet from the hip pocket of his trousers. As usual, the wallet 

bulges with a wad of notes. A crisp hundred dollars note. An additional twenty. 

I refuse to extend a hand of surrender. 

More. I need much more. 

His breathing is audible. How much? He scowls. 

Five hundred. 

Five...Screwyou!Whatisthis?Anopenseason?Whothehelldoyouthinkyouare? 

He takes a menacing step toward me and then stops quite suddenly. Why do you 

need so much money? He sounds like a suspicious parent. 

For a journey...a long joumey. 

You didn't tell me you were planning on going away. For how long? 

The shrag of my shoulders exasperates him. 

Where are you going? 

Places. 

Alone? 

I decide to tease him. With my ^rlfriend. 

The lie has the desired effect. 

I didn't know you had a girlfriend. His voice is hysterical. You didn't tell me! 

None of your business. 

None of...I'll... I'll show you whose business it is... He sobs and lurches toward me 
with clenched fists. 

It is a supreme moment to be burdened with the might of a morally bereft 

universe. How did Rashkolnikov feel? 

I am aware of the smooth movement of my right hand. The rest of me is numb. 

I see drifting colours. Green. Brown. Orange. They merge and burst into flames. 

There are no barriers. It is simple to cross over. I feel light-headed. There are 

muffled noises. The pained cry of dolphins. The sea roars and drags me away... 
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I pick up the wallet and count the money. Nearly a thousand dollars. Business 
must be good. Was good. 

There's not much more to be done. I am wearing gloves. There's nothing to 

wipe except the blade. 

The world outside hasn't changed. 

A dog barks in the distance. God's voice does not chastise me. He doesn't 

unleash the demons. It could be that he is weary of his creations and fled to anodier 

dimension of being. 

A sliver of a moon gashes the unbroken skin of the sky. The calmness of the 

night is like a mother's comforting hand. 

I walk for nearly an hour and then catch a bus. Wearily I find a seat, only to 

surrender it to a pregnant woman at the next stop. 

There is a buming sensation in my face. Clammy hands. There are bodies 

pressing against me. Could anyone possibly know? His face hovers in front of me. 

Grinning. Now he is on either side of me. Behind...I close my eyes and breathe 

deeply. I must regain my composure. 

I think about his wife and children as dark shadows behind a screen. A 

pantomime of grief. A gathering of mourners. Dark suits. Solemn faces. The ritual 

to give meaning to what cannot be comprehended. Words will ensure that illusions 

do not crack. 

He was a devoted family man...Gentle and generous...A strength to the 

community... Sniffles and tears as the voices roll on. 

I leave the bus and walk toward the milk bar. Joe is sitting on a bench, looking 

miserable. 

He springs up as I tap his shoulder. A whined complaint about my lateness. 

Permanent character defect . I show him the money I have. 

5hit. He croaks. Shit. 

I follow Joe as he limps away. His knees will never be right again. That's where 

his dranken father cracked him with a cricket bat for failing at school. 

Couldn'tdoit,mate.Eveniflbloodywelltried. Theoldmanreckonedihataprivate 

school would give me brains. 

Two years on the streets has educated Joe. He knows people and places. He 

can sense danger before it can harm him. He finds enough to eat and sniffs out 

places to sleep. We met in a public toilet. I had a spare syringe on me,,, 

I envy Joe's freedom and his dependence on instinct. 

An unlit alley, Joe whisties thrice. Behind the piles of garbage bags, the dealer 
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waits for us. 

It's top stuff, he assures us. He's no older than seventeen, A pimply faced 

redhead. Thin, Lifeless eyes. His hands shake as I hand him the money. 

Noiselessly he slides away and melts in the darkness. An unacknowledged demon 

of temptation. 

Joe suggests a slab of beer. I buy two. 

It's a short walk to where Joe has moved in this aftemoon. An abandoned house 

marked for demolition. 

No one's seen you? 

Hell no. 

There's no hurry to go inside. The beer warms my belly. I hurl the empty cans 

against a sagging fence. 

We are unsteady on our feet. After several attempts we climb in through a 

broken window. The stench of rotten food and urine makes me retch. 

Not what you're used to, is it? I can sense Joe's mischievous grin. 

I asked him home once, when mother was out shopping. He could hardly 

speak as he walked around the kitchen and the lounge, hands in his pockets, his 

eyes wide with disbelief. 

Thisislikeheaven. Whythefrigginghelldoyoueverbotherwithme?Eh? You're 

bloody crazy, mate! 

We guzzled a bottle of Stephen's finest scotch and lost all track of time. When 

mother retumed, we were stretched out on the Persian carpet in the lounge. Joe was 

snoring. I was sitting in a lotus position, conversing with a potted plant. 

Joe leads me into a room and lights a candle. He rattles an impressive collection 

of spoons. 

It's warm in here, he complains. He takes off his smelly parka and then decides 

he has to go out again. I won't do it in here. Not in front of a visitor. 

I slip the leftover money into a pocket of his parka and then prepare the fix. 

It's gonna be a good night! Joe's voice trembles with anticipation after he crawls 

back inside. We'll soon be where the world doesn't matter. 

Some day I wouldn't like to come back. 

You mean go permanently...like never... 

Yes. 

Dunno about that. Sounds a bit desperate. 

You often teased me about the other country. Does the idea really frighten you? 

He peers into the darkness of the comer where I am sitting. 
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Well... that's going a bit far, isn't it? 

I hand him a syringe. It's only a longer trip. 

He rolls up his sleeve. Another country, eh? 

Onewhichfloatspermanentlythroughalltheuniversesthatarethere.You'resureno 
one saw you? 

Positive. U'Tiv? 

Doesn't matter. 

The floor feels like a slab of ice. The stars begin to tumble out of the sky. Joe? 

My own voice through a mist. I'm cold... 

That noise...as if the world has spht in half. 
Cold. On a drifting iceberg. 
Why, there's Rashkolnikov coming toward me. And...Peter. 
But...but why are they laughing at me? 
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Thomas Shapcott 

Gold Coast 

'm sitting on an uncomfortable wire chair just under David's cock, licking a 
frodiy mess designated as 'cappuccino'. The Mall is not crowded. This is no 
Palazzo Vecchio, it's Surfers' Paradise and the coffee froth looks as if it had 

been scooped up from the tideline after a particularly dirty storm, 
Vietnamese noodle vendors compete with each other for discount prices but 

nobody is stopping. Five o'clock in the aftemoon is a sargasso time, a time when 
people sough and sigh like seaweed, or languidly drift along Cavill Avenue without 
even making the effort to evade the spruikers or dole-bludgeoned youths offering 
information on paper. 

Food is the last thing on people's minds; sunbum might be a conscious 
preoccupation, or sand in the creases, or what to do with the kids for the next five 
hours. The long wastes of the evening loom ahead, unless the Casino has already got 
you and your money, or you are single, free and confident. 

This is the time when the thoughtful ones among us, meaning me, consider 
coffee—even cappuccino although it is, for Italians, strictly a moming drink. 

If you diink of a long cold beer you won't be wandering up and down Cavill 
Avenue, you will be at trough by now and into your second round. Surfers' Paradise 
is still, surprisingly, a family-on-holiday place, despite the duty-free pearl emporia 
and the Japanese street signs. Among the neat herds of tiny tourists you still catch 
sight of the freckled faces, the gangly limbs and the peeling noses of Queenslanders, 
down from town or the hot cities. 

Why is it, then, that I am the only one sitting among a colony of small tables 
and smaller chairs under the appallingly white plaster copy of Michelangelo's man-
measuring masterpiece? 

Perhaps we are all daunted by this famous image of uncircumcised anatomy? I 
do concede it does look quite indecent in this Mall, but only because I have just 
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returned from the surfing beach where all the human Davids, with equally muscular 
fists and determined eyes, are golden brown and furzy with all-over bumfluff and 
salty glaze. 

This plaster-white David has been dragged from the morgue and deep-frozen 
in antique ice. No invitation here, not even a challenge—and he is not proportioned 
into the fashionable gym swellings and balloonings of the steroid set. 

While I sink my lips into the froth I amuse myself by noting the glances of the 
few passers-by. The women look more frankly at David's cock than the men (who 
seem to see only his feet), but then they invariably look upwards, to the large tomcat 
head, or sideways to that knuckle-grinding fist, 

A little old lady, with her kipper brown spouse, did stop for a few minutes, I 
thought she was considering the Menu but then realised that was a cover, I 
fantasised; her husband (Hugh, of course) had been circumcised at six days old in 
the fashionable 'hygiene' fad of the Twenties, they had only two daughters, and four 
granddaughters, Hugh was the sole exemplar of manhood in that entire family 
(sons-in-law excepted, and sons-in-law do keep some things secret from mothers-
in-law, apart from their bank balances and their drinking problems), 

Ethel (that is her name) has led a sheltered life, no art galleries for her, no nude 
swimming beaches, not even tribes of kids in the nuddy at some local swimming 
hole or backyard paddlepool. Did the sculptor get it wrong, she wonders? Was it a 
sort of modesty—to cover, well, his you-know-what? 

But Ethel and Hugh have passed on by now. Perhaps she was really casting 
sidelong glances at my half abandoned cappuccino and decided the stuff was not for 
her? She is a retired nurse who tossed foreskins into the bin twenty times a week in 
her prime and who was notorious in her Army days for short-arm inspections; 
foreskins back with a jerk, all of you! Quick! Do as I say! My God, what animals 
some of you are! 

I have two ways to position myself, and have ordered a second coffee, long 
black this time. It looks like tar but tastes like gravel. Mmmmmm. If I put my wire 
seat thus, I am looking out like David; come in if you dare. 

If I angle the chair like so, then I am almost unable to avoid being riveted by the 
plaster prepuce, if not in direct line for an imagined dribble. Resolutely, I place my 
back to the body. 

Five young men saunter in, they are from one of the lifesaving clubs. Not 
Surfers—what Surfers Paradise tifesaver would be seen dead in this tourist Mall? 
They have their pick of the choicest takings. These are a mix of footballer types and 
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Uni students. Cumumbin? A certain regulation presentation of themselves; bleached 
hair, not well shom; tee-shirts that cling to salt-moist shoulders, fashionably faded 
so that the rude messages (verbal or visual) are indecipherable; thongs; the imprint 
of block-out on nose and cheek; a defensiveness among others. The Japanese herds 
move away from them, their blue-kelpie guides anxious. The Vietnamese noodle 
vendors smile and polish the glass, Sweet-n-sour steams invitingly, Mongolian Beef 
shreds itself in heaps, deep-freeze prawns newly steamed mount each other in 
positive orgies of indulgence. The five boys hesitate. 

Did they give David a salute? 
Not on your life. Perhaps the tallest one, the one with skinny chicken-legs and 

constantiy slipping shorts, almost gives a glance and I can imagine him thinking that 
a good spray-can of iridescent paint might help initiate David into Clubhouse 
rituals. The two middle ones already have their five dollar notes in hand and food 
in mind. There is Shorty, nuggetty and with hair already all over his shoulders; his 
purposeful non-looking is almost a boast. His bulging shorts confirm his pride. The 
fifth, who seems to drag behind the others, keeps cracking his knuckles but he is 
the only one who suggests they come back to this spot for coffee with their 
takeaways. He even offers to shout. One could weep. 

But, evading my scrutiny, almost surteptitiously, a couple axe already seated 
alongside. The girl has positioned them so that they are just out of my range of 
vision. Damn! I will have to do a reshuffle with my chair, scraping it ostentatiously 
and turning to inspect them full on. Who do they think they are? 

This is my territory: let them slurp cappuccino, let them order tira misu, let 
them ask for grissini, let them not dare complain if their ham crostini come without 
butter smears. Let them dare ask for that Neapolitan specialty, Pizza, under the 
unforgiving eye of this stony Florentine, let them try to get away with it. Aqua 
Minerale at the very least. Con gazzo. 

He flops and spreads all over his chair. He lets out a sigh, as if he'd just 
clambered down off the tractor. "A bloody cuppa would be just about right. And did 
you see if they have them scones? The Devonshire ones, with the cream and jam? 
You sure them kids won't get lost out there? They know where we are?" 

"Course they know, Len. Hardly miss it. The Place With The Plaster Pizzle, 
That's what I said." 

From where he is sprawled he, too, could almost be a direct hit, with some 
miracle of the imagination and a few tea-stained cuppas, 

"Right, Righto, Y'know, reminds me of something. That statue I mean," 
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"Come off it, Len, You're just fishing for compliments. Bet if you painted the 
arms and the legs a good tan and put a dab of pink in the right place, you'd be saying 
it's a picture of you. Watch your back and chest when we go out in the sun but. You 
use that block out I got you. And see that Kevin does the same, he's bad as you are 
for sunbum and his skin's just as pale where it doesn't get used to it." 

"Nah. Wasn't that. You bring that back to lifesize, I think you'd find there's no 
real comparison. But you never can tell. Like I say, things can change from one 
moment to the next. No, what I was thinking was he reminds me of Nasho." 

"Why Nasho? That was decades ago." 
"When we went in first they had this medical. Lined us all up in the nuddy, just 

like that. Had to bend down and cough, while some doctor looked up our arse and 
felt up our balls. Should of been paid overtime, was my guess, something like that, 
one after the other. Anyway, there was this bloke just ahead of me—Savvy Muller it 
was, ended up killed on a building site three years later. Well Savvy would have 
none of that. Didn't mind stripping off like the rest of us, but when he was told to 
bend over; he just went berserk. See that guy up there all set to lam someone one 
hell of a whack? That's Savvy, to the tee. It was the Sergeant who copped it, not the 
medico. He had anothetname, too. Savvy, at least from the time before Nasho. I was 
the only one remembered it. I'd known him in Primary School. After what happened 
at that medical check-up in Nasho nobody ever used it again." 

"What was it then?" 
"Pretty Boy, Pretty Boy Muller, Tumed out he'd had boxing lessons, he would 

have beat up that Sergeant solid but of course they stopped him," 
"You make him sound suss," 
"How'd you like someone to stare up your hairy privates?" 
"Darling, happens all the time. And it's not you, Dr Simmohds knows me better 

than I know myself down there. Aren't you jealous?" 
"Dr Simmonds' okay, she's a woman," 
"And what about Pretty Boy?" 
"Trust you to think of that. In those days, back in the early 1950s, I never even 

knew what a poofter was. Savvy was okay, he got on well with all of the blokes in 
our tent. He was a big bloke, sort of like an older brother to everyone. Though I will 
tell you one thing about him. He was the only one in our platoon who was uncut. 
All of the rest of us, we'd all been circumcised. Tell the tmth, I was a bit jealous. 
That's why I made sure the boys wouldn't be mutilated." 

"You must have kept your eye on this Pretty Boy, then?" 
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"Yes, if it will make you jealous. He was a good cut of a lad, our Savvy. Sorry. 
He was a good example of a physical specimen, like this plaster cast up here, looking 
as if it might piss all over us. When I heard he was killed in tiiat building accident I 
was really shook up, really shaken. Such a bloody fine specimen, you should have 
seen him in the boxing ring, or in the showers. Sort of person you couldn't keep 
your eyes off, really. Nothing wrong about that really. Envy, if you like to know, I 
think it was envy as much as anything had us all looking. I wasn't the only one. And 
then, to die like that, in a stupid accident. It really shook me. I had to do something 
about it. Even phoned up his wife, though I didn't really know her." 

"I hope you didn't say to her what a magnificent physical specimen her late 
husband was, how you could not keep from perving on him." 

"Well I did actually. Yes I did tell her what a great strapping chappie her 
husband was and how we all envied his body, all that. What's wrong with that? Now 
tell me, what's wrong?" 

"I was only ragging you, Len. Traly, I was only ragging." 
Savvy Muller. Dead name out of a dead past. We all had angel's wings and 

bumfluff then. It is a shock, though. It is a shock. 
They have finished the last dregs of the large teapot. They'd eaten lettuce and 

tomato sandwiches and Les had scooped up the left-over bits of lettuce and shoved 
them into his generous mouth. He is, himself, a fine figure of an older man. I can 
imagine him a nineteen year old, punchy and sportive, and with a silly grin that 
means you can't help liking him. He would have been promoted to lance-corporal. 

Savvy Muller was from Nambour, Les must have known him then, 
"Course you were only kidding", he says, "Savvy Muller would have been sixty 

by now. He'd have gone to pot, the booze would've got to him. Underneath it all, 
he was a real softie you know, a real softie," 

She drags him, lumpishly, towards herself and they make a game of it, so he 
looks like a grey-haired golliwog toy, but all sinew and muscle. He gives her a wet 
smack on the lips and they saunter off together. 

Two minutes later two surprisingly young boys come up to the place, 
awkwardly, staring hard at the plaster David, "Of course that's what mum meant" 
one of them hisses and points up quite unselfconsciously, 

"Where are they, then?" 
"You think we're late?" 
"Course we're late, can't you read the time. Let's have a seat. Here, I'll pay for a 

coke," 
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The other one bursts into giggles. 
"What's up? What did I say?" 
"I thought you said you'd pay for a cock. Get it. Pay for a cock. Not a coke. A 

cock. Like that one up there." 
"Ya dag. A coke's better." 
They're now in a helpless muddle sprawled, hke their dad, over chair, table, 

each other, 
I stand up. It's time to go. "Your parents just left. I don't think they forgot you, 

but you never know, they seemed to be enjoying each other. You might have to wait 
a long time, I'd get that coke if I were you." 

They stare at me as if I might accost them. We have long passed the age of 
innocence. If I'd offered to buy them a coke, who knows what charges might be 
suddenly laid against me? They are as innocent as the 1950s, I think. 

"You're lucky that statue's pure kitsch." I say as Ipick up my things. "Otherwise 
I'd say it's not the best place for young boys to hang around." But I reassure them 
that they should be jake here. 

They huddle together, very quiet. They will have something to tell to their 
parents. They're not looking up, now. They are suddenly wise. 

The noodle vendors are doing a roaring trade. There is a McDonalds too, I had 
not noted that, in its cubbyhole. The Mall has become a great intestine, food is being 
shoved down, drink races up straws with ar screech, there is talk, or the noises of 
concentration; everything is colour. 

In the fluorescent evening, the plaster statue has become even more vulnerable, 
more unreal, more unlike anything human that might be conjectured with or 
conjured. It is not even dead. It is not worth a giggle. 

Parents and sons are quietly reunited; they go back the way they came, into 
Cavill Avenue and a hot littie flat two streets from the beach where there will have 
to be mosquito nets and coils and perhaps even uka-ants. 

The first gaudy night dwellers have begun appearing. Sashay and lurch, 
aggression disguised as Politeness, young bloods out for their meat, professionals 
out for their slice of the dollar, and the small family groups thinking of television, 
or the state of the drought, or if they can afford yet another take-away before leaving. 

The night chemists stay open. The first beer bottie is broken on the tiles. The 
sea breeze from the long pallid beach has now dropped and the land breeze will take 
over, though in the dark along the shoreline the first family groups will be tickling 
their toes in the water and some couples will be huddling and giggling. One young 
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husband, his back still hot from the sun, will slip off his speedos and walk naked as 
David alongside his wife who at first giggles and then braves it out, knowing what's 
visible is only a blur at most and not even that in the cooling darkness. 

It is twenty years since I had been here. I had expected great changes, and what 
I got was a plaster Michelangelo copy. Bad coffee. So Savvy Muller died young? 
There are so many sorts of death, anyway. 

What I miss is a fine sense of irony. There's nothing here we can even confess, 
or if we do confess it is in an eroded language and the kids only understand 
television, I realise that the lack of surprise in every single person I noted who tried 
to come to terms with that David was because it is one of the programmed images 
of our doctored reality, it has been repeated on tele for decades, 

Les, the sprawling farmer dad and ex-Nasho, had it wrong but he has it right. 
Is it still possible to weep for some beautiful young man cut down young? Already 
those kids' eyes look reproachfully out of the edges and sidle away. 

The most obscene word in the whole world is the word 'beautiful'. Perhaps 
Surfers Paradise is, in fact, the ultimate irony. That would explain why all the 
country Queenslanders still straggle in, and simply flop into whatever chair is 
handy. The surf is still there, and everything else is the frills. Or the naked tmth, 
and that's hardly novel. 
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The Westralian frontier: 
a visual and literary interpretation 

When we ignored the dark side of the frontier—in fact ignored the concept 
of the frontier itself—^we ignored much more than the implications of the 
dispossessed. We ignored the moments of our creation. We now have to 
confront the practical issue of native tide and human dispossession in 
almost universal ignorance, in a void where history should have put a 
drama. 

Don Watson, 'Back to the Past.'̂  

Can it be that we, the people in this region, failed to read the implications of frontier 

settlement, development, and expansion when they were put before us subtiy, 

through history, art, and literature? 
In Western Australia even before 197-0, a number of artists did not evade the 

shadows of frontier settlement. I will focus here mainly on one Western Australian 
artist whose paintings referred to Aboriginality from 1954, Robert Juniper. His 
representation of WA Aboriginality requires elucidation firstly within the context of the 
fragmentary and multi-disciplinary Westralian depiction of Aboriginals that followed 
the late colonial period, and secondly within a context of the literature of the frontier. 
Undoubtedly, written and photographic accounts of the north-west and the Kimberley 
added to the 'new' frontier spirit of excitement, adventure and hope that accompanied 
the development of 'outback' Western Australia in the 1960s. 

1. The Australian's Review of Books, )uly 1997, 8. 
2. For Aboriginal representation before this see illustrations by French colonial artist, Louis de Sainson, in 

Leslie R. Marchant, France AustraU: A Study of French Explorations anri Attempts to Found a Penal Colony 
and Strategic Base in South-Western Aiislraiia, 1503-1826, (Perth: Artlook Books, 1982), repr. in colour pi. 
nos. 1-8 and repr. in-blwhite, 68, 146, 243, 248-249 and (artists unknown), 177-178, 215-217; Lois 
Tilbrook & Gary Dufour F/aringtoni Folio: South-Wesl Australia 1843-1847 Exhibition Catalogue, Art 
Gallery of Western Australia, Perth, 1986, 
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Earlier representations of Aboriginals included the alienating representation of 

them in newspaper illustrations by Arthur Slade Forbes',^ John Barker's and John 

Brackenreg's representations in the 1930s,'* Elizabeth Durack's from the 1940s-60s 

and Vlase Zanalis' paintings of the 1940s-50s. William (Wim) Boissevain and Allan 

Baker introduced Aboriginal subjects into their work in the 1950s and '60s. 

Boissevain and Baker depicted Aboriginals as fringe-dwellers, thereby raising issues 

of cultural dislocation by white invasion. In this way they drew attention to 

Aboriginals' alienation and their legacy, since early settiement, of increased 

marginalisation. 

Representation of Aboriginals in Juniper's landscapes of the 1960s was much 
more ambiguous compared to that of Baker and Boissevain and, indeed, to that of 
Sam Fullbrook, whose work Juniper so admired. While Fullbrook (who worked on 
Strelley Station with the Aboriginal activist, Don McLeod) and Juniper empathised 
with the Aboriginal plight, Fullbrook made them a central feature of his work while 
successfully avoiding either caricature or sentimentality,^ Juniper usually made 
Aboriginal-in-landscape references subsidiary, to the point of being only just 
decipherable; hence his allusions to them both revealed, and concealed, their 
presence. This permitted either the interpretation that he endorsed the status quo 
by minitnising Aboriginal presence in the landscape, or conversely (or 
simultaneously, as I suggest), that he integrated them so thoroughly with their 
environs that they were a part of nature, quite inseparable from it, a point to which 
I will return. 

That Aboriginals were depicted at all after 1910, and increasingly from the 
1940s, is a distinctive feature of Westralian painting, although from the 1950s 
Arthur Boyd and Sidney Nolan incorporated Aboriginality in a mythologised visual 
context in the 'Bride' and 'Braithwaite' series respectively. Juniper bypassed overt 
visual discourse about Aboriginal displacement. His representations of Aboriginals 
are blind to the literal, historical subjugation of these people to white service. On 

3. Cathie Clement & Peter Bridge, eds, Kimberley Scenes: Sagas of Australia's Last Frontier., Victoria Park, 
WA: Hesperian Press, 1991,263. 

4. For an interpretation of Aboriginality see 'The Land of our Forefathers: Johnny Cockles, John Barker, John 
Brackenreg and the Representation of Aborigines in White Visual Culture in the 1930s in Western 
Australia' in Bromfield, ed. Essays on Art and Architecture in Western Australia, Nedlands: Centre for Fine 
Arts, University of Western Australia, 1988), 23-37. 

5. For example, in Girl with Possum, Old Man with Possum, Mwray Cod, Death in the Aftemoon, The Butcher, 
Girl in the Desert, and Outcamp Missus, exhibited in A Tribute to Sam Fullbrook, Queensland Art Gallery, 
August 1976, cat. nos. J5, 16, 38, 40, 41, 46. See Murray Cod repr in Sharkey An Investigation of the 
Conditions of Art Practice and their Influence upon Style: The Paintings of Robert Juniper, 1950-70 Ph D 
Thesis, Dept. of English, University of'Western Australia, 1996, V.2, Fig. 6:28. 

summer 19 9 7 103 



c h r r s s h a r k e y 

this ground they might be interpreted as escapist, but Juniper's empathy with 
Aboriginal culture and identity-loss had a cathartic value. Such an understanding, 
devoid as it was of caricature or degradation, was rare. He visually endowed 
Aborigines with an intactness of which they had been deprived; the dreaming in 
much of Juniper's work up to 1970 was associated with unity and harmony. His 
imagery is consonant with an Aboriginal lifestyle of long treks along song-lines 
where the landscape, the animals, birds, reptiles and vegetative forms were walked 
and sung into continued existence. Implicit in this view is acknowledgment of a 
profound human inter-dependence with the cosmos. It is not a frontier view. 
Creation, so sustained, at the same time renewed itself and Aboriginal life. 
Protectors of, and protected by the environment, a mutually fragile ecology and life-
balance was preserved. The paradox is that Juniper's attunement to the Aboriginal 
attachment to, and sense of the sacred about, their land constituted a realist edge to 
what we would consider his most romantic, 'decorative' landscapes. Juniper's 
romanticism camouflaged a mildly radical edge in the sense that getting to the roots 
of a matter was possible with subtie, non-strident imagery of quiet 
acknowledgment. 

In the 1960s, when he first tumed to landscape as a constant, rather than 
occasional, subject his figuration became infinitely smaller in scale; hence 
Aboriginals were imaged as imperceptible figures in the landscape. 

While in any one Juniper painting of the 1960s the subject of Aboriginal 
inclusion was scarcely visually remarkable, their representation takes on much more 
significance when it is considered as a constant in his imagery over many years. Such 
persistence constituted a haunting, although simultaneously cautious, revelation of 
Juniper's perception of Aboriginality in relation to the land. This continuity, and his 
manner of representation, was ahead of its time. It amounts to a symbolic, visual 
reinstatement of an indigenous people to a primordial harmony with a land that 
they had long since, in fact, lost through white intervention. 

This occurred between thirty and forty years ago. The caution with which 
Juniper's allusions to Aboriginality were then sustained was in the context of a 
society that was slow to recognise the deprivation of basic human values to 
Aboriginal people. This sustained disbelief that their complaints had any real basis 
for acknowledgment (hence denial of any need for change to occur) can only persist 
because many of us still, to requote Don Watson, have to confront the practical issue 
of native title and human dispossession in almost universal ignorance, 'in a void 
where history should have put a drama,' 
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Presentiy, the drama is difficult to evade, despite the decades it has taken to 
permeate the regional consciousness. This failure of recognition was linked to the 
frontier, colonial expansionist mind-set endemic not only in the early settiement 
period, but in the period when 'development' fever permeated our region up to the 
period considered here, 1970, This void was alleviated a littie by the visual arts 
references to which I have alluded. 

It is possible, through present reclamation of Juniper's early work, to establish 
the trajectory of his development as a landscape painter. Juniper had, by 1970, 
tumed from predominantly figurative work to engage in a short, intense 
experimental period of pure abstraction, as a member of the Perth Group, between 
1958-61,̂  It was after reaching an impasse with such radical abstraction that he 
searched for new directions and tumed to landscape,^ By 1970 there was a corpus 
of work which suggested that Juniper was continuing the canon of regional 
landscape, to which both Tom Stannage and Janda Gooding have referred,̂  but in 
modernist garb. However, it was a continuity punctuated by some shifts in 
consciousness, for Aboriginals were usually omitted in earlier Westem Australian, 
romantic landscape painting. Further, Juniper was not attracted to the more verdant 
pastorales or bush idylls characteristic of a vestigial Heidelberg School style, hence 
his focus on modemist depictions of figurative and urban subjects of the 1950s, 
Juniper was most drawn, however, by the dryer, more 'outback' spaces which 
increasingly became the new frontier in the 1960s, This was also the site of a major 
shift in national wealth: from the pastoral to the mining industry. As a result there 
was a vital fascination with these desert sites, and Juniper's landscapes quickly and 
increasingly captured the imagination of Westralians and visitors alike. They were 
deemed 'typical' of our region, for they captured a sense of place with which many, 
despite being mostly urban dwellers, easily identified. 

While the frontier developed rapidly in the 1960s there was little concurrent 
evaluation of the shadows it created in its wake. Juniper's imagery incorporated 

The Perth Group held three exhibitions in Perth at the Skinner Galleries. The first in January 1959, the 
second in March 1960 and the third in August 1961. For an account of the Perth Group see; Christine 
Sharkey, An Investigation, 174-238. 
While Juniper's inspiration always began with landscape, even in his most abstract period between 1959-
61, these references are only rarely either obvious to, or decipherable by, the viewer in this period of his 
work. 
Tom Stannage, Embellishing the Landscape: the Images of Amy Heap and Fred Flood, Fremande Arts Centre 
Press, 15;Janda Gooding, Westem Australian Art andplanning and time to paint for the first exhibition was 
required. It is thought that the idea evolved from the time the Skinner Galleries opened in October 1958. 
For Artists 1900-1950, An Gallery of Western Australia, Perth, 1987, 9. 69, 79-80 
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some of those shadows, for example, the detritus of windswept remnants scattered 
about former, now abandoned, mining sites were incipient in a few of his 1960s 
landscapes, and became normative in his later landscapes. The subject of pioneering 
progress (a continuation of a Heidelberg School theme), in Juniper's work, 
sometimes took on overtones of the melancholic and the romantic sublime. He 
created visual meditations on the transience of human influence or impact in 
contrast to the solemn and awe-full power of natural elements. He conveyed a sense 
that the elements, wind, sun, drought, were the permanent, real subjects of his 
work, endowing other features with a fragility that rendered them minor incidents 
or moments to be tossed about or played with like leaves caught in a gusty wind. In 
this way Juniper modified, even as he continued, traditions of regional romantic 
landscape. 

Ted Snell, commenting with some scepticism on Philippa O'Brien's claim in 
her, Robertjuniper , that his art (after 1970) empathised with Aboriginals, observed; 

Not only have West Australian artists presented an almost exclusively 
optimistic image of the landscape throughout our tenure on this half of 
the continent but Juniper is one of the leading figures in his 
presentation of expansive, optimistic and confident visual icons. 

However, the body of Juniper's work now reclaimed from his early period suggests 
a different reading of Juniper's landscapes which, inadvertentiy, substantiates 
O'Brien's claim of Juniper's affinity with, and understanding of, Aboriginal 
connection to the land in his paintings of the late 1980s, to which she refers.̂ ^ 

So focussed have viewers become on the light, happy, sensuous quality of 
Juniper's work that they frequentiy fail to observe the veins of melancholy intrinsic 
to it. This may be a legacy of art criticism in the 1960s, when both Salek Mine and 
Patrick Hutchings dwelt on the spontaneity, the dexterity and technical ingenuity, 
and decorative panache of Juniper's painting, sometimes with the implication that 
it lacked substance and/or maturity.^^ 

Despite Juniper's own claims of wanting people to enjoy his paintings, and his 
sense of comfort with decorative qualities, the ongoing visual evidence of his 
references to Aboriginality sustain the claim that he rarely depicted the dry desert 

9. Phihppa O'Brien, The Art of Robert Juniper, Roseville East, NSW: Craftsman House, 1992) 
10. Snell, WAN, (4.7. 1992). 
11. O'Brien, 46-52. 
12. Sharkey, An Investigation, 267-276. 
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without including some reference to their presence. Some of his landscapes which 

include Aboriginals are; Shacks 1958, Hills Landscape 1961, Landscape Merredin 

\%2,TheRock,Merredin 1962,UntitledLandscape (ABC) l962,RedLandscape 1963, 

EveningWalk 1963, Untitled Landscape, c.1963,hisFamilyGroups of 1956, Dongara 

c. 1961, and At the Wdl, J 958. 

What most of his paintings of the 1960s share is a sparseness in structure; a 

paring down of detail which suggests an imaginative field (of infinite possibility); 

land uncontaminated by use. It is a dream-scape of potential. We are left simply to 

enjoy it as a primordial space where Aboriginals were scarcely differentiated from 

the land, or to ponder: How will this territory be physically carved up? Will it be 

delineated by fencing, or proprietorial marks, or is it destined for mining or 

agricultural development? 

Juniper's representation of the outback had literary corollaries. Frank Greenop, 

inWestemAustralia:AConciseOutlineoftheHistory,Development,andWealthof the 

State, ^'^ used euphoric language to sustain a rhetoric about natural abundance, 

productivity yielding undreamt of wealth: a vision of mother earth opening up her 

riches for anyone ready to 'exploit' her treasures of mineral wealth.^^ 

The 'boom' momentum of the 1960s changed Westem Australian history from 

that of a straggling, 'Cinderella' state of pioneering people battling against many 

difficulties created by climate and distance, to the new frontier, a rapidly expanding 

'State of Excitement'. 

City people hoped to invest materially in the expansion and the prosperity that 

accompanied development in the north-west and reverberated in Perth, the interim 

financial exchange-house, in the 1960s. Mining companies' central offices were 

mostly located in Melboume. 

Increased focus on the Kimberley and north-west agricultural and pastoral 

industries of the 1960s heightened popular interest in the 'outback'. Vast cattie 

stations created their own frontier culture of heroes and sagas, adding to the 

fascination for the region. The measure of this interest might be gauged by Mary 

Durack's Kings in Grass Castles, first published in 1959,^^ which captured a wide 

Australian audience. It was reprinted in 1971 and 1981.^'' Durack traces the history 

13. Sharkey, An Investigation, Figs 6:24-66:25; 6:29-47. 
14. Southern Cross International, Sydney 1968. 
15. Frank Greenop, Westem Australia: A Concise Outline of the History, Development, and Wealth of the State, 

Sydney: Southern Cross International, Sydney, 1968, 49-50. 
16. Mary Durack, Kings in Gross Castles, London: London; (reprinted Corgi, Moorebank, NSW, 1966), 
17. Durack, (reprinted Curry O'Neil, South Yarra, Vic, (1971], 1981). 
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of her ancestors, particulariy the pioneering Durack brothers, who travelled 
overiand to the Kimberley, via Northern Queensland, after originally settling near 
Goulbum, New South Wales.-'̂  The Durack brothers managed and controlled their 
land in keeping with the perspective and mind-set of theh times.^^ Adventure and 
hardship were part of an everyday existence that required endurance, courage, good 
management skills, and an ability to negotiate peaceably with the Aborigines so as 
to secure their free labour in return for basics such as food and medicine. 

Not all pastoralists securing Aboriginal labour acted so benignly. By current 
standards, treatment of Aboriginal peoples was shocking in its cmelty. Aboriginals 
were herded into human stockyards where they were 'broken and tamed in 
preparation for employment'. Away from the towns '... frontier justice was 
administered from the muzzle of a gun'. 

The ethic of development and progress regardless of the human cost was, in 
part, sustained by the romantic image created about the modem frontier. Exuberant 
references were made to wealth that trickled down, resulting in benefits such as 
'...bulging pay packets three or four times as large as those of most workers in the 
cities [creating] the chance for tough men to grow rich'.^^ Simultaneously, 
Aboriginal communities, dispossessed of land and in many instances of natural 
family, were denied state citizenship rights. These rights were finally granted, after 
many refusals to pass the relevant legislation, in 1971 ?^ Recall too, that Aboriginals 
were not included in Commonwealth census counts until a referendum that 
removed discriminating passages about Aboriginals from the constitution was held 
in 1967, The largest resistance to a 'yes' vote in this referendum was in the mral and 
pastoral districts of Australia, and the largest 'no' vote was in Westem Australia, The 
resistance to reform was perceptibly greater in WA than in other states,̂ "̂  

Although the mineral boom was sustained into the 1970s the elated hope of the 
pastoral possibilities of the north-west, described by Greenop, collapsed severely 

18. The Durack brothers were originally neither land-owners nor West Australians (from near Goulbum, 
NSW). The saga of their pioneering catde stations in the Kimberleys, see Durack. See also Clement and 
Bridge, eds, 130-139. 

19. Rod Giblett, 'Kings in Kimberley Watercourses' in SPAN, Qoumal of the South Pacific Association for 
Commonwealth Literature and Language Studies, Special issue 36:1&2, 'Postcolonial Fictions', Murdoch 
University WA, 1993, 36:1, 541-559), examines the eco-gender politics and hegemonic struggles enacted 
through symbolic references to land use and nature in Kings in Grass Castles. 

20. Green, 105. 
21. Green, 51. 
22. Geoffrey C. Bolton, "Black and White after 1897, in Stannage, ed, A New liistory,156. 
23. Bolton, 167, 
24. Bolton, 166-167, 
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the 1970s. Wool and beef production from the pastoral leases of the Kimberleys and 
Gascoyne fell with plummeting wool and beef prices and the loss of free Aboriginal 
labour through the enforcement of minimum wages."^^ 

However, despite the demise of the pastoral industry from the late 1960s, there 
was a national fascination with frontier style. This lure of 'the north' was heightened 
in literature, art, photography and the popular press. This was not confined to the 
'north' of WA. A similar interest was aroused by northem Queensland, which was 
the focus of the same heightened, romantic 'outback' sagas in the popular press on 
the east coast of Australia. An article by Nelma Sidney in The Age Literary Review in 
1960, 'The Magic North that so Few Australians Know', might as well have applied 
to the north-west of WA as to Queensland.^^ This mid-twentieth century surge of 
interest in frontier families, folk lore, flora, fauna, landscape, mineral and pastoral 
wealth resulted in a revived focus on nationalist myth and exotica as well as a 
buoyant economy. 

The exquisite flora and rare fauna of north and north-westem desert regions 
were made accessible to all Australians in 1968 by photographer Richard 
Woldendorp and natural historian, Peter Slater, in their book. The Hidden Faces of 

Australia. ^^ The influence of such a publication, by a photographer for whom 
regional documentation was both a passion and an art-form, did much to foster an 
attitude of wonder and delight in the 'outback' amongst city and town dwellers. Just 
as paintings of the south-west forests were commissioned from Pitt Morison by the 
WA Tourist Bureau in the 1930s and 40s,^^ so Woldendorp's imagery of the flora 
and fauna of the north, aiid Juniper's paintings, functioned in the same way to draw 
people, and their attention, to the region. 

The north-west spawned tall stories as well as minerals, beef, and exquisite 
plants and animals. Tales abounded: of crocodiles, of big rivers swollen to deluge 
proportions in 'the wet', of spectacular gorges and rugged scenery, of droll frontier 
characters. This larger than life sensibihty was heightened by the modem frontier 
north-west classic, Journey Among Men, co-authored by one of Australia's most 
popular painters of the outback, Russell Drysdale, and his friend, Jock (Alan John) 

25. Bolton, 168, re the conflict between Aboriginals, about their sacred sites, and mining explorers and 
developers, particularly in 1969-70 when mineral claims were staked over much of the Westralian 
outback; see also Mary Rose Kirby 'Drawings and Stories' in Weller, ed, 110-111. 

26. Nelma Sidney'The Magic North that so Few Australians Know', The Age, (Melbourne), (8.10.1960), 18. 
27. Richard Woldendorp and Peter Slater, The Hidden Faces o/Australia, Melbourne: Nelson, 1968. 
28. Gooding, 'Karri Country', Conference Paper given on ^.4.1991, Into the Nineties: New Trends in Westem 

Australian History, Centre for Western Australian History 1991. 

westerly summer 1997 109 



c h r i s s h a r k e y 

Marshall,^^ an ornithologist of international repute, explorer, and Professor of 

Zoology and Physiology at Monash University in the 1960s. 

Drysdale retraced and enlarged upon his former experiences of Broome in the 

late 1950s. Together, he and Marshall mythologised and regenerated, in a style 

reminiscent of Henry Lawson, the 'outback' life and the characters they met there. 

This was a modem saga of mateship, tall stories, ironic understatement, of love of 

the land, the flora and fauna and the pattems and rhythms of a slow life-style 

dictated by the climate as big men relished the taste of the big country. Their wives, 

guessing as much, opted out of the excursion. Journey was favourably reviewed in 

the Saturday Magazine section of The West Australian , in 1962. 

Drysdale's Kimberley and north-west Australian paintings became the focus of 

English critics when they were exhibited at the Leicester Galleries, London, in 1958. 

These paintings were executed in London from sketches made in Broome, the 

Kimberley, Wittenoom and Camarvon^^ in 1957-58.^^ The exhibition was very 

well attended. Even the Tate Gallery was too late to purchase one of the finest 

paintings. Basketball in Broome, set in Broome, WA. 

Drysdale was one of a number of Australian artists abroad whose work 

generated enthusiasm about the 'School of Australian art' at that time. Soon after the 

landmark Whitechapel exhibition, 'Recent Australian Painting—1961', when the 

originality of interpretation and regional vision of Australian painters was hailed, 

John Douglas Pringle published Australian Painting Today, in London, in 1962. 

Pringle, a perceptive Scot, worked as the art critic for the Sydney Moming Herald in 

the late 1950s. He liked and respected Australians and admired the independence 

of their culture. 

Pringle claimed that creative frontiers were being traversed in Australia and 

hailed a new Australian School of painting' which had: 

a vision whose central core owes httle or nothing to America or Europe, 
whose impetus and freshness are essentially regional. Moreover these 
painters had something to say, some truths to express, which had never 
been said before. 

29. Russell Drysdale and Jock (Alan John) Marshall, Joumey Among Men, London: Hodder and Stoughton, 
1962. 

30. Reviewed by H.F Parkinson, 6.10.1962, n.p. 
31. Klepac, Russell Drysdale, (Sydney: Bay Books, 1983), 143-45. 
32. Exhibition catalogue, Leicester Galleries, London. 
33. Purchased by a Parisian collector. This work has recently retumed to Australia via the Mark Besen 

collection in Melbourne. Re the Leicester Gallery exhibition, see Klepac, Russell Drysdale, 143-145. 
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After Nolan, Drysdale and Arthur Boyd a continent which, in the eyes 
of many Europeans and Americans seemed remote, barbarous, and 
unspeakably dull, suddenly appeared new and exciting. The forgotten 
continent had produced something rich and strange .̂ "̂  

Pringle discerned the vitality of the desert metaphor and its significance in 
Australian art and the interpretation of place. The publication of his book at the time 
that Juniper was looking for a direction beyond abstraction, and when the influence 
of Nolan's strong sense of national myth and place was already influencing him, may 
well have confirmed his ardent desire to continue just such a regionalism. 

Australian Painting Today was favourably reviewed by C.G. Hamilton in The 

West Australian towards the end of 1963.^^ Although there were not many 
illustrations, one of Juniper's Whitechapel exhibits, the abstract Desert's Edge, was 
reproduced in colour. It was an affirming inclusion for the lad from Merredin, 
who had spent his early life camping in the semi-desert en route to Kalgoorlie. The 
painting was emblematic of the pattem, the rhythm, of a life and life's work that was 
emerging. Pringle's inclusion of Juniper in this vibrant new 'Australian School of 
painting', within two years of four Juniper paintings being exhibited in Recent 

Australian Painting—1961 and his much praised Tate exhibits, reinforced and 
enhanced the status of his modemism as a vehicle for contemporary regionalism. 
The intemational critical glow that was cast on the mythical and exotic qualities of 
Australian frontier imagery was central to these London exhibitions and the Pringle 
pubhcation. Apart from the Whitechapel and Tate Gallery exhibitions of Australian 
painting, individual Australian painters, whose work was well received and 
reviewed in London, (Nolan, Drysdale and Boyd), further popularised the English 
perception of Australian desert and landscape mythology. Juniper's visual recording 
of the 'outback' was but one manifestation of a range of cultural expression that 
defined a 'sense of place' as encompassing exploration, excitement, hardship, 
adventure; the features of a frontier lifestyle in the 1960s. 

Collectively, a range of influences created a cultural corollary to the frontier 
mining, pastoral and development ethos, and it was within this milieu tiiat Juniper's 
vision tumed as he focused increasingly, after the mid-1960s, on depicting an 
'outback' marked by remnants of dwellings or deserted town or mine-sites. There is 

34. Douglas Pringle, Australian Painting Today, London: Thomas & Hudson, 1963, 8. 
35. C.G. Hamilton, 'Review', The West Australian, 9 /1/1963, p. 25. 
36. repr. in colour, 81; described as Desert Edge, reproduced in Sharkey An Investigation, Fig. 3:50 

e s t e r l y summer 1997 111 



c h r i s s h a r k e y 

a consonance at this point: Juniper was an explorer of the imagination just as the 
developers of the 1960s were entrepreneurs of the spaces he visually captured. 
However, the frontier field, development, placed limits on the possible as soon as it 
was identified, for development means action. Once boundaries, marking points, 
delineations according to rights, leases and property are in place the remaining 
space for expansion is finite and increasingly dwindles. By 1968 most of the 
Westralian outback was pegged for mining claims. 

Just as Greenop's fantasia of development sustained an imaginative field that 
fostered dreams of mining, cropping, treasure, wealth, so Juniper's imagination 
likewise created a visual field where the dream and the real are united in a pristine, 
uncontaminated space. However Juniper's imagery invokes the symbolic and 
contemplative, omitting as it does to represent the modem technology which was 
crucial to the rapid expansion and mining in the north. The ambiguities of Juniper's 
vision are again apparent; a modemist who declines to include modernity. 

While Juniper's work revealed some aspects of the shadows of the frontier, his 
work retained a sense of lightness and exuberance that acknowledged Aboriginals' 
rightful presence rather than articulating the intermittent, heightened risks of 
destabilisation accentuated by territorial dispute, where threats of quick change are 
accompanied by a sense of invasion and despoliation. 

Yet, looking back, his work had a sensitivity and sagacious quality that set it 
aside from many a frontier, more rapacious, mind-set. This more rare vision of the 
frontiers-person, who stands for resisting the law of the jungle and who labours with 
patience, toil, tourage and the honour characteristic of people with a long-term 
vision, is more crudely represented in an undated poem by Robert L, Crockett, The 
Kimberleys: 

I want hard working men that will plan ahead 
Not your thieves, your con-merchants, your fools, 

I have kept my vast treasure hidden 
From the men that you well know 

Would not be above stealing my bounty 
That would glut themselves, rape me and go,^^ 
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Here the land is personified to plead its own cause against abuse for quick gains, just 

as Juniper's paintings served a similar function, in the 1960s, to remind us that 

Aboriginal identity was not separable from the land they inhabited. In the 1970s and 

80s his paintings alerted us to an 'outback' increasingly marked by scattered human 

remnants, left to decay and to erode, marking the short, triumphant flourishes of 

pioneers and miners as momentary, unsustainable diversions in a terrain that 

remains, in many respects, resistant to our ways of habitation and utilisation. 

Juniper continued and continues, in his best work, to show a consummate 

sense of design and colour, an economy and precision of line that delights. His finest 

work, superseded as it is by many styles and fashions, still mesmerises. Yet he was 

in many ways, as Patrick Hutchings conceded in the mid-1960s, a philosophical 

painter. In his landscapes before 1970 he quietly yet repeatedly commented upon 

Aboriginals in the context of the frontier landscape. His awe of, yet affinity with. 

Aboriginal understandings is reinforced in his work of the late 1980s where he 

retumed to themes of Aboriginal presence and sexuality. Their fluidity and 

naturalness subsumes them into the land, as opposed to the cut-out presences of 

Juniper's white people, who appear as anachronistic additions,^^ 

In 1994 Juniper wrote publicly for the first time about the Aboriginal presence 

in his earliest landscapes. This confirms that the dark side of our frontier landscape 

was not always ignored: some dramatic inclusions did lessen the void. He explained: 

I started painting the landscape, distressed by the recent arrivals who 
took what they wanted and then departed, lea-ving the detritus of their 
work and lifestyle, showing the same disdain for the land as they had for 
the Aborigines. So I painted figures as small markers, lost, dispossessed, 
generally walking away in the distance, symbolic of our alienation of 
them in their own place, blowing across the landscape like litter and 
treated by most with about equal respect. 

37. As in Robert L Crockett's undated poem, 'The Kimberleys' in Weller, ed, 48. However, see Weller, 47-
8, Crockett's 'Airborne Cowboys' in Weller, ed, an article about the transition by stockmen from the use of 
horses to motorbikes to aeroplanes. 1 infer from this that the poem was written between 1920-30, that 
is, before technology changed the ethos and work practices of the region. 

38. For example, his A Pearl Family, Broome, 1989, repr. in colour, O'Brien, pi. no.40. 
39. Quoted from Robert Juniper, 'Being Whitefella', the 'Big Weekend', The West Australian, 1-2, in an 

excerpt from Duncan Graham, ed. Being Whitefella, Fremande: Arts Centre Press, 1994. 
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Glen Phillips 

Margins 
(Apologies to Arthur Boyd and Sidney Nolan) 

Sea girt our homeland; 
and we would come down 
from red gibber plains 
and walk in rolled trousers 
almost knee deep in its 
healing salt waters. Nearby 
inevitable jetties 
pointed back to our past 
in civil nations now far off. 

In dusk-pink evenings 
with skies dark 
and furious 
couples would come 
soberly to walk these jetties 
or ride in solemn 
high-wheeled traps 
on mudflats with 
the dark lines of scmb 
peering at impertinence. 

So we would come back 
from the smoky blue 
of the waters which 
had also reflected. 

We would face inland 
with its fossicking 
horrors, its jilting promises 
its denials. 

And merge with that red dust. 

114 w e s t e r l y summer 1997 



Roberta Buffi 

Through Doors and Windows: 
Painting and the Woman Artist in 
Drusilla Modjeska's The Orchard 

n The Orchard, Drusilla Modjeska engages with issues such as the role of 
the woman artist in patriarchy, the appropriation of feminine agency in the 
visual arts and the construction of women's subjectivity through painting. 

By drawing on canvases by Grace Cossington Smith, Stella Bowen and Artemisia 
Gentileschi, Modjeska imbues her novel with the lurid palettes and the vibrant 
bmshstrokes that these women artists deploy, each in her own way, and creates a 
vivid pictorial register which, I would argue, forms the very fabric of The Orchard. 

One of the recurrent motifs in Modjeska's novel is the depiction of doors and 
windows; these are frames through which she establishes a constant interplay 
between inner and outer world. Doors and windows open onto Ettie's garden and let 
the eye of Modjeska's female nartator explore both the inside and the outside of the 
house. The constant tension between these two spaces stands for a continuous ebb 
and flow of recollections of the past and digressions on the present; the tension 
epitomizes the movement between the inner sphere of the unnamed "I" and the 
environment which surrounds her. This is a dialectic Gaston Bachelard deals with 
in Lapoetique de I'espace . As he claims; "Pour [.,,] vivre dans larealite des images, 
il semble qu'il faille etre sans cesse contemporain d'une .osmose entre I'espace 
intime et I'espace indetermine [In order to live within the reality of images, it seems 
as if it were necessary to experience continuously an osmosis between the intimate 
and the indeterminate space]"^ In The Orchard, Modjeska's female narrator 
attempts to keep alive this osmosis between the external reaUty and her inner 
realm. This is an endeavour also reflected in her predilection for the verandah, 
for that in-between space which opens onto the orchard and the valley, and 

1. Gaston Bachelard, La poitique de I'espace, Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1957, 206 (ray 
translation]. 
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which contains at the same time the doorway into Ettie's house. As Modjeska 

writes: 

On that verandah •with its spiders and even an occasional snake, it's as if 
for a moment the cry and shudder of life gives way to musings that come, 
rolling and inconclusive, from a secretly held part of oneself. Dreaming 
and only half attentive, looking through strands of jasmine and wisteria 
that look like curls on a great beauty's neck, towards the escarpment, it's 
as if, from the vantage point of a verandah bed, the great expanse of sky 
rolls in over us from the very edge of existence 

In a previous passage, Modjeska describes Ettie's house as; "tucked away out 

of sight, a world unto itself, a sanctuary, an adytum. That's what draws people. That, 

and the garden. Or, perhaps, I should say the garden is the sanctuary, the adytum 

Ettie's bedroom where nobody goes, only Alec when he's invited, and the girl 

Clara" {TO, 11). Modjeska portrays Ettie's room as the symbol of women's 

interiority, as the intimate place where feminine secrets and desires are kept like 

precious objects and cherished in tranquillity. This is that woman's space which 

Grace Cossington Smith conveyed visually in her numerous interiors which she 

painted in the '50s and '60s. "Interior With Wardrobe Mirror" (1955), "Interior with 

Blue Painting" (1956) and "Interior in Yellow" (1962-64) are justifiably among 

Cossington Smith's most celebrated paintings. Especially in her late work, through 

her pervasive glowing yellows and distinctive bmshstrokes, Cossington Smith 

conveyed on the canvas the space of a woman artist who has decided to tum her gaze 

into her inner world. The wardrobe which appears constantly in her interiors is 

another motif which is symptomatic of this. Bachelard suggests that: "L'armoire 

rayonne dans la chambre une lumiere tres douce, une lumiere communicative. Sous 

son bois roux, l'armoire est une tres blanche amande. L'ouvrir, c'est vivre un 

evenement de la blancheur [In the room the wardrobe reflects a very gentle light, a 

communicative light. Behind its red wood, the wardrobe is a white almond. To open 

it is living an experience of whiteness]" (Lpdle, 85). The light reflected by 

Cossington Smith's wardrobes conjures up a peaceful solitude which, however, 

does not exclude the outside: the recurring wardrobe mirror is in fact an element 

which lets the external world in. Modjeska's female narrator mentions Cossington 

Drusilla Modjeska, The Orchard, Sydney: Macmillan, 1994, 12. 
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Smith's The Interior with Wardrobe Mirror and comments; 

In it the mirror of a wardrobe door swings open in the centre of the 
painting, where it invites our o'wn reflection —and in that invitation we 
see the absence of the painter whose image should face directly into that 
shiny surface. Instead it reflects a door which opens across a verandah, 
across a lawn, to trees and a distant sky. Where the artist should stand, 
stands instead an invitation to the world, to all that is beyond. That is the 
fullness her solitude has produced. (JO, 137). 

Modjeska sees Cossington Smith's interiors as the visual symbols of the painter's 
achieved acceptance of her inner sphere. In his biography, Bruce James explains 
that Cossington Smith drew on Beatrice Irwin's "The New Science of Colour", and 
thus came to "the idea of vibrations emanating from colour to express a spiritual 
condition" . Hence the pulsating palette which the Sydney artist created to depict 
her interiors, -which Modjeska's female narrator considers "self-portraits of a a 
woman who has resolved the tension between her own ability to see and the 
seeing, or being seen, that is required of her: a woman who has fully withdra-wn 
from the gaze of the world to discover not a defensive retreat, but the fullness of 
a sohtude that society deems empty" (TO, 136-7). 

As Modjeska writes in her novel, this accomplished balance between the 
external and the internal sphere also emerges from the canvases which Stella Bowen 
painted after she separated from Ford Madox Ford; they would lead eventually to a 
new exploration and representation of her subjectivity. Modjeska quotes Bowen 
who in her autobiography. Drawn From Life , claims: "I painted various interiors, 

which always tumed out to be pictures of windows. I loved painting windows and I 

loved painting hands". As the female narrator remarks in The Orchard : "In the 
portraits from which [Bowen] made a living, she entered the private world of her 
subjects; in her large compositions, those oblique angles on gardens and groups at 
tables under trees, she brought the public and the intimate to an expansive moment 
of coexistence" (TO, 54). 

The investigation of recurrent iconographies and modes of representation in the 
works of certain women artists produces a major palimpsest in The Orchard. 

Throughout her nartation, Modjeska constmes lines, pattems and hues which 

Bruce James, Grace Cossington Smith, Roseville, NSW; Craftsman House, 1990, 141. 
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feature in interiors and self-portraits by Cossington Smith, Bowen and Gentileschi 

in order to decipher how they pursue on the canvas their search for self-identity, and 

how they disentangle themselves from masculine canons. Modjeska's accurate and 

suggestive interpretation of paintings by these women artists highlights their 

distinctive approaches to themes of feminine agency and female gaze, and brings to 

the fore their original techniques and perspectives by means of which Cossington 

Smith, Bowen and Gentileschi shape their ideas of women's subjectivity. 

The self-portraits painted by these three women artists especially disclose the 

dramatic tension implied in the process of female self-representation. In The 

Orchard, these canvases are held to epitomize women's statements about their re

positioning in an art world which often underestimates their work and the individual 

pictorial modes through which Cossington Smith, Bowen and Gentileschi re-

inscribe their female gaze within the visual arts. Modjeska's unnamed "I" highlights 

the boldness and the extraordinary modernity which is displayed in the self-portrait 

by Italian artist Gentileschi: 

In her Self-Portrait as the Allegory of Painting (1630), Artemisia makes a bril
liant move. Where men in the tradition of self-portraiture with which she 
was familiar liked to adorn themselves -with the trappings of their success, 
trussed up as gendemen and artisans, she presents herself casually, 
without the masks either of grandeur, or of seduction. Her eyes are not on 
us seeing her, but concentrated on the canvas. Her silk dress and gold 
chain are wom without affectation, barely noticed, her hair is arranged 
only for the house; her face is full not from voluptousness, though it is 
certainly a face that knows eroticism, but -with a focus and knowledge that 
comes from deep within. (TO, 143) 

Italian writer Anna Banti, too, underlines the character of novelty and the courage 

with which Gentileschi tackled the genre of self-portraiture. In Artemisia, a book 

which innovatively combines the categories of historical novel, biography and 

fictional autobiography, Banti writes: 

How laboriously those English Sunday visitors spelled out her name. And 
just as laboriously did those others who, on numerous occasions in sixteen 
hundred and forty, forty-five, year after year, repeated, reread that foreign 
name, every time the painting was put up, taken down, exhibited, scorned, 
praised, rediscovered. 
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The truth was that people liked the subject of the portrait: a young 
woman who paints, a woman from the south of Italy, with that untidy 
black hair, someone you feel you could approach freely. The Art of Painting 
was the title given to it one day by the custodians of the royal palaces. "Self-
portrait by Artemisia Gentileschi", declared the inevitable descendant of 
Lady Arabella, a keen archivist.'* 

In Artemisia's self-portrait emerges that restoration of the woman's inner world 

to the image which she herself creates. The gap between signified and signifier is 

thus bridged by her achievement of feminine agency, in that the author of the Self-

Portrait as the Allegory of Painting , as Modjeska writes, "could be at once subject 

and object, process and image, the creator and the art itself (TO, 143). 

Modjeska informs us that Artemisia painted this canvas when she was in 

Naples, a city in which she felt displaced. In a similar emotional condition was 

Stella Bowen when she completed her self-portrait in London in 1929. Here, the 

intensity of her gaze and the steadiness of her expression stand out against an overall 

brown-graded background. Bowen's half-length portrayal is positioned in the very 

foreground of the canvas and almost seems to be coming out of the frame. A tenuous 

light projected from the left side and the whitish collar of the shirt are the only two 

elements which irradiate a figure which remains mostly in the shadow, and yet 

communicates an overwhelming sense of firmness and composure. As Modjeska's 

female narrator describes it: "Light strikes her face from the left, and her eyes, 

shaded not with grief so much as with knowledge, meet us as the challenge of a 

woman who wears the clothes of her new city with the ease of one bom to it" (TO, 

261). 

Finally, notwithstanding the "unexceptional" character of its "composition" 

(TO, 135), the self-portrait painted by Cossington Smith in 1948 reveals the traits of 

a woman artist who, by staring out through her glasses, embraces the view which 

extends beyond the frame which contains her self-representation, and 

concomitandy filters it through her inner vision evoked by her distinctive palette 

and brushstroke. In The Orchard, Modjeska's female narrator comments on 

Cossington Smith's self-portrait thus: 

4. Anna Banti, Artemisia (1947!, trans. Shirley D'Ardia Caracciolo, Lincoln: University of Nebrasl<a Press, 
1988, 198-199. 
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It is not a great painting: the colours are muddy, and lack the characteristic 
clarity and sharp manipulation of light. [...] Nevertheless, in thinking 
about Grace Cossington Smith in particular, and women artists in general, 
it is a painting I return to [...]. The painting has [...] everything to do -with 
sight: with seeing, -with being seen, wanting to be seen; and with not being 
seen. And there is nothing straightforward about any of that if you are a 
woman and an artist. (TO, 135) 

The tension between women's seeing and being seen is pervasive in Modjeska's 

novel. Another powerful symbol of women's re-appropriation of their gaze, again, 

stenMning from the visual arts, is Ettie's surrealist painting. This is an eye hovering 

in mid-air, yet anchored to the ground by some threads. In the opening section of 

The Orchard, Modjeska writes: 

On the wall between the -windows that look east onto a verandah and 
beyond that to an orchard that glows red in the dâ wn, is the only painting 
Ettie has admitted to as her own. Painted at the end of 1938 in the George 
Street studio during a southerly buster, it is a gouache of an eye tethered 
by fine threads, each of them reaching down to a flower, or a plant, that is 
clinging to its hold in the earth. (TO, 21) 

To a certain extent, the motif of Ettie's gouache may recall Rene Magritte's 

celebrated canvas, The False Mirror , where the eye is portrayed as the sole, 

magnified trace of human experience which dilates and incorporates the world, 

which in the painting of the Belgian artist is reduced to a blue sky scattered with 

clouds. Magritte's eye stands for the metonymic relic of a body which has exhausted 

its relation with the extemal sphere; it is the pure sign within postmodern discourse 

which conveys only its self-referentiality. Arthur Kroker and David Cook suggest 

that: 

Magritte's 'eye' is transparent, mediational and silent. The silence which 
surrounds the eye is almost strategic in its significance. There are no 
human presences in the painting. Everything works -within and under the 
suffocating gaze of the mirrored eye. [...] What is at stake is not theidentity 
of the constituting subject, but precisely the death of the subject hinted at 
by the plunging downwards into the dark iris of Magritte's floating eye.̂  

5. Arthur Kroker and Da-vid Cook, The Postmodern Scene: Excrermental Cuittire and Hyper-Aesthetics, New 
York: St. Martins' Press, 1986, 83-87. 
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Notwithstanding its surrealist configuration, Ettie's eye is not totally severed 
from its environment; unlike Magritte's eye, it does retain a vertical affiliation with 
elemental reality: its threads are symptomatically tied to plants and flowers, and 
thus represent the endeavour of Modjeska's female character to graft her inner 
vision onto outer territory. In her painting Ettie amplifies the terms of her interior 
realm, and still fosters the correlation between her subjective experience and the 
world. At the end of The Orchard, Clara too produces the same iconography as in 
Ettie's gouache. However, in the young woman's painting the threads dissolve, so 
that "the round orb of an eye lifts up into the sky as if it were a balloon" (TO, 264). 
However, I would argue that Clara's representation of the eye as an element whose 
physical strings have been unlaced from the ground does not participate in 
Magritte's idea of the uprooted eye. In Modjeska's novel, Clara's eye is a further 
celebration of women's appropriation of their own gaze; "its tether broken free" is 
the visual metaphor of the dissipation of Clara's occasional hesitancy about her own 
possibilities of sight and seeing. Even though unbound, the eye portrayed by Clara 
still hovers "above the plants and flowers that are growing in the garden below", that 
is in Ettie's garden, which is itself a woman's work of art. 

Therefore, Ettie's eye stands for the story of her daughter which she kept 
concealing, for those words she never told Clara. It designates that gap between the 
eye and die "I" which women writers and artists have attempted to bridge in their 
works for centuries. Modjeska's female narrator maintains that: "When a woman 
writes T she must reconcile seeing with being seen, and negotiate the transposition 
of the first term to her own use. How is she, the object who is seen, to see herself, 
both seen and seeing? She cannot assume the same authority when she begins the 
sentence" (TO, 140), 

The re-appropriation of women's gaze first implies the exploration of their 
innermost realm. Coming to terms with their self is a constant preoccupation for the 
female characters depicted by Modjeska; for the "I" of The Orchard, a dimming of 
sight means this confrontation with her interior sphere. In Greek mytiiology, after 
eating the seeds of the pomegranate, Persephone is doomed to retum to the kingdom 
of the dead where she has to spend half a year with Hades, Yet, her descent into the 
lower world increases her vigour. 

As Roberto Calasso writes in The Marriage of Cadmus and Armenia: 
"Persephone imposed blood on the dead: not, as in the past, the dark blood of 
sacrifice, not the blood the dead used to drink so thirstily, but the invisible blood that 
went on pulsing in her white arms, the blood of someone who is still entirely alive, 
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even in the palace of death"®. It is no accident that Modjeska avails herself of the 

symbol of the pomegranate to describe her narrator's return from the darkness— 

a pomegranate depicted as vividly as that portrayed by Pre-Raphaelite Dante 

Gabriel Rossetti in his painting Proserpina . 

After the struggle against the risk of losing her eyesight, after the alienating 

feeling before words which dropped their meaning, and before a world—both 

extemal and interior—which would reveal but its fragmentary quality, Modjeska's 

narrator lets her wardrobe mirror open as in a Cossington Smith's canvas, and starts 

re-shaping her space with a renewed consciousness, since "the canvas, blank but 

prepared, waits" (TO, 147). 

As things appear under a new light, more solid and real, and words start 

regaining their evocative power, the "I" of The Orchard recreates her own pattems. 

She thinks about the garden of the new house in which she is moving, about its 

design—or lack of design—which will be different from that of Ettie's, yet will 

retain that character of provisionality and contingency which, as Ettie herself claims 

at the beginning of the novel, is a feature of all art. As Modjeska reiterates in her 

closing chapter: 

[W]hen the risks of youth become the challenge of age, one learns the 
provisional nature of all art, and that the existence of every painting, 
however certain it appears on the canvas, is always contingent. Art is 
created in the tension between that contingency, a necessary instability, 
and the order, the meaning, the pattern, that graces it. As is a garden. Or 
a well-Jived life. (TO, 256-7) 

Modjeska transfers the "provisional nature of all art" into her writing; in The 

Orchard, her words flow and swirl on the page as colours and lines do on a canvas; 
they move across borders and skim over the thresholds of doors and windows 
conveying a kind of fluidity which Modjeska recognises as being a distinctive trait 
of women's writing^. 

6. Roberto Calasso, The Marriage of Cadmus andArmonia, trans. Tim Parks, London: Vintage, 1993, 212. 
7. As Modjeska writes: "Inside I lay still, listening to the quiet rhythm of my breath, the golden orb of the 

pomegranate on the table beside me catching the sun from the windows that face in the other direction. 
[...1 To have been brought a pomegranate: that was enough. Feeling the curved heaviness of the fruit in 
my hand, 1 setded to the stillness that stretched day into day And during those days, as 1 lay quiet and 
still, 1 learned that I might be cast low but I had not ceased to exist; layers had been stripped from me, but 
1 was still there, here, my breath rising and faUing" (TO, 126-127). 

1 ?? 
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By deploying women's paintings and lives as constant devices in her narration, 
Modjeska weaves visual and verbal language to utter the diverse facets of women's 
experience and eventually negotiate their position within a public domain which 
still resists their role as professional artists. Modjeska illustrates brushworks and 
compositions with the accuracy of an art critic; she portrays gardens and still lifes 
with such vivid details tiiat some of her pages acquire the graphic precision and 
luminosity of a Flemish canvas. The shades she depicts as changing, floating and 
overlapping are intertwined with a narration which is not chronological, but 
digresses constantiy. It seems as if women's self-portraits and interiors are there to 
contain this kind of non-linear narrative mode. 

Throughout The Orchard, painting and writing keep going back and forth 
according to a wave-like fluctuation. It is along the contours traced on women's 
canvases that the secrets and lives of Modjeska's female characters disclose, as the 
narrator, Clara and Louise follow pathways both outside and inside Ettie's garden 
—meanderings which, for Modjeska, ultimately lead to women's definition and 
constmction of their subjectivity by means of their visual and verbal modes of 
representation. ' 

Paintings referred to: 

Artemisia Gentileschi, Self-Portrait as the Allegory of Painting, 1630, London, Kensington Palace, Collection of 
her Majesty the Queen, in Mary D. Garrard, Artemisia Gentileschi, Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
Press, 1989, plate 14. 

Stella Bowen, Self-Portrait, c.1929, Paris, oil on plywood, 45x36.8 cm. Private Collection, in Jany Hylton, South 
Australian Women Artists; paintings from the 1890s to the 1940s, Art Gallery Board of South Australia, 
Adelaide, 1994, fig.22, 21. 

Grace Cossington Smith, Self-Portrait, c.1948, oil on pulpboard, 40x30 cm. Private Collection, in Bruce James, 
Grace Cossington Smith. Craftsman House, Roseville, NSW, 1990, plate 90, 128. 

8. In "The Emergence of Women Writers Since 1975", Modjeska argues that: "[...] We should be listened to, 
as writers and as critics, when we say it is time to dispense with the false unities we carry from before, 
which act with the power of cliche and tie us to nostalgia for a past that was never quite like that; and to 
acknowledge the strengths that exist because of the differences in women's writing, its capacity for 
ambiguity and fluidity its ability to speak in the gaps and fissures, in the lacunae of our many selves; and 
to accept the way in which this joins us to all sorts of other -writings and other possibilities, and other 
difficulties", in Ken Goodwin and Alan Lawson, eds. The Macmillan Anthology o/Aiistrahan Literature, 
Melboume, Macmillan, 1990, 365. 

summer 9 9 7 123 



Robin Wallace-Crabbe 

A word or two before you paint 

The habit of regarding art objects as just so many educational aids, 
personality improvement indicators or sets of historical information 
threatens our capacity for silent looking just as talk back radio tums 

consciousness into a hell of connectedness with pseudo concems. 
Quite by chance, after I had decided to do this piece but before I began to form 

any notion of what I might actually write about (I had a vague something forming 
about language crowding out the art object) I had the serendipitous experience of 
hearing two academics deliver relatively informal slide based lectures on aspects of 
Australian art. One spoke on a Monday, the other on a Friday, for me they framed 
a working week. 

Delivering the first of these lectures, emphasising the idea of maps and 
mapping—think LONGITUDE, the book—the lecturer seemed not to know that 
there were invasions and colonisation well before longitude was up and running. 
Dealing with 18th and 19th century European man's exploration of the Pacific and 
the kinds of art/topographic images to which this restless sub species' exploration 
gave rise, it was stated—more or less in passing—that Australia took its name from 
Austria. It was never explained precisely how or why this might have happened, 
except by reference to the possibly prejudiced notion that you couldn't get more 
imperialist than those naughty Hapsburgs. Acting the 'lectured to' we sat quite still 
and politely let the moment pass. While, a littie later, the lecturer referred to Terra 
Australis there was no attempt to link the australis part of that geographical concept 
to Austria, or to think Latin. (Was Austronesia also named after Austria?) It wasn't 
discussed that the sound of the word Austria might connect, via a living language, 
in a fuzzy Anglicised kind of way, with the concept of an Eastem Reich, What 
followed, like a bartacuda chasing a lure, was the mind-boggling fact that to know 
this imperialist origin of Australia's name was important when looking at European 
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art in the South Pacific, and understanding the romantic-adventurer strivings of 
19th century European man and those images he was inclined to produce during 
those heady days. 

Making another point, later, the same lecturer pointed out that swimming in 
the ocean wasn't legal in Australia until 1930, This salient fact also bore upon the 
meaning of art images shown as slides, several with cracked glass. 

Although this was a littie confusing I had to admit that, given freedom of 
speech, a person, even an art historian, could dump the influence of Austria 
anywhere, and not be prosecuted, and that if a party chose to believe that across this 
southern Austria swimming in the ocean was illegal till 1930 then that would have 
to be fine by me. Though I couldn't see what it had to do with anything, say with 
the marvellous pictures being shown as slides for, it appeared, the principal purpose 
of queuing the lecturer's words and thoughts. 

By Friday we had moved from the colonial period to, well it looked as though 
we were going to make it to the present day. For an hour we were doing the 
Australian landscape, from Nolan to Imants Tillers, with quite a bit of weight placed 
upon the chest of the dead Fred Williams, This was the second academic's lecture. 
What he wanted to say about Fred Williams was that the blobs of paint used in his 
late '60s and '70s works were so many vanishing points. Where a conventional 
painting had one, two or three vanishing points, Williams was creating vanishing 
points everywhere. The point being that the idea Australia was an illusion: it was 
neither more nor less than the distance between fictions. While this theory of the 
Australian landscape tradition—such as both the theory and the tradition are—was 
being developed before our very eyes, details of the slides being shown were passed 
over and, interestingly, their titles were often wrong or mispronounced, while those 
of famous continental Europeans were pronounced cautiously, pedantically, 
overemphatically. Sherbrooke forest became Sherwood Forest. Upwey was 
pronounced Upwie. The You Yangs—a picnic spot between Melboume and 
Geelong—were dealt with as though located in some metaphysical Australian dead 
heart such as Vos might have vanished in and out of, having located the point 
through which, like Alice, he could escape this humdrum world of stuff—paint and 
canvas for instance—and enter a heaven of post-perception, post-location and post-
measurement. 

Among many other things the 20th century is the century of art history and art 
theory departments, art history having taken off without much velocity in the late 
19th century. The gorgeous rocket of psychoanalyses made a better show. During 
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its dynamic years institutionalised art history produced people like dear old Emst 
Gombrich who placed some emphasis on Galileo's instruction for people 'to 
pronounce that wise, ingenious and modest sentence "I know not'". More recentiy, 
having been taught to be intrusive the discipline's initiates prefer to know rather 
than not know. It is difficult for them to realise that the world and its art got along 
without certainty for thousands of years. Art historians and theorists are, so to 
speak, recent guests in the house of art, and as such they should behave politely. 

Unless you regard the here and now as the end of history, it is wise to accept 
that art will survive the practitioners of art history and theory's proclamations of 
knowledge and will get along without them quite well in the thousands of years to 
come. Why should we not then preempt this near inevitability and, demanding 
silence of these unlovely careerists, banish them to some dark comer and bring the 
victims of their collectivised, myopic gaze back into the sun so we, the people may 
rediscover our direct engagement with life and its artefacts, each in our own 
uninformed fashion, and reenter the ancient, silent communion we have with the 
images our kind makes in sacred places and up and down the paths of our lives. 

In the meantime we have a problem, the seed of which blew in through the 
Gothic arch window of a university somewhere, sometime. The envkonment was 
moist, the carpets fertile, so the seed germinated and took root. 

Recently established, too arriviste to understand what Galileo was getting at, 
Australian art history departments, with their increasing obsession with theory, are 
plants in darkened rooms—spindly, blanched, growing with desperate haste. 
Establishing them seemed like a good idea at the time (it climaxed a wet Melboume 
dream of littie England). Of course of the many—far too many—graduates and 
postgraduates produced by these departments, an independent minded few permit 
themselves to receive the visual meaning of art works. But they are the minority. 
Meanwhile, more duped students are put through the mill. In their postgraduate 
phase ambitious students stmggle to attract attention to themselves. They chum out 
thoughts as language constmctions. Gain employment. These are the considered-to-
be-bright-products fed back into the system, teaching as they were taught, Abstmse 
thought modes obfuscate the clarity of visuahsation. It's a breeder aesthetics reactor 
determining what pictures are seen in public galleries, devising Z grade 
commentaries you can plug into your ear when visiting blockbuster exhibitions so 
that you do not finish up alone, in silence before a painting, a sculpture, an 
earthenware pot. 

Just as Microsoft would make me dependent on software tiiat allows me to type 
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these words into this computer, so the art history business, narrow and inbred as it 
is, would like to make us dependent upon set interpretations of what we see. I could 
write with a pen and be free of Microsoft. But how then could I send a piece to be 
published—or not published—in a computer-printout dependent world? Who 
would read blotchy blue ink scrawls? And who in this cultural climate would dare 
look at a painting, armed only with the capacity to see? For, in doing so mightn't the 
looker miss the point? Imagine peering at Fred Williams's blobs of paint without 
knowing that each was a vanishing point; or that behind the tmnks of his painterly 
trees—as somebody once described them 'lollipops on sticks'—there lurked Robin 
Hood, Maid Marion, the entire Sherwood gang. 

None of us approach a painting without cultural loading, that cannot be. 
However, to overemphasise this point is boorish and obscures recognition of the 
commonality of modes evolved by disparate cultures: consider the shape of boats, 
the application of physical principles, desire. Was Robin Hood's celebrated if 
necessarily unconsummated passion for Maid Marion—hence 'maid'—the result 
solely of the way men and women regarded one another in Nottingham at that time? 
Or was it something he might share with some equivalentiy stout fellow in Bengal? 

Modes of depiction of, say. Oceanic people by 18th and 19th century European 
artists are made much of right now by art-history-department produced art-cultural 
commentators. However, the ways of picturing adopted by travelling European 
artists held more in common with the art of cultures they encountered than is 
apparent if we only look for the building blocks of discourse. More to the point, 
when playing this game there is a tendency to select a rarefied academic style with 
which to represent Europe rather than refer to the images created for aeons by the 
uneducated, productive peasantry from which I, at least, come. Even when crossing 
perceived cultural boundaries, it might be just as useful to try staring at art-culture's 
images blankly as a butcher. Concepts of space or form, signs, symbols, meanings 
and messages seem more different, one from another, when rendered into language 
and systematised by a culture's educational processes. 

We tend towards a linear view of the development of language and its 
relationship to thought. This view controls how we think about seeing, and 
conditions our notion of what we believe thought actually consists. Being linear, it 
contains within it the germ of our obsession with a human-defined end to history— 
Christianity and Marxism fix on the same belief. During our species' evolution the 
mind is deemed to have been sleeping as we crawled through pre Homo Sapiens 
stages of development. Our capacity to receive and interpret images during this pre-
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thought stage is not adequately explained; and art history-theory dares not let 
atavistic, wordless gazing free to kind of see what happens. 

Enslaved by language (the technology of thought) that 'primitive' side of our 
mind function involved with receiving what the world of bouncing light has to 
throw at it has leamt to accept the notion that it is inadequate. How could a person 
possibly respond—with what might be thought of as mind function—to an image 
of our Australian shore painted in the first half of the 19th century without knowing, 
say, that Australia was named after Austria? How could a person look at a 
photograph of people, the beach and the sea, without entertaining ideas conceming 
the legality of swimming? (Are we sure it wasn't the costume and not the swimming 
that was regulated?) And yet, mightn't it be that while we concern ourselves with 
meanings, made clear at the language level, meanings of an altogether different kind 
are lost to us principally because we do not believe they can exist. 

To make the point again, a few years ago discussion began conceming Monet's 
agricultural imagery: how should we receive his haystacks if they were in fact 
grainstacks? It was all to do with property, relative wealth, class identification and 
so on. Interestingly, the common sense and agricultural practice evidence runs 
counter to the art history-theory grainstack over haystack idea. So, were these 
rounds of whatever, winter fodder for animals or grain to be threshed when the 
machine comes by in a few weeks (before the nutrient levels change and the mice 
eat it all)? And, if so, either way, how are we to think about them while we look at 
them? Might thfere be, or might there not be some language constmction to which 
our minds should properly retreat while we are standing in front of Monet's 
grainstack/haystacks so that we are no longer simply drifting, wordless, glands 
dripping dangerous juices into our systems, but we are thinking in a proper word-
based sense? 

Since we have art history and its attendant theory, and these activities are 
located in universities, providing along the way great conference opportunities 
where papers must be presented, and so on and so forth, the stuff of language must 
be used. If we find that we cannot describe much, or anything, about looking at, say, 
a Monet haystack/grainstack, without recourse to agricultural economics, or images 
of Australia without hitting the Austria button, then we are stuck with 
dismembering art, and language is the boning knife. 

On the other hand there is much to be said for works of art functioning, from 
time to time, as conversation pieces, beyond the confines of institutions of course, 
so that the conversation is undirected and open ended—and as long as it is 
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understood that this is a possibility for art works only at the outer edge of their being 
in the world, that to be talked about is not their central purpose. 

Despite a degree of huffing and puffing about egalitarianism, the fact is that in 
conversation our opinions are not equally valued. This is particularly obvious 
•Aiithin stmctured institutions like public art galleries, the military, the church, 
universities, tiie legal system. We may all be equal in God's eyes, and theoretically 
under the law but in an art history department some are very much less equal than 
others. However stupid, the professor is in a position to determine the career 
prospects of all his or her underlings. In conversation these underlings attempt to 
impress the professor (unless they believe her or him to be mortally wounded). 
Thus a conversation around a conversation piece (think work of art) becomes more 
like an address and reply. The training offered involves the underling becoming 
used to receiving nothing unmediated from the art object while picking up 
conversational prompts the work might provide when next in company with 
someone more expert, influential and career useful than his or her self. Getting to 
the top of such a stmcture requires the skills of servility. And, the more limited the 
senior staff members the worse this cringing agreement while the innocent, indeed 
silent work of art, stripped of meaning, is abused and misrepresented. 

Hanging among friends it is natural for works of art to function as conversation 
pieces. We gaze at them and inevitably something monodimensional will be said 
that connects, however tangentially with our non-language mind functions. So, the 
world revealed to the senses shares equivalencies with preprepared language 
structures; the silence of carved and polished stone is invaded sooner or later by the 
clamour of association as we chatter in its presence. But recognition of this 
process—the pleasures it provides as a convivial game—ought to alert us to the 
dangers of institutionalising it. 

The idea of art, indeed of the world as so many conversation pieces belongs to 
a particular view of the relation of language to thought and ultimately to our 
understanding of our own being—collective and/or individual. 

Awareness of animals and their response to images might prove illuminating in 
this regard. My dog, for instance is only interested in the image of kangaroos on 
television, nothing else excites her, but she never debates them in terms of economic 
theory or the kangaroo 'other'. She responds to the barking of dogs but not to their 
image, and horses leave her cold. My cat is very aggressive towards the cat 
reproduced on the cat food packet but, otherwise—as far as I can tell—images are 
not his cup of tea, 

westerly summer 1997 129 



o b . ' n wolloce-ciobbe 

Talking too much about images is a human problem, and conversation 
developed out of our response to conversation pieces—be they rocks, low flying 
birds or paintings by the late Fred Williams—are, among unequals, unequal 
exchanges; drifting into a certain onesidedness they become informal lectures. 
Recognition of the fact that we are not all equal to the task of holding forth when 
standing in front of a work of art does not carry with it necessary acceptance of the 
idea that we may not be equally affected by the work. Experience across the range 
of human activities might indicate that, as with everything else, with art the more 
said the less felt the response seems to become. Okay, but it is nice that we discuss 
the arts. Yet does it follow that there should be groups of people in universities who 
have formed departments to cover what used to be the casual interest of people in 
the street? The question gets teeth when such departments devalue the experience 
of art, mess up the area with casual, misunderstood borrowings from other 
disciplines, fog it up with obscurantist mystification. And then a kind of orthodoxy 
takes hold, and certain families of thought become centred, theologised—if that's a 
word—and the twin ideas that we do not know and of this we cannot speak come 
to be regarded as indicators of weakness. 

It is possible that we humans devised those arts that lead us away from language 
because we knew that mind function requires rest from words. Our species 
anticipated that, as we awoke from the big sleep and our sub-language formed 
consciousness became captivated by the tool, language, we would be driven 
boringly mad by language's ever narrowing thought constructions. That we have the 
remnants of the visual arts might be taken as evidence of a collective—if 
appropriately unstated—desire for a retreat from language structured thought. 

Writing in the late 1930s, John Rothenstein, on his way to becoming director 
of London's Tate Gallery observed: 'New creeds, both Right and Left, are 
crystallising into rigid orthodoxies which call for stricter conformity than has been 
known for generations. Even in literature and the arts, notwithstanding the 
intensely individualistic character of the European tradition, a trend towards 
conformity is clearly apparent'. Of course, he was writing at a moment when an 
ideological stand-off was hurrying the European world towards disaster. The 
curious thing is, however, that pattems of conformity characterised the arts ever 
since that time, in other words right through the heyday of art history departments 
and beyond up to now. 
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REVIEWS 

Marion Halligan, Collected Stories, 

UQP, 1997, 545 pp, $18.95. 

A politician's daughter 

Was accused of drinking water 

And was fined a great big fifty dollar 

bill... 

There's an awful lot of coffee in Brazil. 

This silly song was playing in my head 

as I listened to Marion Halligan 

speaking at a seminar on Henry 

Handel Richardson in the National 

Library last April. I quickly realized 

why this was so. There are an awful lot 

of writers in Canberra. Nonetheless, to 

have lived in Canberra for over two 

years—as I had at that time—without 

having read any Marion Halligan was, 

I feared, tantamount to a chargeable 

offence for anyone of literary 

pretensions. 

Marion Halligan exudes good 

sense when she talks. One of the 

remarks she made on the occasion just 

alluded to was that many people 

assume that it's 'easier' to read short 

stories than it is to read a novel, when 

in fact the reverse may be true. I agree. 

I tend to choose to read novels rather 

than have my concentration 

interrupted by the stopping and 

starting of a collection of short fiction. 

Nonetheless, when offered Halligan's 

Collected Stories for review, I was 

delighted to take the opportunity to 

explore a range of this very popular 

writer's work. 

Collected Stories is comprised of 

the contents of two previously 

published collections—The Living 

Hothouse and The Hanged Man in the 

Garden—along with other stories 

variously arranged under the headings 

'Continuing...', 'Microstories', and 

'HereBeUnicoms'.Variouscharacters 

reappear across the collection, and 

certain predominant themes emerge. 

A number of stories focus on 

female discontentment. In the 

opening story, 'Pity the Dumb Beast', a 

young wife makes small futile 

attempts to defend herself against her 

husband's ingenious manipulations of 

her, 'She felt like a pretty mouse with 

pinky blonde fur caught in a treadmill 

of her own heedless construction [,,,],' 

(11) The middle-aged schoolteacher 

protagonistof'Remember the Rug'has 

to contend, not only with her 

impending mastectomy, but also with 

the prurient gossip of the schoolgirls 

who have somehow leamed of it. In 

one of my favourite stories in the 

collection, 'A Whiff of Brimstone', a 

bored wife relocated in New Zealand 

embarks on an affair with a younger 
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man. She is "punished' for her 
transgression but, just as the reader 
fears the worst, the trajectory swerves 
into comedy. 

For the most part, the wives in 
this collection tend to be the victims of 
their husbands' infidelity, rather than 
the reverse. The character of Frances 
appears in a number of stories— 
'Lunch', 'BlueFomications', and 'Sea 
Walk'—changing from an eager 
nineteen year old into an embittered 
woman in her thirties, waiting for her 
husband to make a choice between her 
and his mistress. In 'Perilous Seas', a 
painter, Kitty, is devastated when her 
husband leaves her for his post
graduate student, who has long been 
the beneficiary of Kitty' s hospitality. In 
the story immediately following, 
however, the girl's banality appears to 
drive the errant husband back to his 
wife, and there is a happy ending, with 
the family reconciling over pizza. 

There are a number of bastard 
males in this book—such as the smug 
priapic Jack of 'The Oak Bed', and the 
loathsome Dr, Mannion, archetypal 
English-professor-as-sexual-harasser 
in 'The Writing on the Wall', One of 
the most chilling tales I have read in a 
long time is 'Onze Lieve Vrouw', in 
which a tourist in Bruges follows and 
rapes a woman who, years earlier, had 
been the model for a painting of the 
Virgin Mary, The story incisively 

epitomises the old dual absolutist 
perception of women as Madonnas or 
whores, 

Halligan does, however, offer a 
nice balance of representation, Sybil, 
the ultimately impotent victim of Dr, 
Mannion and the system which 
protects him, reappears in several 
other stories as the figure who is 
arguably the least sympathetic of all 
the female characters in the collection, 
'Paternity Suit' is told from the 
perspective of Gerry, a youth who 
unwittingly impregnates Sybil during 
a one-night stand. When he discovers 
that he is to become a father, all his 
instincts are to act against his own best 
interests by marrying Sybil and 
supporting the child. Sybil, however, 
refuses to allow him a role in the 
baby's life and disappears, leaving him 
disconsolate. 

As if to offset the numerous 
problematic or problem-ridden 
characters in the collection, the figure 
of Martha Ambrose serves as a point of 
stability. Frances's happily married 
sister Martha is occasionally in danger 
of seeming to manifest complacency, 
in the harmonious domestic contexts 
in which she appears. I tend to prefer 
Halligan's surteal side rather than her 
representations of 'ordinary' life— 
'Like a Kiss', for instance, is a 
wonderfully clever take on the Gothic 
theme of the feared yet revered body 
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of the dead mother. 

One couldn't review this book 

without referring to Halligan's evident 

enjoyment of descriptions of food. 

That I can't read any of her depictions 

of meals without a minatory clanging 

of the gall bladder is evidence of my 

fallibility, not hers. It is with envy that 

I read of her characters' consumption 

of shellfish, 'Each [of which] has to be 

separately sucked for its tiny gobbet of 

flesh. And then the juice spooned and 

mopped with bread.' (299); or 'a 

rather Italian menu of pancakes 

stuffed with spinach, then slices of 

veal in a sauce of sweetbreads and 

pistachio nuts and cream, with wood-

oven bread and a salad, Gorgonzola 

cheese and spicy Provolone, and a 

very rich chocolate dessert called 

torrone molle'. (246) Would that I 

inhabited a world in which such vast 

quantities of wine could be drunk 

with impunity, as Halligan's 

characters do. 

My quibbles are small and few. 

Halligan characteristically joins whole 

sentences with commas, and I don't 

know if this is deliberate, in order to 

effect a conversational style, or by 

default. In several places, a spellcheck 

has left 'comer' for what should appear 

as 'comer'. The book as a whole 

affords a variety of pleasures and 

invites lingering reflection. 

When she was launching Gail 

Jjones' Fetish Lives at the Canberra 

Wordfest in March, Halligan observed 

that one sign of a good writer is that 

her stories inspire others to want to 

write their own stories. It is a 

compliment which is as apposite for 

Halligan herself. 

Heather Neilson 

Barbara Blackman, Glass After 

Glass: Autobiographical Reflections 

Viking, $39,95 (hardback). 

In a whimsical early narrative on self-
identity and physical surroundings, 
Barbara Blackman describes her 
nomadic and fragmented existence in 
terms of the presence, or absence, of 
inanimate objects; chairs, tables, beds, 
houses become essential, although 
transitory, components of the human 
drama. But despite this awareness of 
the links between psychic and 
physical spaces, she argues: "In forty 
years I have had some twenty 
homes,,,, I have leamt neither to grow 
gardens nor to own furniture,,,, [but 
it] is the people in my life that have 
seemed to have permanence and to 
whom I have seemed to belong,,," 
This recognition of the importance of 
relationships to a sense of self, and a 
fervent belief in the ephemeral and 
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essentially unimportant nature of 
material objects, underpins 
Blackman's recent autobiographical 
narrative, Glass After Glass . 

For Blackman, human relation
ships are the most tangible revelation 
of a life well-lived, but they do not 
displace inanimate objects as the sole 
source of existential meaning. 
Following James Olney's influential 
theory of autobiographical narrative, 
Blackman draws upon conventional 
images of ordinary objects and 
reconfigures them as 'metaphors of the 
self and (significant) others, Olney 
argued from a Jungian standpoint that 
the self is unable to be 
comprehended—that is, it cannot be 
rendered in language—except 
through the representation of various 
objects, "shapes and forms, people, 
movement, expressive gestures" which 
"only exist" as they "relate" to the self 
A sense of self-history, and an 
accompanying feeling of belonging, is 
articulated by Blackman through 
memories of her friends and family; 
their laughing and crying, working 
and playing, is written into a palpable 
re-existence against the backdrop of a 
series of homes and gardens, in such 
places as London, Paris and Sydney, 
The materiality of human existence 
prompts the questions here: How do 
we 'know' ourselves and each other? 
How do we make sense of our lives 

when, many years later, all that may 
remain of events or people is the 
fleeting memory of a conversation, a 
scrawled letter, or a gnarled table that 
once carried a birthday feast? Or, as in 
Blackman's case, how can a life be 
rendered in language when one of the 
major senses is absent? Surely, that 
would make any representation of it 
'incomplete'. Questions of memory, 
language and artistic representation 
lure the reader into Blackman's mind 
and past; it is a fascinating "archae
ological dig" into the self, and all the 
more remarkable for her evocative and 
visually expressive prose. 

Yet I must admit that when I came 
to Blackman's book, she was virtually 
unknown to me. Oh yes, I mminated, 
the blind 'artist's wife', a consort of the 
talented and famous, but perhaps not 
as interesting as those with whom she 
associated. And those associates are a 
veritable role-call of Australian artistic 
and literary endeavour; Charles 
Blackman (of course), Judith Wright, 
the Boyds, Joy Hester, Sunday Reed, 
John Percival, Barry Humphries, Brett 
Whiteley,,,, The list is lengthy, and the 
expected amusing anecdotes about 
each person abound. But a reader 
expecting a voyeuristic thrill at 
intimate, or embartassing, detail 
might be disappointed. For example, 
there is Blackman's first meeting with 
Arthur Boyd—he, John Percival and 

134 w e s t e r / s u m m e 19 9 7 



Charles burst in on her while she is 
bathing in an old tin tub, but Boyd 
merely extends a "gentlemanly" hand 
(145), However, this peek behind the 
scenes is offset by a curious opacity, 
perhaps linked to the brevity of much 
,of the prose. Surprisingly, Charles is 
mentioned only sporadically and 
perhaps not in as much detail as we 
might expect. Apart from a short 
section on their meeting and early 
days together—"If you are genuine 
sincere lovers going faithful", his 
mother tells Barbara, "you'd better 
come home and live here" (129)—he 
occasionally slips into the namative as 
a stringy little figure who is so 
dedicated to his art that he spends 
fourteen or more hours a day at his 
studio. The horror of Barbara's 
encroaching, and irreversible, blind
ness is encapsulated in a doctor's 
misplaced and ironic words of 
sympathy: "God takes away one gift 
and gives another. You have a most 
beautiful smile" (101), 

While the anecdotes are certainly 
interesting and often, quite funny, the 
effect that the narrative gives overall is 
self-reflective and contemplative, 
Blackman's provision of a modicum of 
the expected artistic gossip seems to 
be motivated by a desire to understand 
the self through relationship, Joy 
Hooton, the Australian critic of 
women's autobiography, uses Nancy 

Chodorow's theory of female 
psychological development to argue 
that female identity is essentially 
connected with others; the paradox is 
that autobiography, in its traditional 
sense at least, has been seen as a 
discourse of individualism. So, 
Hooton argues, when women write 
about the self, they may seem to be 
writing about relationships. We leam 
about Blackman through her 
depictions of her relationships with 
various significant people in her life. 

Although a generic technicality, a 
narrative concemed with 'exterior' 
events and people is deemed to be a 
memoir, while a nartative attempting 
to represent the truths of the self is 
categorised as autobiography. Glass 
After Glass , however, unsettles these 
neat boundaries and shifts the focus 
from self to other and back to self. 
Organised in an episodic and only 
vaguely chronological order, the text 
occasionally devotes entire chapters to 
reminiscences of a friend. In 
particular, the chapter about 
Blackman's friendship with Joy Hester 
('Portrait of a Friendship'), which 
includes details of Hester's illness and 
death, is poignant but never intrusive. 
Sometimes the allusions are relatively 
oblique; a letter to Blackman's 
daughter, Christabel, opens; "You had 
your fourth birthday in winter in a 
London house [and your] Australian 
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godmother, poet, sent you her latest 
collection, a book of poems about 
birds,,,. Your father and his two 
English poet mates went to moum the 
death of the wife of one, burst free 
from her bell jar" (359), 

Many of the chapters of the text 
have been published elsewhere in 
slightly different forms, or performed 
as radio talks, and the cobbling-
together of them into an 
autobiography adds to the diasporic 
and discontinuous overall feel of 
Blackman's life. In this way, the art of 
the text is mimetic of the life. 
Moreover, the prologue ('The 
AutobiographicalArchaeologicalDig') 
explicitly foregrounds the auto
biographical process. Rather than the 
'tmth'—in a sequential, ordered, 
progressive series of complete 
memories seemingly tumbling from 
the writer's mind onto the page -
Blackman presents us with fissures 
arid inconsistencies, and exposes the 
inherent problematics in self/life 
writing, 'On First Looking into 
Blackman's Home Life' is the titie of, 
perhaps, the definitive chapter of the 
book. Elicited by a visit to a Charles 
Blackman retrospective in Melboume 
in 1993, the section consists of an 
evocative series of images, each of 
them corresponding to one of her 
husband's paintings. When entering 
the gallery, Blackihan is urged to view 

the collection in a strict sequence, "to 
gain the full effect of the artist's 
development". It is a "[w]alk through a 
life" and the paintings are "stills from 
an autobiography" (314), Later, in the 
chapter entitied 'Transparencies', 
Blackman ruminates that "... past and 
,,, present [were] seen in the light of 
each other, ,,, change and ,,, 
continuity took shape in our minds" 
(382), It is this 'shaping' of a series of 
disparate experiences into a coherent 
whole which Blackman both resists 
and desires, and which gives the 
narrative its rhetorical power. But 
despite her recognition of the 
artificiality of the autobiographical 
project, Blackman's legacy to us is 
acceptance and understanding of what 
has been, of herself, and also of that 
which is still possible. And, yes, I 
realise I've hardly mentioned 
B lackman' s visual' impairment'; that is 
because neither does she. As she 
argues: "Sometimes, being blind, I 
expect to be invisible. Sometimes, 
being blind, I see what is invisible" 
(398), Glass After Glass is a self-
metaphor which is testimony to this 
extraordinary gift, 

Lydia Wells 
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Gillian Mears, Collected Stories, 
University of Queensland Press, 400 
pp, $17,95, 

Passion is the defining word to 
describe this venture: of collecting 
(and selecting) the stories so far 
published by tiie acclaimed and still 
young fiction writer, Gillian Mears. To 
start with it is such an attractive 
package: all of those stories, some that 
you may have missed even if you had 
been following Mears; a substantial 
volume with reasonable paper quality 
and a glorious cover in the signature 
style of UQP's collected things. 

It is a good chance after Mears' 
success with her recent novel The 

Grass Sister to retum to her first two 
books and to present most, but not all 
of these stories. There has been some 
consideration of what has to go, those 
works that don't stand up against 
time. And to follow it with very recent 
work alongside, so that they can be 
read as a progression of a writer's 
ideas. These new stories, called that, 
have been published in an incredible 
range of places, but mostly in 
anthologies that are cunently so 
popular: theme projects that tackle 
sexuality, erotics, particular family 
relationships, the idea of taking 
stylistic risks. 

Back to passion: the stories 
themselves are soaked in passion, in 

awakenings of passion through sex 
and love, of retrospective grapplings 
with memory, with childhood, with 
the business of family and community 
life. It was a terrific reading experience 
for me to retum to the early stories in 
the light of their new ordering and 
what has come afterwards. They were 

stronger in my estimation this time 
around: full of careful description, a 
quite exquisite and delicate attention 
to language, to the nuances of the 
spoken word. 

"Git any diseases over there?" 
His mother lights up a smoke. 
She uses the method in vogue a 
million years ago: clamping the 
end -with a bobby pin to avoid 
nicotine stains on her fingers. 

"Hmm, we did. Jay had a really 
bad time with hepatitis in 
Madras. Went yellow." Greta 
sighs, full of a kind of disbelief as 
she touches the hairs on his arms. 

"Didn't know you could get 
hepatitis in the arm." 

Jay watches his mother 
trickling ash into the folds of her 
dress. 

"No," says Greta. "It wasn't in 
the arm." 

"In the bum then, was it?" 
"Christ, Else." He has never 

called her Mum. "No! It was just 
plain old hepatitis. Gets the liver 
if it gets anything." 

"No need to swear, Jakie. Just 
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asking. Here. Settle down. Have a 
bit of cake." 
(from "The Hundredth Island" 
from Fineflour) 

According to the older woman, the 
younger woman's love-making is such 
that she is going to make an engraving 
of the flicking lines and wavering 
pleasures that course through the 
aftemoons they spend together. When 
the older woman says this, the 
younger woman, who is one of the 
early moming horse-riders through 
Centennial Park, shuts her eyes. She 
leans back in the sun-speckled arms of 
the engraver, (From "Miss Lamp") 

And more passion: the recent 
stories all play and tease out the 
tensions of a confessional mode. They 
are blunt: that is the best way I can 
think of to describe and celebrate 
them; it is by no means a dis
paragement. One of the things that is 
happening in this suite of stories, that 
can be read as connected, is an 
establishment, a re-making in a way, 
of identity. Each narrator who takes us 
through the terrain of these ten stories 
is a lesbian, and her lesbian identity is 
absolutely central to the way that she 
sees the world and is in it. 

The namative voice, too, has 
enough common qualities and interest 
to let me imagine that it is coming 
from the one source; the inclusion of 

an autobiographical story about 
sisters, "The Childhood Gland", 
somehow allows this sort of unified 
approach. These stories are about 
lesbian desire, about being with 
another woman, about the world out 
there that isn't lesbian and that 
marginalises this desire. There is 
plenty that is confronting in these 
stories because Mears is writing 
lesbian desire into the world, doing it 
explicitly, without masking devices, 
without niceties. Not that she has ever 
been a writer interested in niceties, as 
far as I can see. The everyday horror of 
pain and losses is everywhere in her 
fiction from the start, as is an often 
disarming boldness in writing about 
sex and the world of sensual pleasures. 

It is the way that Gillian Mears 
uses language that excites me most. 
With a certain poise, she is gentie and 
complicated when she describes small 
towns and family life, animals and 
developing children, the landscape 
and bodies and love, and simple and 
straightforward joy. Gillian Mears has 
a substantial body of work behind her 
already, and she is still in her early 
thirties. This volume comes with a 
fulsome recommendation. 

Terri-anne White 
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John Mateer, Anachronism, 

Fremande Arts Centre Press, 96 pp. 

$16.95. 

James Taylor, ed., Boxkite: Afoumal 

of Poetry & Poetics, Sydney: The 

Poetics Foundation, Inc., 1997, 311 

pp, subscription: $20,00 (individual), 

$35,00 (institution), 

I must confess that John Mateer writes 

poetry after my own heart. Poetry that 

is personal without being pretentious, 

playful without being ghb, and 

socially engaged without sliding into a 

morass of well-meaning sentiment. 

There is a quality of straightness in his 

writing that is both refreshing and 

endearing, Mateer is no cafe scribbler 

or modish neo-bohemian. He writes of 

freeways, suburbs and sex. He writes 

about Indonesian villages, 

bodysurfing and camping trips in the 

South West, He writes about 

girlfriends, and sisters, and fathers. 

Inside his poetry are the minute 

moments of pain and pleasure in 

everyday life and the thomy 

practicalities of reconciliations. He has 

also written, to my knowledge, the 

first ever poem about MuUalloo, 

As a Perth poet, Mateer does not 

shy away from local political 

minefields. The brewery site, Yagan's 

head, and the Port Headland 

detention facility all feature in his 

poems. He speaks with the frankness 

of an outsider and the ambivalent 

certainty of an eavesdropper. In fact, 

Mateer's poetry plays with speaking 

positions, with identities and voices: 

I'm in a small room with a 
German woman 

whose friend's child fell into his 
Death from an Egyptian pyramid 

I'm in my kitchen reciting an 
Afrikaans lyric 

by the woman who dro-wned 
herself in Three Anchor Bay 

I'm polyrhythmic on this balcony 
observing the sky darken violet 

sinking into evening ,.. 
('When I'm Called "A Human" ...' 
83) 

One of Mateer's favourite images is the 

jellyfish, and there is a floating, 

omnivorous quality to the poetry. 

Snatches of conversation, half-realised 

scenes from parties and pubs, chunks 

of hackneyed media-speak, Afrikaans 

and Aboriginal English, opinions, the 

sounds of birds and insects, tracks in 

the sand, construction sites, all merge 

and refract through his writing. 

However, these shards of language 

and image collide with an intensely 

personal 'voice' and a fiercely 

embodied subjectivity. This creates an 

intriguing dissonance between the 

poet as language jellyfish, and the poet 

as scribe of lived experience. 
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I keep thinking of the word 'love' 
at least it's a respite, not like 
this day that reiterates itself, 

seeps 
through birdsong and the 

serrated reeds in the 
swamp that we can't see from 

your 
window even though we know 

it's there. 
(The Common' 20) 

As this reverie reveals, Mateer is also a 

poet for the young and young at heart. 

There is a certain gen-x restlessness, 

slightiy angry, intent on honesty, but 

not afraid of being sensitive or serious 

or even sentimental. 

For all of Mateer's shuffling of 

cultural masks, his poetry retains a 

locatedness, a grounding (albeit 

complex and dynamic) in both place 

and body. 

By contrast, Boxkite : Afoumal of 

Poetry & PSetics seems somehow to 

condense from the transnational 

poetic ether. Boxkite is in fact, a 

Sydney based project, edited by the 

evidentiy visionary, James Taylor, who 

is pictured in the book's final pages in 

overalls and a distinctly Whitman-

esque cloud of hair. It is published by 

the 'The Poetics Foundation, Inc.' This 

oddly corporate title hides a 

community peopled by founders of 

poetry joumals and poetry publishing 

houses, by performance artists and 

professors, editors and curators, 

painters, playwrights, and (of course) 

poets, lots and lots of poets. One 

contributor, Javant Biarujia, 'is the 

inventor of a private language called 

Taneraic', and at times, I felt that this 

book was partly written in Taneraic, a 

cryptic private language that mixed 

confessional mysticism with jargon-

heavy descriptive science. In his short 

article, 'TheLogosDiscursus,' Biarujia 

begins by suggesting that 

'metempsychosis ... has formulated a 

Pavlovian/Learyite"erotopsychedelia" 

against the urinal arcs of writing' 

(144), before concluding: 'The protein 

of gp 120 [Ra = 201] functions as a key 

[ankh] to the phallic [benben] sun' 

(145). Is this Taneraic or simply an 

exercise in what Douglas Barbour 

terms 'resistant articulation' (89)? 

Boxkite , you see, is not just a 

journal of poetry but of 'poetics'. 

'What,' asks RachelBlauDuPlessis, 'is 

the fundamental activity of poetry? 

What irreducible quality can we agree 

upon?' (35). Poetry is about 

'segmentivity' and 'seriality' says 

DuPlessis, and argues convincingly for 

this case. But the poems in Boxkite — 

the grafitti-like spray of Susan Howe, 

for instance, or the maddeningly small 

type and spiralling lines of Charles 

Olson—appear to repudiate segments 

and serials at every tum. In fact, 

DuPleissis' question about the 
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'irreducible quality' of poetry seems to 

somewhat miss the point. I feel more 

comfortable witii Tom Leonard's 

football inspired answer in '100 

Differences Between Poetry and 

Prose': 'If you dribble past five 

defenders, it isn't called sheer prose' 

(180). The beauty of Boxkite is the 

kaleidoscopic manner in which poetry 

is performed, defined, defended, 

asserted, and exemplified. There is no 

common thread, other than the simple 

acknowledgement by the participants 

diat they are poets. They belong to 

what Wittgenstein would have called 

the 'family' of poets, and their writing 

to the family of poetry. 

Although I would reject the idea 

that an 'irreducible quality' might 

unite poetry, it is possible to detect in 

Boxfeite certain trends in ex

perimentation. One project seems to 

be a reassertion of the physicality of 

words. Armand Shwemer, for 

instance, describes his twenty five year 

'engagement with the possibility of an 

unmediated relationship with 

language' (8), and how his poetic 

'tablets' seek the clay-like plasiticity of 

cuneiform. Carl Rakosi observes that a 

'box shape' poem, 'gave a boxed-in 

feeling,' and that long, vertically 

rectangular poems were prone to 

appear 'constipated and puritanical' 

(250). Poetry, Rakosi goes on to argue, 

has a music-like abstraction, and he 

sees it in abstract terms of sound and 

space, in which representation is a 

side-feature. 

One outcome of the project to 

render language physical is the 

substitution of words for word-like 

tilings.RuarkLewis' '6Texts' isaseries 

of white inscriptions on black sheets. 

The marks look like some form of 

script (Arabic, Thai, Cambodian?) but 

may of course be simply linear 

pattems of sequentially similar shapes. 

In Michael Basinski's '3 Sound Texts', 

handwritten letters merge alphabet-

soup style with numerical graphs and 

abstract squiggles in ways that 

resemble the doodling of people while 

on the phone or in lectures or 

meetings. Is the drone of conversation 

the 'sound' of these poems, or is this 

the pure strains of a Taneraic song? 

However, the experimental flights 

that Boxkite launches are anchored by 

poems and articles that are more 

conventionally representational. 

Geraldine McKensie's beautiful poem 

'Instructions for Fellatio', leaves both 

little and lots to the imagination. The 

metaphors are both fluid and precise 

and the physicality of the language 

seems not to need any typographical 

tricks; 

Be the sea 
lapping smooth all edges. 
Be its inhabitants, fish mouth 

wester summer 9 9 7 141 



r e v i e w s 

popping 
opalescence, easy in every 

nuance 
of rhythm. Surface at last 
to where his face floats, 
calm and beautiful. (156) 

Stylish and intriguing critical essays 

are also provided, such as in Martin 

Harrison's 'Rodin'sEar' (269), or Kris 

Hemensley's 'New British Poetry, with 

a Pinch of Salt' (280). 

Boxkite is a beautifully packaged 

joumal in which experimental poetry 

bumps happily against theoretical 

tracts and determined (and at times 

incomprehensible) poetic mani

festoes. It is, ultimately, a language 

lover's book, and in the most literal 

sense, a book-lover's book. Love is 

perhaps too gentle a word. Boxkite is 

for those who enjoy the feel of books, 

enjoy touching them, evaluating the 

way the text sits on the page, 

considering the play of 'white space', 

sniffing the paper, touching the cover 

to the cheek, holding it near to the eye 

and then holding it far away, and then 

holding it near again. This is a book to 

be savoured in the most sensual of 

ways. If you love poetry, buy this book 

and share.your love with others. If you 

think you might like poetry, but are a 

littie uncertain, buy Boxkite and have 

at least some of your doubts dispelled. 

And if you hate poetry, I suggest you 

still buy it, because this is a 

publication that will test your resolve, 

an oddly wondrous gift from the good 

citizens of Planet Poetry. 

Tony Hughes-D'Aeth 
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