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JOAN LONDON

The Inlet
1.
Nights at the inlet were long and black and filled with strenuous dreams. Between
the dreams, large animals crashed through the bush and stood outside windows,
breathing. A gun cracked, my father moaned. Meanwhile the inlet was rising, was
creeping across the reeds. That slap-slap at the door was the edge of the waves.
As soon as 1 woke up in the morning 1 left our cabin. The wind still blew straight
up from the water. Nuts hurtled from trees and the slanted light had no warmth
to it. 1 headed across the clearing. All along the tracks people in dressing-gowns
were walking to the showers in a stiff-legged intent way. 1 could see Denise and
Maudie outside their cabin, going round and round each other to dodge the smoke
from their little fIre. Their hair was blowing across their faces and their clothes, the
big old clothes they kept for holidays, flapped like flags around them. If they saw
me they would shout to me to come and have some breakfast. 1 kept walking.
Small kids in pajamas sat on doorsteps. Some rode their bikes around their cabins
in slowly widening circles. Two big boys started to toss a ball across the nets without
speaking. The Frost girls sat in identical pullovers eating bowls of cereal outside
their cabin. 1 looked for the little boy but could never fInd him.
1 met Wendy Shepherd on the track to the water. She was walking fast, head
down. Her parents, Les and Kath, owned the cabins and the bush down to the inlet.
Wendy phiyed in short fIerce bursts between chores with anyone she could fmd.
We went straight through the reeds to the big pink rocks where the foam was trapped.
We crouched on the rocks and scooped up the foam and made ourselves huge
weightless bouquets. When the call 'Wen-dy' came from the track we crushed them
and blew them away.

*
The curtains were still drawn at our cabin, but the door was open. 1 stood among
the flaring plastic streamers in the doorway. Les Shepherd was sitting at the kitchen
table. My parents were standing at the bedroom doors, one on either side of the
kitchen. Their faces were blurred, crushed-looking. All night 1 had heard them,
tossing and muttering in the blackness. They had to screw their eyes up to look
at me against the light.
"Heather!" my father said. His sarong hung crooked off his hips. His moustache
was knocked upwards on one cheek so it looked pasted on.
"When are you coming fIshing with me then?" Les Shepherd asked him. Les kept
his jerry can beside him like a doctor's bag. He made his rounds to fill the cabins'
lamps and fridges at what he called a 'reasonable hour'. He always woke my parents.
"I tell you what though, you'll have to tuck your skirt up." His red towelling hat
WESTERLY, No.3, SEPTEMBER, 1989
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bobbed up and down for a moment. He seemed to keep a big laugh sealed down
under his hat when he talked to my father. He winked up at Lenore.
Lenore closed her eyes. She took a deep breath and rolled her head around her
shoulders, clockwise, anti-clockwise, in a slow, luxurious wheel.
"Sunset's the best time," Les said, watching her. "Reckon you'd be awake by then?"
Lenore opened her eyes and looked at me. I jerked my head away and backed
off through the streamers.

*
There was no laugh about Les Shepherd when Denise talked to him.
"Oh Mr Shepherd - Les!" I heard Denise calling across the clearing. She came
towards him with her rolling, urgent walk, waving a map. "I need some good advice."
He stopped but did not put down his jerry can. "This little bay here, the Bay of
Opportunity. I love the name!" He didn't smile back at her. "Can you walk there,
along the shore?"
"What do you mean, walk?" He looked severe. "Can you walk on water?"
"Oh," Denise said. She was silent for a moment. "No, but I can wade."
"It's all rocks around there."
"I've got good shoes. I'm all ready for an expedition!"
"I can see that," Les said. Denise was wearing a floppy canvas hat with Cancer
Council printed around the band. She was wearing old white gloves of Maudie's
tucked into the cuffs of her shirt. She had bought new sunglasses for the holiday,
suave silver wrap-arounds that glittered like a racing driver's. Denise, my aunt, was
allergic to direct sunlight, but Les was not to know that.
"Ah well," Denise said, folding her map. "Nothing ventured ..."
"Yeah," Les said. He walked on, his red hat shaking. "Watch out for tiger snakes,"
he called out over his shoulder.
But Denise was already striding through the reeds.

*
Like me, the Frost girls went to the little beach below the cabins every day. After
the cars laden with fishing tackle and surfboards had bumped their way out towards
the big white ocean beaches, and the last outboard had died away to a toy putter
far across the inlet, we lay on the pink-brown sand in silence.
The wind had dropped, the sun shone down on us, not with the white blaze of
the city, but with a long-shadowed, contemplative heat. Here in the south,the blue
of the sky was touched with charcoal, had an ashen tinge to it, as if the summer
had already passed. The Frost girls turned deep golden in this light. Every half hour
they would wade through the powdery sand of the shallows, squealing at jellyfish,
and race each other to Les Shepherd's boat moored out in the inlet. They wore
yellow racing bathers like second skins.
We took good care to park our towels away from one another. They were about
my age, one a little older, but we never spoke. Every year that I had come to the
inlet, the Frosts had been here too. If we met coming through the reeds, or at the
showers, we turned our heads. That was our acknowledgement. I knew all about
them. The older one was Pauline, the younger one, Annette. Annette squealed more,
Pauline won the races. They had a little brother whom they sometimes pushed
between them on the swings. Sometimes Wendy Shepherd sat outside their cabin
with them, kicking her legs while they read magazines.
The Frost girls. I spent each morning watching them. I listened to them splash
and cry out in the deep green water. I watched them race back in to shore, their
arms propped out like wings.
6
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*
On my way back through the reeds I passed the little boy. It was always like that.
I never saw him coming, he appeared. I was going to follow him one day, find out
his cabin, his family, his name. But when I looked around again he would be gone.
I knew too that his trail could take all day. Like me he seemed to have no rules
or timetable. He would take the long road home.
He was humming, head down. He had large feet and wore giant thongs that
flapped against his heels. It was like passing a little universe of sound. The rest of
him was minimal. His profIle was the wriggle of a pencil. His shoulders sloped, his
calves were barely outlined. His passing was a ripple through the reeds. I never felt
he saw me though his head brushed my shoulder. I judged him to be eight, but
in another way he didn't have an age. He seemed unconscious to me, or even further
back than that, a being that was waiting to be born.

*
My parents never did things when other people did. In the long afternoons when
all the other cabins were closed for 'siesta', when the clearing was deserted with only
lines of beach towels flapping in the wind, my parents emerged and set themselves
up at a table outside our cabin. Lenore leaned back with headphones, my father
bent over his books. That winter, when Lenore was in America, my father had started
studying Japanese.
They sat very still under the restless trees. Perhaps they slept behind their
sunglasses. They were always tired. There had been a heatwave in the city. Lenore
came back from America and they lay on couches all day, next to fans. I brought
them cold drinks and they were grateful. The telephone never rang, my parents never
spoke. They said the heat was unspeakable.
At the last minute, late one night, we packed for the inlet, our faces glistening,
our bare feet pattering on the stairs. We left the city early in the morning. Behind
us, a tiny faithful speck, lost for hours behind trucks and dust, came Denise's little
Renault. We drove all day until the car darkened from the shadows of the forest,
and a soft chill, the inlet chill, blew in the windows.
"Heather, come and join us," my father would call if he looked up and saw me.
But I kept walking. I didn't want to sit at that table. I didn't even want to hear
their voices. I didn't want to hear what they might say.

*
Sometimes just as the shadows began to creep across the clearing, we drove, with
Denise and Maudie crammed like extra children in the back seat with me, to do
some shopping in the town. At that hour the town was empty. The main road swept
on past the solitary petrol pump towards the forest. Ours was the only car in the
gravel playground beside the river. Paddle boats bobbed in an idle flock beneath
the bridge. We ate icecreams in the dusty golden light.
Once a car pulled up beside us in a spray of gravel. The hom tooted accidentally.
A group of Indian tourists burst out from all four doors, laughing. Three men in
elegant white pajamas strode to the paddle boat mooring, read the sign, strode back
again. The women drifted after them, laughing, trying out the swings. The sun caught
their oiled hair, the golden borders of their tunics, their gauzy scarves of
unimaginable colours, fuchsia, turquoise, topaz. I heard the tiny dry tinkle of their
bangles as they passed.
"Ladies and gentlemen, we have missed the boat," one of the men announced.
They were still laughing as they drove off again.
WESTERLY, No.3, SEPTEMBER, 1989
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*
2.
Twigs snapped, leaves poured smoke, the little tepee of branches suddenly
crumpled and flared. Denise and Maudie were lighting their fire. They crouched
beside it, their faces flushed and scientific. Their fire shot shadows into the trees,
the first each evening.
Darkness came early to the clearing. It seeped in from the bush, up from the
ground, while down in the inlet gulls still hung in airy whiteness under the first stars.
The clearing echoed with old-fashioned noises, an axe chopping, mothers calling,
kids talking as they trailed to the showers. Their voices seemed to rise with the
darkness.
My father strolled out of the shadows with his cask of wine. Lenore followed,
arms folded inside her shawl. Each night we ate with Denise and Maudie. They
loved to cook for us over their fire. Denise splashed her smokey eyes with rainwater.
"Eat, don't wait for us!" she cried.
My parents balanced their plates on their laps and ate without looking up. Maudie
and 1 stood just beyond the fire and threw scraps for possums into the darkness.
The ferns rustled close to us, Maudie clutched my wrist. "You are so warm," she
whispered. Her touch was crab-like. Her old eyes streamed.

*
Les Shepherd was a guest at every campfire. He said the glass of wine my father
gave him should be his last. His hat was pushed back, his eyes glittered at the flames.
"You oughta be careful when you go walking round the inlet. You never know
what you'll find."
"Oh no more grisly stories Les," Lenore said. "I have enough bad dreams down
here." The firelight seemed to eat her profile.
"Yep. Police rang me last winter. Keep an eye out for a bloke gone missing from
the blowholes. 1 found him. Up near your Bay of Opportunity. Found half of him."
We knew all his stories. Beyond the great dunes far up the inlet was the ocean,
stretching straight to the Antarctic. Les had known this coastline all his life. Freak
waves, water spouts, racing tides swept the cliffs and beaches, took the unlucky,
the ignorant, the brave. The nurses with their cameras around their necks, the
Scottish rock climber, the local bloke whose wife had left him ...
"Yep," Les said, rising, ready to move on. "They all end up back here. Currents.
They ought a call this Dead Man's Bay."

*
Sometimes a bunch of lights came straggling down the track. Thin beams broke
off and chased each other across the shadows. Without a word 1 took my father's
torch and ran towards them.
Spotlight. Any kid could join in. Were those the little boy's thongs 1 heard, flapping
fast among them? No sign of the Frosts, but Wendy Shepherd was at the front, her
hair blown back from her forehead, her voice hoarse. She led us to the old farmhouse
outside the clearing, where the Shepherds used to live. Spotlight! We ran along the
sagging verandahs, our torches flashing into the dark rooms, but found only a pile
of beercans glinting in a fireplace.
What were we looking for? Our torches wavered over leaves that were too still,
like curtains dropped. We crouched outside Wendy's brick bungalow by the track,
8
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and watched Kath Shepherd pop chocolates in her mouth in front of television. We
passed our cabin. I flashed my torch with the rest through the louvres, saw the sarong
left tumbled on the bed, like something dead.
It always ended at the beach. The moon had risen over the water. Our torches
lost their power. We milled a little over the bright, chill sand, then one by one we
slipped back through the reeds.

*
3.
"You need three weeks." Denise would always say, and each time Maudie said
it after her.
"... for a complete break. .. I'd hear Denise at the showers, at the woodpile, to
anyone she got talking to. "One week to just unwind, one to really relax, and the
third to start thinking about home."
"... home," Maudie nodded.
In the third week, as if the seasons had shifted on a notch, there was a change.
The sky lost all colour and the wind blew most of the day. The inlet splashed the
beach in imitation surf. In still moments the sun broke out and lit the clearing with
a candle-like intensity.
We went on expeditions. We drove along coast roads to tourist lookouts, and
watched the ocean throw itself against the cliff's. If we got out, the wind was a slap
across the face. I opened my mouth to shout to the Antarctic but the wind pushed
the sound back in my throat. I spread my arms and screamed and screamed with
no sound. My father turned to watch me. The wind ripped my shirt open until it
flapped like wings along my arms. For a moment cold spray licked my ribs, my
armpits, the swollen nipples that were the beginning of my breasts, and my father
turned away.
We drove to Albany. I looked for Wendy Shepherd in the streets. She had been
sent to Albany to stay with her married sister for a while. She had been running
wild, Kath said.
In Albany we ate in a cafe run by old friends of my parents, David and Paul.
They kissed me and Lenore. In that courtyard suddenly everyone was happy. There
were vines and pots of geraniums in a dazed light: there was no wind. It was like
our terrace in the city where long ago my parents used to entertain people like David,
and everyone had kissed me and praised my big words and independence. I took
deep sips of my father's wine. I saw that we were wild-haired and smelt of wood
smoke: the cutlery and tablecloth seemed tame to me, soothed me. David came to
sit with us when the meal was over. He put his arm around me. His shirt was very
white and he wore a little red scarf around his neck.
"How big Heather is now," he said. "And how wonderfully strong. She'll be able
to beat you up soon Lenore."
The warmth, the wine had gone to our heads. None of us could stop laUghing.

*
My father ranged pink inlet stones across his papers to hold them from the wind.
He sat all day now under the trees. Lenore no longer sat there. She was never round
the cabin. I saw her disappear down tracks into the bush, wrapped in her shawl.
One afternoon, late, I passed the old farmhouse and thought that I heard music.
I crossed the creaking verandah, opened the door. Something fluttered in the
darkness of the old lounge room, a shadow rose and fell. It was Lenore, dancing.
WESTERLY, No.3, SEPTEMBER, 1989
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1 saw her tapedeck above the ftreplace. 1 heard her feet thump, the rustling of her
skirt. 1 saw that look on her face, her dancing look, that always made me look away.
"I thought you never danced when we came here."
She spun around. Her shoulders dropped.
"What if somebody saw you?"
"Oh Heather." She closed her eyes for a moment. Then she switched off the music.
When 1 was very small, so I've been told, whenever Lenore started to practise, 1
would stop what 1 was doing and rush up the hall and bash on her closed door.
She could only practise if my father was home to distract me, or if 1 spent the day
with Denise and Maudie. 1 don't remember this.
"I thought this was a complete break."
She turned to gather up her shawl. "Listen Hetty." She never spoke in an angry
way to me any more. "If 1 don't dance, 1 dream I'm dancing." She reached across
and touched my cheek. 1 felt she was showing me to someone.
"You're so like Denise," she said.
"I'm not! I'm not!"
"It's getting dark." She took her tapedeck down from the mantelpiece.
"Coming?"
1 shook my head. 1 heard the verandah creak as she crossed it. 1 waited, but it
didn't creak again.

*
One night 1 dreamed that 1 was lying in Les Shepherd's boat, rocked in a gentle
current. There were two of us, the boat was rocking us together in the warm sun
towards the sea. 1 woke and lay, still in that rhythm, while the wind blew around
the cabin. Who was the other? 1 shut my eyes, but the sun blinded me.
Across from me Lenore sighed. She slept in my room now. Les Shepherd's secondhand springs were ruining her spine, she said. 1 left my bed, my dream still warm
with me across the cold floor of the cabin, and climbed in next to my father.
The bed tipped me right into his back. He snorted, heaved and turned towards
me. His face seemed bloated, larger than life, his breath was coarse and desperate.
1 couldn't move or breathe. 1 struggled my way out.
The gentle warmth still lingered in my bed, but though 1 shut my eyes again,
the rhythm had gone away.

*
The little boy rocked back and forward, sucking in his breath. 1 crouched beside
him in the sand. His shin was scraped and bleeding.
"Come with me," 1 said.
1 made myself walk slowly across the clearing to Denise and Maudie's cabin. 1
could hear the little boy panting behind me.
"Hal-Io," Denise said. She was washing up by the rainwater tank. 1 walked straight
into her kitchen and lifted down the biscuit tin with the red cross painted on it.
The little boy came limping in. 1 pulled a chair out for him. He sat down, the injured
leg held stiff in front of him. 1 took a bowl and raced outside to fill it from the
tank.
"Would your little friend like a biscuit?" Denise asked. 1 raced back in again.
1 knelt before the little boy and carefully wiped his shin. He bent his head to
watch. 1 could smell the faint sourness of his hair. His knee was crossed with scars
like badly cobbled knitting. I could just hear him breathing. I laid the plaster exactly
across the broken skin and sealed the edges with my fingers. 1 sat back. 1 could
have swooned with satisfaction.
"There," 1 said.
10

WESTERLY, No.3, SEPTEMBER, 1989

*
Maudie was fishing. She stood at sunset with her laced-up shoes on either side
of a rock just off the shore, her line taut in a passing current. "Any luck?" I shouted,
but she put her finger to her lips and turned her back to me.
I found Denise further up the beach, collecting rocks for the geology tray in her
classroom. She turned the smooth stones over and over in her red hands.
"You know," she said, "I've read about an island, an allergy-free island. Allergic
people go there and live away from modem life, and they're completely cured. I've
thought of writing them a letter."
"Do they ever leave the island?"
"Not if they can help it."
"Would you take Maudie?"
"Of course. She'd love it! You could come too if you wanted. I could be your
teacher." She laughed gaily.
Denise and I stared at the dark hills far across the inlet. The winter that Lenore
was in America, Denise had a nervous breakdown. I didn't know what that was,
then. I thought of circuits sparking, eyes rolling, hair standing on end. No, my father
said, it was just the mind needing a rest. His sister was always overdoing things.
He took Maudie to visit her in a hospital beside the river. Denise sent her love,
he said.
"Where's Maudie?" Denise asked suddenly. We ran. Maudie was still fishing, but
she was now a tiny figure out on a tiny island. Seagulls circled above her, the last
light gleamed in a jagged cut between the clouds. Black water sucked and slapped
about her.
"Maudie!" I screamed. She didn't hear me on her rock, but as the clouds closed
Denise ran into the water and with loud splashing steps was halfway there.

4.

*

It was the last afternoon. There was a hum around the clearing. Boats were loaded
onto trailers, tents dismantled, blankets hung out to air. Most of these cars would
leave at dawn the next morning. I crouched on the cabin doorstep, shrouded in
streamers. There seemed no point in going anywhere.
We would be the last to leave of course. My father was still sitting at his table.
It would be dark when we got home. The house would be black and airless as we
entered. Everything would be just as we had left it, the fans beside the couches,
the postcards from America on the pin-up board . . .
"Where is Lenore?" I called out loudly to my father. "We should be packing."
My father looked up, his finger on the page, his lips moving. He stared at me.
"Daijobu wa yo," he said.
He'd learnt that phrase last winter. It meant: it will be OK.
I flung the streamers off me, stood up. But just then an old blue utility came
veering past our cabin, very fast, heading straight for the water. It had no driver.
Behind it came Wendy Shepherd, her feet pounding, her arms waving like windmills.
Right on the edge of the reeds the ute swerved, rocked over on two wheels, came
lurching back again. This time it knocked my father's table, so my father stumbled
back, grabbing for books. As it swept past I saw a half moon of brown hair just
above the steering wheel. It was the little boy. I glimpsed his neck stretched up above
his gripping hands, his eyes huge with concentration. I ran behind Wendy Shepherd.
All around us people were shouting and running, snatching up children, as the
ute careered between the cabins. Les Shepherd stood beside his jerry can in the middle
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of the track, his mouth open. The Frost girls, coming back from the showers in
towel turbans, leapt for cover clutching their dressing gowns. A youngish lanky man
with flopping brown hair and huge sneakers outpaced the rest of us, jumped on
the running board, reached through the window and turned off the engine. Silence.
"Move over mate," he said. He got in. The ute started up again and slowly
continued across the clearing. It sped up, past the Shepherd's bungalow, past the
old farmhouse, faster and faster down the track, until in a cloud of dust it disappeared.

*
But this is not quite all. Something else happened that day, something I saw. It
is the reason why I wrote all this, the image that I wanted to understand. From
it came all the other memories, of all our holidays at the inlet, all become this one,
last holiday.
After the fuss about the little boy had died down in the clearing, after my father
had picked up his books and packed them away, he said suddenly that he would
like one last look at the ocean. I ran for Denise and Maudie, but I couldn't find
Lenore. It didn't matter, my father said.
We drove in silence through the town, past the forest's edge, toward the great white
dunes. We parked in their shadow: Maudie said she would stay in the car. It was
too late in the day for an old granny to be climbing, she told me.
We toiled up those sheer white slopes, sheltered for a moment from the wind.
The seagulls' crying and the crack of the surf seemed to come from far away.
At the top we knew at once that something was wrong. We were amongst a small
crowd of people looking down on the beach. There was a truck, an ambulance, a
police car parked by the waves. Some Indian tourists had gone paddling in a channel,
a man told us, without taking his eyes from the scene. They didn't know about this
beach, about the rips and currents. Four of them had been swept out to sea. Surfers
- and he pointed to some black figures sitting way out beyond a line of breakers
- had brought in two bodies and were looking for the others. As he spoke, the
truck started up and moved slowly along the beach past us. On its tray were two
long cigar shapes, wrapped in grey blankets.
And then down the beach, following the truck, came a man and a woman. He
was wearing crumpled white pajamas. Her long turquoise scarf blew across her face.
They were each carrying something. As they came closer I saw that they were carrying
sandals, two pairs each. Brown leather sandals, like those on their own feet. Their
faces were without expression.
I stood between Denise and my father, silent like the others on that hill. We
watched them stumble, and keep walking, against the wind, looking straight ahead.
Walking and walking, as you do in a dream, as if part of you wasn't there any more,
as if part of you too had drowned.

12
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HELEN GARLICK

A Distant Cluster of Stars
I was the most junior nurse on Ward 5 when Mr Mendel was admitted. I had just
finished six weeks of preliminary training and now I seemed to run all day, up and
down the long ward carrying bedpans, urinals, sputum mugs and meal trays. Ward
5 was strange and frightening. I was scared all the time about what I might be asked
to do, what I would say if a doctor spoke to me or a senior nurse shouted at me.
I went bright red when the patients made jokes about me being the junior nurse.
The day that Mr Mendel was admitted to Ward 5, he looked scared too.
Ward 5 was a male chest ward and most of the men were Australians or Italians
and Yugoslavs; and most of them had tuberculosis. Mr Mendel was quite exotic
because he was a Polish Jew.
Ward 5 was a huge ward of fifty beds divided into two sections that everyone
called the top and bottom ends. The top end was for men who were allowed to
walk around and the bottom end was for the very sick men. The nurses' office was
in the bottom end of the ward and behind the nurses' office was a single room for
the dying.
Mr Mendel had the only single room in the top end of the ward. Mr Mendel
owned a factory. I don't know what kind of factory he owned but, from the clothes
his wife wore, I supposed that Mr and Mrs Mendel were quite well off. Mrs Mendel
was slim and elegant and wore black stiletto high heels and stockings with seams.
Mr Mendel was in Ward 5 because an x-ray had shown a shadow on his right
lung. I heard Mr Mendel telling the Registrar that he had spent the last winter of
the war trying to escape the Nazis by walking higher and higher up into the Tatry
mountains of Poland. The doctors thought that Mr Mendel could have tuberculosis
that had never been detected.
All day I walked from one end of Ward 5 to the other. Sometimes at night, my
legs ached so much I had to take an aspirin. Sometimes, I thought of Mr Mendel
in the bitter, silent cold of the Tatry mountains.
Sister Low was the charge sister of Ward 5. I was more scared of her than of
anyone or anything else. She was a short, squat Chinese woman and had been in
charge of the ward for more than twenty years. She ran her ward with efficiency
and a very loud voice. "Cough or you'll die", she would shout as she pummelled
the chest of a man who had just had a lung removed that day. All the men coughed
for Sister Low.
Mr Mendel lay on his bed all day, looking toward the doorway. Even when I was
talking to him, I would see his eyes drawn to the doorway as if pulled by a magnetic
force; as if he was expecting, at any moment, someone to come into the room and
tell him that a terrible mistake had been made; that he, Mr Mendel must leave Ward
5 at once.
I wanted to talk to Mr Mendel. I wanted to tell Mr Mendel how I had discovered,
in the local library, the stories of Isaac Bashevis Singer. I wanted to ask Mr Mendel
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questions about Singer's strange stories of goblins and passion and God. I also
wanted to show Mr Mendel that I understood something about him, something,
no matter how small, about where he had come from. But I never found the words
to tell Mr Mendel. Mr Mendel and I made light yet awkward conversation.
Mr Mendel had further tests. He didn't have tuberculosis. A biopsy showed that
he had cancer of the lung. He was told that it would be necessary for him to have
an operation to see if the cancer could be removed.
One afternoon, I came into Mr Mendel's room to take his temperature. He lay
in bed, his eyes closed, papers and his glasses strewn across the light green bedspread.
The bedclothes were all jumbled up - like the bedclothes of a very restless child.
"Mr Mendel," I said softly, not wanting to give him a fright. "Mr Mendel, it's time
for your temperature to be taken." Mr Mendel opened his eyes. Only now as I write
can I remember that Mr Mendel's eyes were velvet brown. Mr Mendel looked at
me. He grabbed my hand. I did not know what to do. But I did not pull my hand
away from Mr Mendel. "Nurse, do you believe in God?"
I had not had much to do with death. I could remember my brother's bitter tears
when his dalmation puppy had to be put down because it had distemper. And I
remembered the day that my Uncle Ed had died. He was coming to our place to
give me my birthday present but he had a headache and went to lie down. My aunt
found him an hour later - dead from a cerebral haemorrhage. I was still given
his present to me - a red velvet dress with a lace collar and coloured glass beads
sewn onto the front in the shape of a flower.
"Do you believe in God?" Mr Mendel asked me. I answered that I thought that
there was some kind of powerful being, that there was 'something'. Even at seventeen,
I could be no more definite than that. "Something?" Mr Mendel said, Mr Mendel
shouted. "Something?" Mr Mendel laughed, snorted - a sound like anger, like
laughter. "Maybe you think that God is nothing more than a distant cluster of stars."
His thick accent made it hard for me to understand the words he said. And I
did not really understand what he meant by them. With burning cheeks, I left his
room. Mr Mendel never mentioned God to me again.

* * *
Every afternoon at three o'clock, Mrs Mendel walked down the long corridor to
her husband's room. She always wore the black stilettoes but every second day she
wore a different suit. Always, a well cut suit in expensive material - tweed or grey,
black and cream, navy blue. Mrs Mendel wore the kind of clothes that my mother
would call 'good clothes'. One of the senior nurses told me that Mr and Mrs Mendel
had met in a refugee camp.
Mrs Mendel nodded to me if we passed in the corridor but she was always
distracted as though politeness, appearances, were no longer any of her concern.
She walked, tap-tapping over the black and grey lino, her single purpose being to
make the journey down the corridor of Ward 5 to her waiting husband.
As she came closer to his room, Mr Mendel must have heard her footsteps. I
wonder now, as I did then, if Mrs Mendel paused, just for an instant, for the merest
moment in time, before she entered that room. Did she pause and take a breath,
fix a smile, conjure up a calmness, before she went in to her husband? The door
to Mr Mendel's room was always shut when Mrs Mendel visited him.
Mr Mendel was operated on two weeks after he first came to Ward 5. The surgeon,
a famous chest man, performed the operation. It wasn't much of an operation as
far as the surgeon was concerned. Mr Mendel's cancer was inoperable. He was
opened up, and then he was sutured shut again. Nothing could be done.
14
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Mr Mendel recovered fairly quickly from the operation. Mrs Mendel visited him
twice a day. For me, those weeks were much the same: walking at almost running
pace up and down the ward carrying bedpans, urinals, sputum mugs, meal trays.
At the end of his fourth week on Ward 5, Mr Mendel went home.
I was still on Ward 5 two months later, when Mr Mendel came back. At the
beginning, Mr Mendel was in the same room that he had been in before. But, after
a few days, he was moved to the room behind the nurses' office.
This room had two windows: one window looked out onto a wall covered with
ivy and you could see, in the distance, three silver birth trees. The other window
of the room looked into the nurses' office and had a grey blind on the nurses office
side which was usually down when someone was in the single room. The nurses
could flick the blind back or pull it up from the bottom, to see if we needed to
go into the room.
Mrs Mendel stayed all day with her husband, only leaving the room when he was
sleeping or when the nurses were washing him. Sometimes, when I was coming on
duty or going for a meal break, I would see Mrs Mendel pacing up and down outside
the ward, the cigarette between her fingers trailing smoke. Sometimes I saw her
talking to Sister Low, conversations carried on in hushed voices and, although I
could never hear the words, I could feel the intensity between the two women.
Sister Low never said much, not to me anyhow. But, once, I was in the office
charting the temperatures when she came in after one of these conversations with
Mrs Mendel. "The pain. She can't stand seeing him in pain." was all Sister Low
said to me. She went to the drug cupboard and unlocked it. "Check this nurse."
She pushed a vial of heroin under my eyes. "Yes, Sister," I said.
We all expected Mr Mendel to die at any time. He lay naked in the bed because
he could not bear to have any clothes on. Even the weight of the sheet made him
agitated. Yet, at times Mr Mendel was calm, calm and peaceful. We tried to be gentle
when we washed him but we still hurt him: two nurses would roll him onto his side
and a third, quickly washed his back and put on cream. This was usually my job.
One Saturday evening we sat in the office waiting for the night staff to come on
duty. We had finished everything - the temperatures were charted, the supper dishes
washed, the drugs given and all the patients settled. I kept on looking at my watch,
hoping that the night staff would be early because I was going to a party. Mr Mendel
was sleeping. The charge nurse, an Englishman, told us stories as we waited. He
always made us laugh with his stories of the different places he had worked. We
laughed, - even though the stories he told us were both bizarre and sad.
I was sitting on the bench in front of the window that looked into Mr Mendel's
room. The grey blind was up, just a bit, so that we could watch Mr Mendel.
A sound came from Mr Mendel's room. Only a small sound. Was is a voice, a
cry, something falling? We all heard the sound but none of us could say what it
was. "Have a look to see if he's all right," the English nurse said to me.
I held onto both sides of the grey blind and pulled it back right over my head,
back far enough so that I could see clearly into the room. Mr Mendel lay quite still
and he looked at me. Then, he smiled, a smile so generous that, even after twentyfour years, I remember ... Between Mr Mendel and myself lay a distant cluster
of stars. I smiled back at Mr Mendel. "He's all right." I told the English nurse.

* * *
Mr Mendel died that night, just after midnight. Mrs Mendel was with him. When
I came on duty the next morning, the grey blind was right up to the top of the
window. Through the window I could see the newly made bed, the cleanness, the
emptiness in the room. A large brown paper bag - the sort that is used m
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supermarkets - was on the bench in the office. Mr Mendel's clothes and other
belongings were in the bag. Sister Low asked another junior nurse to put the bag
in the storage cupboard. I'm glad she didn't ask me. The night nurse told Sister
Low that the Chevra Kadisha had come and taken Mr Mendel's body away.
Three days later, on my last day on Ward 5 before going to the children's ward,
I saw Mrs Mendel walking along the corridor towards the office. I stayed and chatted
to a patient in the bed near the door so that I could see Mrs Mendel when she left.
A few minutes later, Mrs Mendel came back up the corridor carrying the brown
paper bag.

DAVID KELLY

The Goddess and the Panther
Cat-slashed flutes of sunlight plummet
to the green gloom of an early forest.
Running between the shadows and the shafts
see Diana, the huntress, the fair God-girl.
Her hair is bouncing and her dress aswirl
and yet she lands as softly as a thief.
She will not crush a single fallen leaf.
She kneels beside and strokes
her restlessly sleeping panther.
Her hands have cleared the cloudy dream
and he wakes and waits and his gold eyes gleam.
They're off. He pounds beside her;
a muscle music only she can hear:
his pug marks left in the forest floor.

16
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DAVID McCOOEY
Three Folk Songs
1. Van Dieman's Land
No dull struck camp
No dishevelled death like landscape
No denial or clay
Merely this time shod
Road driven all day
No scenery for bitumen
No drudgery for boredom
None lives by gun and snare,
By dark blood of a dark hand.
None travels on another man's mare,
Or squats in a hut on other men's land.
None sings of death or shouts in warning
Of strange actions of a strange hand.
None calls this place a place of mourning:
Only the dead repent for Yen Dieman's Land.
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DAVID McCOOEY

2. On the Wallaby
Full fed and forlorn
We take our seat on rock,
Stare through half-closed
Eyes through trees that Dlock
The fools we are, fleeing
The suburbs for a day
To eat sandwiches
In a heatless May.
This is no Wallaby track;
The cODlplaints lack cODledy.
We are not fools
Chasing foolish drudgery
With only a blanket
And a tin DlUg:
We perch on the edge,
Clinging to the travelling rug
Content in the knowledge
That a great tradition
ReDlains, like a carcass
Swallowed in derision
By land, speckled by
Ring-barked trees,
Where eDlpty sYDlbols float
On the eDlpty breeze.

18
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DAVID McCOOEY

3. A Nolan Retrospect
Amongst the ones twos and threes erect
before canvas, stood out large schools of
overseas students, muttering little English
and less Australian: being led by the
croon of a Federation-style lady of
The Arts, as a bull is led by a stock
man. She strode authoritatively up to
Ned Kelly. "This is the first of the
Kelly Paintings", as if introducing
a larrikin she was secretly proud of
knowing. Bull-like ignorance stared
back; her eyebrows raised only a fraction.
"Haven't you heard of Ned Kelly?"
she cried, "this is Ned Kelly" and
pointed to Nolan's cracked square
of black paint firmly soldered onto
its horse, with sky peeping out
from behind its eyeballs. The other
members of the gang faded into
anonymity (except, ironically, in
Death) as the hero rode toward
the sunset: gun, horse, and man
resolutely stuck together, as if
by some child, as the three are
stuck to the landscape. Exit with
the occasional carcass, the obligatory
wit; the celebrated sneer at a
toffee-nosed hanging judge.
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ANTHONY LAWRENCE

Hunger Strike
When the food stopped coming,
so did the need for a future
by the breaking Irish Sea.
First they went blind
in a ratty cell, with doctors
hovering like waiters
over the body's fmal banquet,
feasting on itself
like a gluttonous animal in the rank
dark of a Long Kesh night.
And when they died,
they went out over the wall,
leaving their shadows on brown stone
to thrash away from the wire
and tower, like birds
hungry for distance and the wind's
absolution, rising over yards
where they walked once,
planning their escape with conviction
composed of love, and the right to die
in the self-imposed famine of their time.

20
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ANTHONY LAWRENCE

Christmas in Belfast
Soldiers from the Queen's Regiment
are running the gauntlet in tenement green.
Here, shadow is a blessing where shadow
is the running of blood and guns.
Cupping their hands around the red tips
of their cigarettes, their armalites
draped casually over the arm,
they could be hunters with shotguns
waiting for a storm of quail
to rise up from the grass.
From doorways, children sound the alarm
with whistles and a volley of stones
as a cavalcade of armoured personnel trucks
carry the garrison to a body search
along the streets of Belfast - city of bones.
Daily, the nearness of riflefire tells
of death and death's bleak warning.
Teach us to love, the winds of Ulster moan.
The tri-colour moon is on a hunger-strike.
The black flags are cracking in Antrim rain.
One day the twisted frame of a child's bike
is removed like garbage from the street.
Night brings retribution - a rooftop
station's infra-red surveillance
nails a soldier against the wall,
blown off his feet into the obituaries
of British occupation. The funeral pipes
drone with disorder; the slow march
begins up Shankhill Road,
and the drums beat a slow retreat.
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Beyond the black balaclava, and the shots
ripping over the martyred dead, bullets
on both sides of the church and border
find and leave their mark. The wind
is a microphone, blowing orders
from the barricade wire and London rooms,
staffed by men who map their offensives
in the shifting dust of a riotous time.
On a quiet country lane, an army landrover
explodes behind the brightly-painted arc
of a horse-drawn tinker caravan.
The car bomb and the mine, the tear gas
and the tumbling hail of head-clubbing rubber,
these give us brooding pause
and six counties' children walk the line.
In the city, the warnings have been coming
through the static of patrol car radios
like voices muffled under a drumming of rain.
December in Belfast announces
a sporadic list of public bombings the raven ruffles its feathers
in a distant field, and members of the UD.A.
play solitaire and cough in bright rooms,
waiting for the violent run
to interrupt the winter-quiet procession
of overcoated pensioners moving off
from the pub to home. The night is undone.
There is blood in the snow, and confession
is closed for the season.
Santa is packing a gun.
The butcher's shop window is filled
with freshly killed meat.
Sawdust has been scattered
like dirty snow across the floor.
In the park, snowmen keep watch
over the smoky town. Who keeps
a tally of the dead when laughter
and goodwill grow drunkenly
towards the dawn? As Belfast sleeps,
dockside shadows unload another
arsenal imported from the Lebanon.
The cold North Star revolves and glows;
the children have been good.
In the pubs, pints and fists hammer
in time to provisional ballads
as the band lets fly in the corner.
Someone shouts the bar, and Guinness
spills over the floor like blood.
In the morning, many careful hands
will unwrap the prettiest parcels.
22
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DIANA BRYDON

New Approaches to the
New Literatures in English
In Orientalism Edward Said hoped "to illustrate the formidable structure of cultural
domination"! that was embodied in the discipline of Orientalism. While he recognised
that "perhaps the most important task of all would be to undertake studies in
contemporary alternatives to Orientalism" (24), many recent critics have chosen to
follow his example rather than to pursue his proposed search for nonrepressive
alternatives. Our discipline is now spending so much time critiquing colonialist
discourse that the genuinely new directions implicit in the study of the new literatures
in English are being neglected. For an alternative organisation of knowledge we must
look beyond reactions against what we have inherited toward new starting points.
Deconstructing imperialism keeps us within imperialism's orbit.
To get beyond that orbit we need to see our work as part of "a larger political
program of cultural transvaluation."2 That program would draw our attention to
the importance of history, of struggle, of the specifics of class, race, gender, nation
and culture. It would enable us (as academic critics of literature) to listen to the
voices of the formerly colonized writing out of the fullness of their lives, not just
to us but to each other, and to listen to them writing themselves in roles other than
that of our colonized. As Arif Dirlik points out, "in order to be thorough, the critique
of culturalist hegemony must be extended to the role culture plays as an instrument
of hegemony within societies":3 within our own societies as well as within the other
cultures we study. Such a consciously political program would enable us (as white
Westeners) to study other cultures without falling into the equally unattractive traps
of acting as either exploiters or "wanna-be's." It would enable us (as Canadians who
know what it is to participate on both sides of the colonization process) to speak
as more than simply someone else's other. As a white Canadian, I speak as heir
to an invading culture and beleaguered citizen of a colonized one, to an audience
whose own participation in these processes is far from simple.
That is probably why I feel drawn to Said's analysis ofthese issues. I do not invoke
him here for the prestige of his authority as one of the great white fathers of
contemporary theory, but because his own ambivalence as both Palestinian and
American, so eloquently invoked in After the Last Sky, illuminates my own
placement in the field. My argument in this paper is that we need to attend to a
variety of voices speaking from different positions within the field: to Ngugi as well
as Soyinka, to Beatrice Culleton as well as Atwood, to Lamming as well as Naipaul,
to Satendra Nandan as well as Albert Wendt. To start here, rather than with Derrida,
Lacan or Todorov, will reconfigure our sense of the possibilities and dilemmas of
our enterprise. I'm not saying we must ''forget Foucault" (if such a thing were
possible), but I am saying that Foucault cannot be applied to the new literatures
in English like a bandage to a wounded Empire.
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When Said published Orientalism in 1978, many critics of the post-colonial
literatures in English felt a shock of recognition: here was a critical language that
articulated our concerns. For post-colonial critics who had been struggling to justify
their work on the literary establishment's terms, Orientalism seemed a useful ally,
a Trojan horse by means of which we might move our field of study more securely
into the heart of the discipline. As Christopher L. Miller implies in Blank Darkness:
Ajricanist Discourse in French, Orientalism signalled the shift in attention from
image to discourse, and from a visual to a linguistic focus. Instead of documenting
the image of the indigene or settler, discourse analysis turned away from content
to ask questions about language, about how something is said, "by whom, where,
and for whom."4 Such questions help us to understand more clearly that Europe
itself is an idea, a cultural creation, and not the inevitable source for all thinking,
and that universality is a dangerous myth.
Discourse analysis enables us to deal with ideology and the "ideological state
apparatuses"S which control knowledge, making certain assumptions seem natural
and others unthinkable. As Said points out in Orientalism, "the literary cultural
establishment as a whole has declared the serious study of imperialism and culture
off limits" (13). Orienta/ism defied that injunction. It began a critical discourse
addressing "race, writing and difference."6 But there is a danger that old repressions
may survive in subtler ways.
How discussions of the formerly excluded are now entering the discourse remains
problematic. It is one thing to appear to challenge Eurocentrism while continuing
to focus on Europe and its ills. It is another to challenge the bias of literary study
toward valorizing representation and obliterating "the traces of other relationships
within literary structures that are based principally upon acquisition and
appropriation."7 Most of the fundamental challenges (and new opportunities for
creating nonrepressive forms of discourse) offered by the new literatures in English
remain unexplored.
For as Said himself explains in a discussion of "Intellectuals in the Post-colonial
World," "It is not a matter of exclusion, as Foucault and Lacan would have us see
such things, but of a silent and incorporated disparity that persists in a variety of
forms."8 We face the danger that the new vogue for "third world," "minority" or
"marginalised literatures," as they have variously been called, will merely introduce
more subtle versions of "incorporated disparity" instead of challenging an
organisation of discourse that justifies the status quo.
My fears come from a variety of sources: the proliferation of American critical
journals jumping on the bandwagon, new Canadian fiction ostensibly addressing
these themes, and popular journalism acclaiming the vitality of post-colonial fiction
which has suddenly become highly marketable. All these ignore the perspective of
the colonized and the genuine alternatives they propose. Much of this new attention
reassigns the third world to a role as exotic commodity while it continues to blind
Canadians to their own participations as both colonized and colonizer within their
own country and abroad.
Take, for example, a recent article by Ken Adachi in the Entertainment section
of the Toronto Star that sees the revival of serious fiction coming from "more
turbulent countries," those "on the other side of the colonial experience" and in
themes of "the immigrant experience, racism, politics, cultural divisiveness."9 The
Star article processes the challenge posed to the established tradition by writers such
as Rushdie into another marketable commodity. Exoticism sells. In this article Ken
Adachi recognizes that these new post-colonial writers are exciting and powerful,
but by concluding that they all have something to say about "the Human Condition"
he makes sure that they pose no challenge to traditional understanding of literature's
24
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role. This is accommodation at its least subtle, but it remains an effective strategy
for defusing challenge.
More subtle and more dangerous are those recent books which appear to address
serious aspects of the colonization process only to perpetuate imperialist ideologies
through the language, perspectives and literary structures they employ. Neil
Bissoondath's stories in Digging Up the Mountains (1985) evoke extravagant praise
from Canadian reviewers, troubled reviews from post-colonial critics like Helen
Tiffin, Arun Mukherjee and myself, and angry dismissal from the Caribbean writers
with whom I have discussed his work. These stories cater to Western fears of
dangerous, incomprehensibly motivated black masses who threaten property out of
an inherent propensity toward vandalism rather than from a desire for social change.
Bissoondath portrays a Caribbean that longs for the security of colonial rule, and
devotes his attention to the "human face" of the class that is circumventing local
laws to smuggle money out of its own country to ensure a safe future in Canada.
Sean Virgo's Selakhi (1987) submits to the glamour of Rimbaud, perpetuating
the image of the South Seas as a white man's paradise, where "savage" women are
undemandingly available and "savage" men may be murdered without penalty, where
material fortunes may be made from the gold one discovers on the natives' land
and poetic fortunes may be made from the inspiration that submission to the
primitive "heart of darkness" affords the civilized connoisseur of language. Such
books tend to steal attention from other, more complex and recalcitrant texts that
challenge instead of reinforcing the inherited colonialist stereotypes. Often they are
taken to speak for the regions they exploit. Although it can be productive to
deconstruct their ideologies, such work is counter-productive if these texts alone
continue to monopolize our attention.
In Cambodia: a book for people who find television too slow (1986), Brian Fawcett
at least recognizes the problem: "How do I write without falling into the enemy
camp?"10 But he fails to find a solution. He aligns himself with writers such as V.S.
Naipaul, Alexander Trocchi, Breytan Breytenback, Nadine Gordimer, John Berger,
Salman Rushdie, all writers he sees coming, as he does, from "distant outposts of
progress" (83). The Conradian echo is deliberate. Fawcett believes that what he calls,
after McLuhan, "the Global Village," American franchise capitalism and its
consumer culture, has "made us all into impoverished natives" (93), that "the
barbarians are in control" (200) and that our only hopes lie in "truth-speaking" (161)
and "thinking" (168), activities best encouraged by "education and constitutional
nationalism" (199). Here Fawcett is conflating two kinds of imperialism: 1) the
political (and within that division, two kinds of experience, the third world's and
the white settler society'S, that of the neo-Europes); and 2) the capitalist cultural
commodification of everyday life in the heart of the empire as well as beyond it.
Imperialism and capitalism are certainly related, but Fawcett's conflation sounds
too much like the "me-tooism" of a privileged culture unwilling to admit its own
responsibility for the current mess we're all in.
Despite my appreciation of the insights he provides into the special character of
Canadian colonialism, I am disappointed by Fawcett's book because ultimately it
falls into the very patterns it seeks to escape. It retreats from its insights into an
elitist despair and perpetuates a mythology of Us versus Them, the basic model of
colonialist discourse that he is ostensibly challenging. Fawcett embraces what Said
has termed a "rhetoric as well as a politics of blame. "II
How does one move beyond a "politics of blame"? We could search for a new
starting point beyond the "manichean aesthetics" of colonizer and colonized. Critics
of the new literatures in English look to the work produced in countries colonized
by the British empire, reading that work not simply as reactions to imperialism but
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as literature expressing the entire range of human interests. My quarrel with many
of the contemporary attempts to fmd a single all-embracing theory for understanding
such literatures lies with the narrowing of focus to the imperial/ colonial relation
as if it 'were all there were. It is true that imperialism touches every aspect of life
in a colony, but in subtle as well as brutal ways that do not always privilege the
perspective of the oppressor. I could never lump V.S. Naipaul together with Salman
Rushdie as Fawcett does because I see Naipaul as upholding the world view I question
and Rushdie as furthering my questioning. Both write within imperialism's orbit,
but Naipaul accepts its authority as a given whereas Rushdie locates alternative
sources of power enabling change. Yet both are "third world writers" to most people.
Presciently, Fawcett has said that "politics is the next content."121t would appear
that he was right. But what are the implications of this change in content for those
of us interested in shifts of perspective? Books that discuss revolution and racial
prejUdice are now more trendy than books that explore unhappy marriages. Is this
enough? I don't think so. Neither is simply introducing selected works from the postcolonial or black literatures into the established canon. Nor should we simply
establish counter-canons.
The challenge the post-colonialliteratures potentially pose is a much greater one,
that of re-thinking the organisation and function of knowledge. If, as Said argues,
the presently accepted "mission of the humanities" in American society is "to
represent noninterference in the affairs of the everyday world,"13 then our task is
to define a "program of interference" (31).
Let's start with the interferences charging this paper. I have shifted back and forth
from flrst to third person when discussing marginalised and dominant traditions
throughout this paper, because as a Canadian I am part of both. As a professor
of English literature specializing in the new Englishes I belong to both worlds. As
a Canadian I react against American homogenisations of post-colonial differences,
and especially against the continuing invisibility of Canada as itself an alternative
North American culture; as a white English professor teaching Caribbean literature
I must always be on my guard against doing the same thing to others. The universities,
and particularly the arts, are themselves increasingly marginalised institutions in our
society. Our overlapping worlds create a complex pattern of interferences, which
if not recognised can create the kind of interference that obscures rather than clarifies
understanding.
For example, my audience is not homogeneous. Most academic critics and
mainstream media regard the third world as a nuisance or an exotic playground
paradise. Fredric Jameson's alternative, to see it as an ideally politicized world from
which flrst world intellectuals are forever barred by virtue of their privilege, is hardly
better. One cannot take a common understanding of the simplest terms for granted.
First world and third world are themselves imprecisely defmed, with some now
identifying pockets of third world culture within the United Station. Nationalism
takes on a bewildering array of meanings depending on the historical and
geographical contexts in which it occurs. In the audience discussion of a panel on
Cultural Studies at the 1988 MLA, some discussants automatically assumed that
identity was a bad thing, to be deconstructed; others that it could be a necessary
thing to be claimed and built. Confusion resulted because contexts were not specifled;
the interferences were not perceived as potentially creative but merely bewildering.
As a result, many of those attempting to further Said's insights into the implications
of Orientalist discourse for understanding other kinds of repressive discourse
sometimes fmd themselves working at cross purposes.
Take, for example, the exchange between Aijaz Ahmad and Fredric Jameson
in Social Text (during 1986 and 1987). They provide two parallel discourses that
never seem to meet, Ahmad writing as what Said terms as "insider by virtue of
26

WESTERLY, No.3, SEPTEMBER, 1989

experience" and Jameson as an "insider by virtue of method."14 They understand
each other, they are sympathetic to each other's position, but they write within
different cultural contexts, with different agendas, and despite sharing space in Social
Text, for different audiences. In his response, Jameson does not meet any of Ahmad's
cogent and persuasive objections to the assumptions behind his paper. Instead, he
suggests his essay was not written for Ahmad, a post-colonial intellectual, but for
his fellow Americans; it was intended, he writes "as an intervention into a 'flrstworld' literary and critical situation."15 Is this good enough? I flnd myself very
unhappy with such arguments, even while I recognize the genuine problems of
constituency addressed in this exchange. I am unhappy because such defences of
strategic choice continue to exclude the perspective of the colonized to focus on that
of the imperialist. The more powerful nations continue to set the agenda.
A similar exchange occurs between Henry Louis Gates Jr. and Houston A. Baker
Jr. about the Critical Inquiry issue devoted to " 'Race,' Writing and Difference."
Baker writes that "the signal shortcoming of 'Race: Writing, and Difference is the
paucity of Caliban's sound."16 Gates replies: "No, Houston, there are no vernacular
critics collected here; nor did you expect there to be . . . Todorov can't even hear
us, Houston, when we talk his academic talk; how he gonna hear us if we 'talk that
talk,' the talk of the black idiom?"17 Here it is self-censorship that excludes the voices
of the colonized. Knowing in advance that the differences of black speech cannot
be heard as another kind of speech but only as noise, the editor decides to exclude
difference speaking for itself and to focus instead on deconstructing accepted
representations of difference. Again, I think this is a mistake.
The best service we can do our subject is to change the terms of reference in which
it has traditionally been discussed. Formerly colonized peoples no longer need to
address the big names from imperialist countries. Although colonized and formerly
colonized peoples must be aware of the point of view of the colonizer while they
flght to formulate and maintain their own alternative perspectives, this double
awareness is not the same as accepting the colonizer's terms of reference. Barbara
Christian speaks for many post-colonials when she insists that "many of us have
never conceived of ourselves only as somebody's other."18 We may be forced to
discover our otherness - our ethnicity, our gender or our economic powerlessness
- by encounters with those more powerful, those with the authority to name, but
we are never initially an "other" to ourselves.
If contemporary "mainstream" critics are truly interested in post-colonial
literatures and perspectives, they will come to us, to the formerly colonized peoples
who are working on our own literatures and developing cross-cultural approaches
to the study of the imperialist legacy and those areas which escaped its influence.
They will read our literary journals and consult our experts. It is a sign of the
superficiality of the present level of interest that the contribution of critics and
theorists in formerly colonized countries continues to be ignored (when it is not
attacked) by the new instant experts in third world literatures writing in the United
States.
I am not speaking merely out of the wounded pride of someone whose turf has
been invaded and I am not saying that only the colonized may speak with authority
of that experience. Sometimes our objections to the newer forms of incorporated
disparity can be heard as simplistic, when they actually point to problems that are
exceedingly complex. At the 1988 MLA meetings in New Orleans, I heard an Indian
woman unhappily arguing that Rushdie was not "really Indian" because of his British
education, upper class perspective and postmodernist literary play. At flrst it seemed
that she was arguing that only Indians whose race and experience identifIed them
with the majority could write about India, but as the discussion proceeded it seemed
clear that she was actually objecting to the kind of play to which Rushdie subjected
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her history. She felt his form and tone were diminishing her, depoliticising her battles
for autonomy, and homogenising her difference for the amusement of her exploiters.
(This was before the Ayatollah's death threat changed the contexts in which Rushdie
could objectively be discussed forever. The Satanic Verses introduces new elements
that would take my analysis too far off course here.)
As this anecdote suggests, the division between "insiders by virtue of experience"
and "insiders by virtue of method" does not finally hold up against closer scrutiny,
at least not when viewed theoretically. But there are practical as well as theoretical
issues at stake here. What is the difference between imaginatively entering the
experience of another to write as the other and presuming to speak for the other
if both work to silence the other? I once objected to a university-level Commonwealth
literature course that taught Forster's Passage to India as its sole "Indian" text. In
that context, the selection implied that the English wrote more effectively about India
than a native writer could. Canadian and Australian literary critics still spend more
time looking at images of the native in white literatures than they do reading and
writing about native writing. No wonder black writers were upset that only white
fictions about blacks appeared in a recent anthology. The balance requires redressing.
Yet from a theoretical point of view, the battle is not so much between insiders
and outsiders; it is really between two kinds of method. On the one hand, the postcolonial method generally recognizes (as Said's work itself does) that there is a place
in literary theory for the "personal dimension."19 Said quotes Gramsci:
the starting-point of critical elaboration is the consciousness of what one really is, and
is 'knowing thyself as a product of the historical process to date, which has deposited
in you an infinity of traces, without leaving an inventory ... therefore it is imperative
at the outset to compile such an inventory.2O

Orientalism is Said's inventory. Black Skin, White Masks is Fanon's. The Pleasures
of Exile is Lamming's. Toward the Decolonization of African literature is
Chinweizu, Jemie and Madubuike's. Decolonising the Mind is Ngugi's. Myth,
literature and the African World is Soyinka's. Tradition, The Writer and Society,
is Wilson Harris's. This is a method that starts with experience and works outward
to understand the ideological underpinnings of that experience. On the other hand,
theorists such as Jameson promote a method that begins with the impulse to
categorize and aims to discover an all-embracing theory defining the cognitive
aesthetics of third world or black or minority literatures. This method stresses certain
basic similarities in order to understand differences, but the emphasis falls on the
organising patterns of similarity produced by imperialism or racism. Both methods
are valuable when they recognize their own limitations, but in practice they can
become caricatures of themselves, seeking to exclude all other perspectives instead
of contributing to a larger collective effort of understanding.
The debate between Ahmad and Jameson makes a valuable contribution to that
effort, illuminating the pitfalls of either approach when practised in ignorance of
the procedures of the other and showing how critics may disagree in productive
encounters. I agree with Ahmad that Jameson's initial analysis was impeded rather
than clarified by his search for a single unifying theory to explain a phenomenon
- Third World literature - whose very status is doubtful. Nonetheless, their
exchange of views works to illuminate the problems we face because both writers
share a fundamentally Marxist perspective.
The debate between Joyce, Gates and Baker in New literary History (1987), in
contrast, reveals the misunderstandings that can cloud the real issues at stake when
criticism is not grounded in a materialist analysis. Joyce appeals to personal
experience without questioning the construction of the subject, without compiling
her inventory of traces. Gates and Baker present themselves as deconstructionists,
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but question white canons only to set up their own alternative black ones. They
do not question the idea of a canon, dominant modes of reading or the authority
of the literary establishment. None of the three provide an alternative to the
humanism which traditionally excluded blacks; they only seek admission into its
ranks. Despite their violent disagreements with one another, and the real differences
in approach, the work of these three critics is complicit with the system they think
they are questioning. Their work grants primacy to what they oppose: to white
fictions about black identity. It incorporates the black as the white's other, starting
from reaction against imperialism's naming to demand a voice within its system and
access to its power instead of seeking a new beginning through retrieving traces of
alternatives excluded from the dominator/dominated relation.
It is probably no accident that Said is also the contemporary critic who has drawn
attention to the vexed problem of beginnings. As he reminds us: "a beginning
immediately establishes relationships with works already existing, relationships of
either continuity or antagonism or some mixture of both.'~l My argument here is
that much of the recent work bringing the study of imperialism and culture back
into literary discourse is beginning with an emphasis designed to defeat the quest
for alternatives to the Orientalist enterprise. We have begun too often with the
dominating perspective. No interest in the cultures of the marginalised can be
productive if it does not begin with listening to what they have to say, with reading
their literature and studying their cultures with as much care as we would our own.
Unless we can attend to their naming of their own beginnings, we will be doomed
to continue their incorporated disparity within the dominant discourse.
The new directions of the last few years have led us in a circle, revitalizing readings
of the Raj and silencing the new literatures. Only when we begin with a genuine
engagement with post-colonial texts and their perspectives will we fmd a way out
of the tyranny of an Orientalist organisation of knowledge.
As a teacher and critic of the Commonwealth literatures, then, I begin by
negotiating the interferences between two beginnings. Firstly, recognizing the current
reality and continuing threat of incorporated disparities, I seek to compile an
inventory of the unrecorded traces that have led to my formation as a social subject,
as a Canadian and as an English professor, in order to recognize the beginnings
that have already been constructed for me in the hope of using them to develop
my own program of creative interferences. Secondly, I tum to the new literatures
in English, as contextualized by their own critical, historical and cultural traditions,
trying to make myself an informed listener and helping my students to listen. My
chief interest lies in questioning the traditionally accepted 'incorporated disparities'
within the discipline of English literature, within the national traditions of Canada
and Australia, and more recently within the new discipline of Cultural Studies. The
challenge is to negotiate the path between the excessive fragmentation of a narrowly
specialized focus and the "grand synthesis ~2 of theories that effectively silence further
questionings. That negotiation can best be achieved through collaborative work with
a comparative cross-cultural and possibly cross-disciplinary focus.
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DAVID CURZON

An Onion
Sure, there's an outer skin
but when that's quickly peeled
(and it's only brittle and thin)
true onion is revealed.
An onion that could speak
would say ad nauseam:
you've nothing more to seek,
just see: I am what I am.
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GEOFF PAGE

Middle Names
Middle names
are where the distaff
surfaces
and disappears;
your mother's father's
name is carried
one bend further
down the years.
The middle name
becomes a talisman;
superstition
keeps it on;
a polished stone
inside a pocket
thrown out when the
owner's gone
or carried through
as secret totem,
not quite knowing
what it meant,
a river, town or
English shire,
some misty village
lost in Kent.
Ambition, with its
sterner stuff,
reads further on
along the line.
Ted, or Tom,
gives way to Tarquin,
more suited to that
vast design.
A few are heirs
to three or four,
a forest thick
with family trees,
and catch perhaps
some withered branches
rattling thinly
in the breeze.
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Middle names
go deeper down,
always the obverse
of the coinand hesitate
like kids at parties,
waiting to be
asked to join.
Or choose to plume
themselves a little.
Freed from the gospels'
narrow choices,
they listen to
obscure ambitions,
the vanity in
buried voices.
Americans
use pure initials;
they have no centre
to confess.
The man who authorized the Bomb
is known as only

'Harry S.'
The middle name's
another self,
the cleric's daring
libertine,
the hedonist
on Sunday evening
washing socks
and conscience clean.
The middle name's
another person,
that happier
alternative,
the person whom
we might have been,
someone easier
to forgive.
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TERRY HARRINGTON

Letter from a Father
(for Melanie & Kristy)

Sometime in the future I sit at home
to write to you, surrounded by unmolested piles
of books & papers, uncluttered rooms
with simple, solid, clean, unbroken furniture,
the curtains & windows closed, the silence of the house
drawing a current of noise from the street & calling up
your names, your games, your paintings & pouts.
A curious surge of blue simplicity falls on me, realising
that I have always missed you, not fathered you enough,
that I have served myself first, too much.
I will tell you that I have experienced the numinous
because I know you will still be caring for my soul, then.
I will think back to now, deliciously,
when you were a raw handful of girls.

34

WESTERLY, No.3, SEPTEMBER, 1989

ANDREA GOLDSMITH

Childhood Deceits
Childhood is a harrowing time: stalked by decisions and hampered by conformity,
these are brutal years. And as for childhood's sweet innocence, it's a myth. Innocence
is a curse, innocence is being unaware of violence lurking in the shadows.
I offer this perspective from one who is a child - a child not exactly like all
others but nonetheless recognisable as one: short, flat chested, smooth of skin, and
drug free. A child living through fear-infested years. Fear of making wrong decisions
mostly: how to respond to the latest battle in Sarah's war against pimples; whether
Adrian or Georgio would be the more acceptable object of my shamefully weak
pubescent desire; to admit to my passion for the cello over the piano. My life is
mangled by decisions, as soon as I eliminate one others appear and I have to grapple
with them all. Fear makes me do it, fear pumps air to my lungs. Fear and a grotto
of secrets are the scaffolding of childhood and innocence is a dirty sham.
But I am not morose. I hear my parents discussing my sweet nature and quick
mind, how little trouble I am when compared with other children of thirteen, indeed
other children of any age. So little bother.
Being judged so little bother suggests I'm proficient at childhood, which pleases
me. I try so hard to be good and ordinary; indeed, I'd prefer not to be noticed at
all unless for laudable acts. Although this is not without its problems. Doing well
at school is a case in point: my school wants its girls to perform well, and it praises
you if you do, but it also encourages conformity. Conformity, although difficult to
achieve, is synonymous with anonymity and crucial to the role of successful child.
I have applied myself to being ordinary, but it's not easy to top the class year after
year and try to hide the fact. It's not easy coming top year after year in order to
satisfy your craving for praise but at the same time endeavouring to appear neither
different nor better than the other girls.
My life would be less arduous if it were not for total recall. One day I might be
grateful for my voluptuous memory but now it is a well of suffering. When I'm
forbidden to do something my parents say to me, "Victoria," (I'm Vicki during
consensus situations and all routine activities) "Victoria," they say, "this issue is
important to you now, but we promise you won't even remember it in a year's time."
But I do, I remember every detail, and with each year the burden of memory
accumulates, not merely to plague me but also to condemn my parents as liars. They
promise I won't remember, loose feathery promises at least once a week, and I
remember every party missed, every pleasure prohibited. My parents lie: no child
should have to know this. And not only do they lie, some, perhaps all their decisions
are wrong - like forbidding me to go to Torquay with Daffy's family two summers
ago, and crushing my allergy tablet in my Kraft cheese sandwiches. (It has suddenly
occurred to me I should write to Kraft. If other parents did to their children's cheese
sandwiches what my parents do to mine then Kraft sales will plummet when my
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generation is old enough to shop for itself. I guarantee Kraft has more clout with
my parents than I do.)
Of course total recall isn't all bad, I use it to memorise my text books. My teachers
are happiest when I deliver to them what the books deliver to me. I even make sure
the punctuation is correct. I have a foolproof method, all it requires is a table tennis
table for walking around - memorising is far more difficult from a stationary
position - and as you walk you recite, taking care to change direction every few
minutes. One time, when the table tennis table had been lent to my aunt for a party,
I used the garden path for memorising: up to the incinerator and back to the house,
up and back. It was the year I soiled my underpants, and, just on five months after
the accident I finally made it to the incinerator. There I was, a Sunday afternoon,
my sister at a party, my mother visiting her mother, my father asleep, walking the
path to the incinerator, undies in one guilty fist and a Child's History of Australia
in the other, reciting in a steady even voice as if nothing were wrong. I stopped
at the incinerator, continued to recite, hesitated only a moment as I imagined the
army of ants and mice and spiders that must live in its charcoal depths, and then,
holding my breath, I thrust through the rubbish to nest my soiled underpants deep
within. The following weekend my mother lit the incinerator, and with a soft easterly
blowing my sins went up in smoke. And it's my memory I have to thank: if not
for my habit of mobile memorising my dirty undies might still be stuffed in the toe
of the right foot of myoid black runners.
I've offered opinions to my teachers but they prefer direct quotes and, as everyone
knows, the key to childhood success is to do exactly what teachers want. My teachers
want me to be smart but not show it: if I'm smart privately, say in a test, that's
permitted, but I can't be smart during a library period in full view of everyone. So,
when I finish my reading in a quarter of the time it takes the other girls, I've found
it wise to read the section a few more times to avoid accusations of exhibitionism.
Before I learned this procedure I was called a show-off, "Victoria Green is a showoff." Miss Bell, my third grade teacher said, "she's also trying to deceive us. Return
to your desk girl and read the book properly." I returned, I read. Again and again.
While reading the same pages several times within the space of forty-five minutes
can be extremely boring, particularly when the book is childish and recall total, I
have accepted that conformity, like all of life, is never easy. Fortunately, with the
exception of swimming, reading books once, twice or several times is my preferred
occupation.
When I was very young I loved Enid Blyton, but even she was a problem: the
school library refused to stock her, so too, the district library. When I was very young,
my friend Lucy, who was much older, probably nine at the time, showed me a
secondhand book shop where I found Enid Blytons for fifty cents; even on a six
year old's pocket money they were affordable. Poor Enid Blyton, although not quite
banned, was definitely not, as my parents would say, kosher.
Which was a shame because books, all books, are an antidote to life. I read
incessantly and I read everything; sometimes I deliberately search for a book, other
times chance plops the book in my hands. Like Virginia Woolf. About eight months
ago, on a Saturday night when the baby sitter (yes, at my age!) spent the evening
on the verandah with her boyfriend, I watched a terrible fIlm called Who's Afraid
of Virginia Woolf all about four adults swearing and screaming and drinking over
each other. The very next day at the library while looking for the Patrick Whites
- Hurtle Duffield is undoubtedly the brother, probably the twin brother, I never
had - I found a row of books written by Virginia Woolf. I chose a slim volume
called The Waves which was full of the most perfect melodic language known to
literature. I read it and read it, I read for the sound of the thing, to etch it deep
deep inside so that when the hours were strained by anxiety I had a lifeline, an
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amulet of sorts. And I guarded it closely until just a few days ago when I used it
in my oral language class. It was the lesson when you have to read aloud a portion
of prose or poetry of your own choice. Straight after Judy Mitchell's selection from
Penny Pollard's Diary and directly before Melanie Critchley's rendition of My
Country I read from The Waves. Miss Thornton, although surprised at my choice,
praised my "nice feeling for the sea" - a nice, if not wholly satisfactory remark.
Soon after finding The Waves I returned to the district library for more Virginia
Woolf and found a biography of her in two volumes. "Look how beautiful she is,"
I said to my friend Lucy, "look at her face." And Lucy looked. She sucked on her
cheeks and chewed an entire nail while she looked. "What do you see?" I asked.
She was silent for another nail. "She looks like me," Lucy said finally. "Wishful
thinking," I said, looking first at the classic beauty and then to Lucy's anxious beaked
face. "But here," said Lucy, "look here." The second volume was in her hands, the
cover showed an old Virginia Woolf, "I was looking at this one." "But she's so old!"
"Exactly," said Lucy and walked away.
Once Enid Blyton was a problem and now much of my reading is: Virginia Woolf,
Dostoyevsky, Sylvia Plath - not the diet of a young innocent. At night I slip between
the blankets, my old sniffing blanket on the bottom and one of the new check ones
on top, and I read by the light of my clip-on lamp. My sister is asleep in the other
bed, my parents are sparring in the loungeroom and I read on. Long after the house
is dark I am reading, and although I love to read, these nocturnal engagements are
not entirely of my choosing. The truth of the matter is I'm a failure at sleeping,
and since becoming an atheist, sleep has become harder than ever. Atheism was
my only option after finding Russell's Why I am not a Christian on my parents'
book case. I have never been a Christian and neither have they, being Jewish, but
the book was there anyway. There's a debate between Russell and a clergyman where
Russell, in response to the clergyman's broad sweep of the hand and his "Who made
all this?" declares triumphantly, "Who made God!" or something like that. QED
to Russell I thought. I also thought that if Russell, who was a genius, gave up God,
I had a duty to follow suit; but while it was easy enough to demote God to the
generic god I simply couldn't relinquish my prayers. Habits are such precious
comforts, so secure and predictable amid the fragility of everything else. With so
few anchors to my life it seemed careless to discard one, but neither did I want to
be a hypocrite so I have reduced the frequency of my prayers and now say them
only on Monday, Wednesday and Friday nights. I am hoping to eliminate another
night in the next three months, and if I maintain my current rate, I will be a person
of integrity by the time I tum fourteen.
I've just read these pages and am amazed at how tedious a subject childhood
is. Lucy, after reading Salinger's classic, told me what a shame it was so few writers
realised how very boring was their childhood to anyone other than themselves, and
while I'm writing for reasons far removed from entertainment, I now know exactly
what Lucy meant. I realise my efforts are worse than most, permeated as they are
by a double handicap: the difficulty of knowing what to retain when you retain
everything coupled with far greater experience as listener than speaker.
I cried at the unfairness of it all when first I discovered what people did with
your secrets, and it was a long time before I realised that the best solution, perhaps
the only one, was to become a listener. But even now, when I should know better,
when I am fully aware of the dangerous and short-lived pleasures of self-revelation,
I fmd myself wanting to talk about myself, wanting to see a face on the other side
of my words. I know I was lucky to have had Lucy, I only wish the desire for a
listener would disappear as neatly as she did. Now when I remove the muzzle I must
always be, reluctantly~ alone.
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Nevertheless, I am very popular. Being clever and talented but not a show-off
makes me an attractive friend. I also give away my Kraft cheese sandwiches at
lunchtime, and I'm poor at all sport except swimming, which means most of the
others are superior to me in something. And I try to be very nice - never argue,
never disagree - I make people feel good and I let them talk about themselves
without interruption. I'm never short of friends. But I am very careful.
I have tried to be less careful, more free, but after years of being careful, freedom
is like trying to walk the beam. It seems to me that when one is being free, when
one is letting oneself go, one's eyes are shut. Any chronic worrier knows that the
marvellous opalescence behind the eyes is a mirage; in order to anticipate the next
onslaught the eyes must be fully open.
I am aware I know too much for a child and wonder if everything's quite right
in my head. I've tried to analyse my dreams knowing how important dreams are
to being crazy but I have so few of them, or few that I remember, and those that
do linger don't require analysis, their meaning being as subtle as the boys who loiter
at the back of the change rooms in Bailey's Park. My dreams are vaguely visual,
but very auditory. They are anxiety dreams, I am running, I am late, I know where
I should be but I can't get there, I'm lost. The piano is never far away.
My family and teachers boast how musical I am. But they're wrong, indeed, if
anything is true it is that I am an expert illusionist, although a lonely one now with
Lucy gone. If the piano were kinder I'd turn to it for solace, but the fact of the
matter is it so terrifies me I derive little pleasure from it. I sit there, feet firm to
the ground, buttocks clinging to the edge of the piano stool - antique, embroidered
by my mother, beautiful to look at and quite the wrong height for the piano and the closest I come to joy is succeeding at the ordeals I set myself: three scales
without mistake with the left hand before I permit myself to play with the favoured
right, eight hated arpeggios without mistake before the easy chromatics, and when
I'm feeling particularly fierce I make myself do ten contrary motions without stopping
and all in F minor. I play scales soft then loud, diminuendo before crescendo, scales
in rhythms, scales to the metronome, scales until the veins on the backs of my hands
are swollen warm worms. And even though it's solace I'm wanting I make myself
play Czerny before the comfort of Schubert: twice through the Czerny without
mistake before I can play the music I crave.
This is the way I am: twice through the Czerny and then the Schubert, two chapters
of geography before the pleasures of literature, two more lengths of freestyle before
the joy of backstroke, two more days of dieting before a Mars Bar. And despite
all the caution, despite all the scales, I know the day will come when I will make
a mistake, not perched at the piano in the loungeroom at home but in front of people,
in front of an audience, a mistake I'll be unable to divert to an arpeggio, a chord,
a dainty run. I have no control over the keyboard, and although I sit, eyes wide
to the dangers, watching waiting for the attack, I am not a gifted pianist only a
hard working one, and it will betray me in the end. But I can't give it up, that would
be to admit failure, publicly admit it, and that is something I cannot do. And yet,
at night when my eyes are closed, dreams slink in: I am performing at the piano,
audience below, the notes have deserted me, my hands push out a dreadful discord
and my eyes twist in panic to the watching eyes below. It will happen one day, I
know it, but perhaps 111 be a lot older then, too old for fear and anxiety.
This is my hope, that it will become easier. As I cut into the annual birthday
cake I wish it, as I grasp the slippery arm of the wishbone I wish it, as I say my
forbidden prayers I wish it.
I fear that although smart, I am not smart enough to keep on hiding.
I'm sounding pitiful, I must be tired. Last night - a Thursday night - in order
to avoid the usual wrangle about not saying my prayers I contrived a fantasy so
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wonderful that I moved it on and on, scoffmg at sleep in preference for my inspired
imaginings. I had Patrick White marry Virginia Woolf and we all lived - Patrick,
Virginia, Hurtle and I - in rooms at Cambridge fashioned after Sebastian's in
Brideshead Revisited, complete with a selection of famous dead people to visit. It
was such a rich life, certainly too good to curtail for the sake of sleep. And now,
thinking back on it, I wonder why it is that practically all interesting people are
dead. Even Lucy is dead; I heard people whisper it was her mother's drinking, but
Lucy's mother had little to do with Lucy's life and even less to do with her death.
I know.
It has occurred to me that sitting in the classroom are others just like me, successful
embezzlers of self, worrying their way through the days searching for a friend. I
have looked at the white blond head of Ginnie Duncan, parted her locks and peered
within looking for fear, looking for the starched barriers that will keep us all out,
but there's nothing there, a line of pinkish skull and that's all. And Sophy Hartman
who is so dramatic, who could, and has, performed whole plays solo, but who, when
the play is finished, despite my extravagant applause, assumes a state of
unquestionable ordinariness. There was Lucy, but she's only a statistic now. It's a
shame she was already determined to die by the time she told me about it. My parents
tried to protect me from the 'awful truth', as they put it, but I knew already. I even
knew how she did it, she'd shown me the page in Volume II of Virginia Woolf's
biography. "That's the way I'll do it," she said, "I've got the cardigan, the rocks and
I can't swim." She laughed and closed the book.
With Lucy gone there is a dark edge to my life. I'm loathe to call it an emptiness,
because my life is full, stuffed in fact, every spare minute seized by thoughts and
worries and new fears demanding attention, but when she left I sensed a shadow
curving at the edge of the moon. So I went to the library for a bit of company.
There were volumes and volumes of lives of famous men but I didn't want to confess
to them. It's a matter of having confidence in your listener, and I couldn't, not in
those men. They all looked just as I'd imagined god - male, heavy and bearded,
the vengeful intelligent god of the Old Testament not the soppy loving one of the
New, and having recently discarded god it was too risky to take up with a lookalike.
Very few publishing dollars go into famous women, only three volumes and all very
childish. I was sorry because dead famous people make such lively companions and
there's never the embarrassment of having to meet them.
I wonder now Lucy is dead whether I'll make her into a true friend. "If you would
promise to be my friend," she said the week before she died, "I'd reconsider." But
I couldn't give such a promise. With each day a trial, I was sure I'd only let her
down. They would all blame me if they knew I'd refused her. As for me, I can't
see her death was such a bad thing - it certainly wasn't for her, only for those
she left behind.
Her funeral was awful - except for the hymns, but then I find hymns irresistible
no matter what the context. They're so sturdy and require nothing in way of
interpretation: they're always about Jesus and God, and if the melody is in a major
key then you know it's a praise and glory hymn and if in a minor it's a sinning
and he-died-for-us one. After Lucy's funeral, because her parents were too upset
for visitors, all the people came back to our place. I didn't want them in our rooms
on our chairs, dozens of them talking and drinking and smoking, strangers clicking
and patting and invading. I sat on the couch and cried, I couldn't stop myself. My
mother saw me and gave me a sweetly perfumed flower fresh from the garden for
being so upset. That's when I learned that rewards come from having friends and
losing them, not from feeling wretched about a horde of strangers in your house.
I wasn't surprised to discover I was crying for the wrong reasons as emotions are
extremely difficult for me. I'm not bothered by this because, like Russell, I believe
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thinking to be more useful than feeling. If it were not for guilt and fear I wouldn't
bother about emotions at all. Guilt, fear and worry as well, but I'm not sure if worry
is an emotion. Each day has its own worry. Each morning, when I wake, I ask myself,
what is today's worry? Often it's one left from the previous day, often there are several.
A major worry since Lucy died is I lent her the book, I lent her the biography of
Virginia Woolf. But can I be blamed for her close reading of the text?

ANDREW LANSDOWN

Frog
"Hear that frog?" my daughter
asks. I listen. "Where?"
"That burping sound.
Right in the garden there."
She brushes a bush. Abruptly,
as if she had touched
the pendulum of a clock,
the cicada stops tocking.
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TRACY RYAN

Cornflowers
Only a dollar-fifty
after all. Small lUXUry
when you consider how empty
this place is. No green garden
allowed here: you, indulged in,
brighten our sparse apartment.
Like life pared to its barest
you show true blue. Relentless,
my mind on neat arrangement,
I tear these veils, reduce
your lushness to a spindle,
imprison you in vases.
Even your bud, mute promise
a miniature artichoke, symbol
of other richnesses,
withholding something vital.
Bold blue against the white wall
you can refute its blankness:
somehow you are alive still.
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PENELOPE LAYLAND

In Clover
It's not that four-leaved clovers
get rare, it's the times
spent looking for luck, with
hot grass impressing your cheek
the flea-tracks of sweat in your hair.
I saw a man stop on the freeway
as the sky turned blue to
dried-blood brown. Three cars
slowed up before again speeding,
as though he had broken down.
There is, after all, something obscene
in an adult lying face-down in the sun
and he's much more likely to have had
a stroke than to be looking
for luck or have found some.
Most nights now I'm inside alone
when the milkman cuts through
the sprinkler-wet clover,
matted with next weekend's grass.
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MARGARET FELS

From the Hotel Lounge
Here, where unkind reality recedes
And love is left to chance,
Aladdin's cave of bottles at her back
And all the bay contained in one glass wall,
She shows, unasked, two snapshots from her past;
Roy in his prime and Roy put out to grass,
The freakish figure lounging on the sand.
Roy, poor Roy, transported at her whim
From chilly braes to unaccustomed heat,
His face already crumpled by the glare,
Even in soldierly shots; his small moustache
Losing its upward twist.
And yet how readily he grasped
The nettle of the sea;
Stepping on matchstick legs amongst the foam,
Treading, in fact, on surfaces of waves,
While his lone watcher, sunk in languor, missed
The measure of his gift.
So that his wife, his relict, must admit
His awful disappearance without trace,
Although through acres of plate glass she sees
His feckless shadow sketched against the sky;
the rash sea-walker footloose on the surf,
Not bronzed, but bleached and salt stained and reduced
By alchemy of light to Roy's essential self.

WESTERLY, No.3, SEPTEMBER, 1989

43

LAWRENCE BOURKE

The Waiting Room
A closed room in the centre
of a high-rise block. You are
in one of Edward Hopper's rooms,
a study that came to nothing.
Nothing, what you always come to
in your mind, but not quite
not quite reaching the interior.
Now it is the shadow; under
the fluorescent light it falls apart
spilling in several directions.
Here in the core of the building
the drone of air-conditioners
scaffolds silence, pressing against
the absence of wind, animals, cars.
It is a room where a man
in the middle of his life
might scratch his shirt which pinches
around his no longer trim stomach
and fart and tap his teeth, not able
to gaze through a window across the city
and make long distance business deals.
He is not in the room. Disappearing
he murmurs, 'to be nothing, is everything,'
and what he obscured assumes
blank significance. You fart.
Tap your teeth. The room isn't enough,
it is someone else's who having outlived
the study is now nothing. The lights
flzz and blank. Silence amplifles
your breathing, your pulse.
The story recedes in several directions.

44

WESTERLY, No.3, SEPTEMBER, 1989

PATRICK HUTCHINGS

Miriam Stannage: Perception, 1968-1989
perceptive perceptions perceived
Miriam Stannage's splendid and distinguished exhibition of 20 years work, seen at
the Art Gallery of Western Australia and at the Australian Centre for Contemporary
Art in Melbourne in 1989, is an occasion for retrospection and for taking a conspectus
of an oeuvre consistently dedicated to perception, and to the perception of
perceptions perceived.
We all have perceptions, which we tend to think of as plain and objective, though
they are shot with fictions and images. Artists have perceptive perceptions,
perceptions more acute than ours, which enable them to fix as image what they
see, and so make us see it too. Some artists perceive their perceptive perceptions
in a self-aware way and make perceptions, perceptive perception and the making
of images, the topic - or at least part of the topic - of each work. Miriam Stannage
does this. She transacts her aesthetic dialogue with the viewer in terms of third order
perceptions. At her lecture in Melbourne Stannage said "I have no fixed theoretical
standpoint" but she always has, in her work, an extra level of attention, which is
a kind of constant self-awareness, and this defines the sense of her paintings and
her photographs.

The Snail Reviewed, 1975
Acrylic on canvas; 147.5 x 147.5 em
Courtesy the Western Australian College of Advanced Education Collection.
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One way into the complexities of Stannage's aesthetic is Snail Reviewed, 1975.
This painting is a systematic, not casual, misquotation of Matisse's L 'escargot 1953.
L 'escargot is a late work, Matisse died in 1954, and it is one of his gouaches decoupees.
These were composed by cutting sheets of paper coloured in advance with gouache,
and arranging them in abstract patterns, as 'decoration' of a very absolute and selfstanding sort. It is virtually pure abstraction. The spiral-made-of-rectangles of
L 'escargot has a monumental calm, a majesterial presence: it has the complete
assurance of mastery about it. Stannage's misquotation gives The Snail every
appearance of being provisional, of being work-in-progress: the rectangles seem to
be hastily cut from Matisse drawings, they are stuck, as if experimentally, to their
background with masking tape. One rectangle has a tear, and some, insufficiently
stuck down, peel back and cast little shadows. The shadows and the masking tape
are all, of course, in trompe l'oeil and are as far from Matisse's use of paint as one
can get. The Matisse composition carries its air of being completely
it should
be, even through thisjeu d'esprit, this irreverent 'review', this 're-viewing'which turns
on a misprision and a mis- representation. Much visual art, like much music, consists
of the device of theme-and-variation. Manet's Luncheon on the Grass quotes from
an engraving by Marcantonio Raimondi after a Judgement of Paris by Raphael;
the Raphael quoted a Roman sarcophagus of River Gods in the Villa Medici, the
Roman work no doubt quoted some lost Greek original - which itself quoted ....
Visual art, like literature, is about tradition and the individual talent - in the spirit
of T.S. Eliot's famous essay of that name. Stannage is not only conscious of the
tradition and of its pervadingness, she deliberately chooses to make it the topic of
many of her works.

as

Homage to Sight
The cover of the fine catalogue to the Stannage exhibition, shows a detail of Pages
of Braille needs for its elucidation, that is the Latin derivation of 'perception'. The
word comes frompercipere, "to lay hold or, grasp", from the root capere, "to take".
acrylic to produce tender off whites shot with hints of lilac and lavender. This is
a work of poignant irony. The blind could not see the elegant wash; but - then,
being acrylic, it would not blunt the message of the Braille for them as it obscures
it for us. The back of the catalogue to the exhibition is decorated with the same
detail and contains a definition of 'perception' from a thesaurus: this is a definition
which, chosen by accident or design, excludes precisely the thing that the work Pages
of Braille needs for its elucidation, that is the Latin derivation of 'perception'. The
word comes frompercipere, "to lay hold or, grasp", from the root capere, "to take".
And, as the blind know, unseen the world must be taken by touch, grasp, or by
very fme tactile explorations or large but delicate findings out through the white
stick. To take or capture a printed message the blind must run their fingers over
the text whether of Braille or of Moon's relief letters. Stannage makes an elegant
polychrome frottage out of Moon's letters, as an ironic gesture, at once beautiful
and intensely sad.
The whole 'Homage to Sight' series is a set of witty improvisations on such things
as eye-test charts, taken from a text book which Stannage had when studying to
be a nurse. The works are black on black, pale faded Cambridge blue on off white,
and so on. There are out of focus billboards, modified and blurred, newspaper
photographs and various devices, such as the eye-test chart whose big letters are
fuzzy, while its tiny ones are sharp. For this article the delicate crate of Artificial
Eyes is reproduced. If colour had been available, we might have run the faded sepia
reproduction of a photograph of Mondrian, called Mondrian's Vision, which has
46

WESTERLY, No.3, SEPTEMBER, 1989

colour reproductions of his paintings montaged onto his pince nez.
Common vision, if you have it, is both natural and factual: art's vision is artefactual,
and all eyes are to that degree "artificial". Natural eyes art/ arty-fact facts: "fact" is
from the Latinfactum 'something done'. We don't just fmd facts, we make them
up - at least a tiny bit. Stannage's topic is almost always the fact of the factiveness
of images, whether artistic or everyday ones, which themselves, as images modify
the very things that they are images of. Her art always announces: "this is made
up" even if it happens that the work is a photograph. Perhaps this is why she does
photographs: they must have some basis infact - and can be as artifactual as she
chooses to make them. And as made-images, they can in a certain sense remake
things for us. This whole two-way interplay is the sub-text of Starmage's individual
works, again and again.

=

Artificial Eyes (Homage to Sight series), 1981
Handcoloured sepia toned print; 40.5 x 50.7 cm
Art Gallery of Western Australia Collection.

Weight Watchers Series (cover pictures)
According to the elegant and informative catalogue essay by Seva Frangos the
'Weight Watcher's' Series arose through a need to discover a suburban frame for
some found objects: pieces of petrified wood and, later a dead snake. The snake
and a casual apple core invite the citation of Cranach's Adam 1528 from the UfflZi,
and the title Temptation [illustration]. There is a matching Eve of course whom
Starmage borrows from the same source. There is also in the exhibition a non-erotic
"Temptation" a plastic-wrapped microwave-apt Apple Pie, again framed by the same
bathroom scales and flanked by Stannage's feet with toe nails painted. The jokes
are run as a series. One suddenly realises that they are, like the 'Homage to Sight'
works, about nature and art, about the given and the made; sex-hunger and foodhunger are given: civilization is what we make of them.
Stannage is the daughter of an Anglican priest, and knows all about the Fall of
Adam and Eve, the felix-in-felix culpa. Here, despite the coolness of the works
quoted, and of the works by Stannage which quote, it is in the end an in-felix
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business. Without the Fall we would all be on Easy Street, in the best of suburbs;
and we would not need to watch our weight at all.
The Stations of the Cross
Stannage's religious works are works of wit. Not of "wit" in the current of usage
of "wit-and-humour", but in an almost 17th century sense. There are extraordinary
analogies, strained images which remind one of the metaphysical poets. The chosen
emblems of the Passion are placed on sandy ground and photographed: the constant
image is a crown of thorns made of barbed wire, and in Christ is Stripped of his
Garments the particular symbol is a banal drycleaner's wire coathanger. In this article

Christ Speaks to the Women
of Jerusalem
(Stations of the Cross series

1985)
Silver gelatin print;
40.5 x 50.7 cm
Art Gallery of Western
Australia Collection.

we reproduce Christ Speaks to the Women of Jerusalem: the women are represented
by disjointed parts of a plastic doll: they are, literally, "all broken up" by what
happens. To represent traditional Christian symbols for the late 20th century, one
must take special measures, take, even, liberties. (Roman) Catholic churches are now
considering making the last Station of the Cross a Resurrection Station. Stannage
does this brilliantly in The Body of Christ lAid in the Sepulchre which has the barbed
wire crown with a Red Tulip Easter egg at the centre. One suddenly remembers
what Easter Eggs are about, something Orthodox Christians have not forgotten in
a waste of chocolate.
To an age familiar with photographic, ftlmic, and TV imagery, Stannage's
Stations are easily readable; they are not puzzles, but direct icons. And they speak
to contemporary sensibility. Each age must re-work the traditional - the ageless
- symbols. Tradition never stops 'some time back there.'
One of Stannage's Stations, Christ is Taken Down from the Cross, has a little
square shouldered 19th century glass bottle at its centre, with water spilt from it,
spreading into the sand. One is reminded of George Herbert's poem
When God at fIrst made Man,
Having a glass of blessings standing by Let us (said He) pour on him all we can; ...

Prints and Quotations
In the Melbourne showing of the exhibition there were two quotation prints. One
of them was Apollo - Journal of the Arts, Terminal Figures. This is the illustration
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Apollo: A Journal of the Arts

FIG. XI.

A CARVED WOOD CHIMNEYPIECE with terminal figures and frieze decorated with Bacchanalian mask
Circa 1740. At Bourne Park, Kent
(S.. page 282)

288

Apollo - Journal of the Arts. Terminal Figures. 1976
Handeoloured offset lithograph print; 77.5 x 55.5 em
Courtesy the artist.
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which should replace the misplaced image in the catalogue. Terminal Figures with
its upper class room - Blunt's? - and its chimney-glass reflecting the Marxist
pantheon and a row of Chinese people is, at the time of writing, and for all its ironic
refinement, almost too raw to look at. This is not, as I once, lightly, wrote 'Hegel
through the Looking Glass' but is an image of an ancient and wounded civilisation,
its old men drunk on bad German metaphysics: 'the opiate of the intellectuals'.
Much easier and more congenial is Apollo - Journal of the Arts Gallery Visitor:
the woman from American Gothic, herself a quotation from a 19th century
photograph, looks out from a looking glass of the time of Charles II, in her 'room'
are gallery spotlights and a Vasarely. None of these things/persons has anything to
do with the other: all are imageable together. And in reality, all have a place in
The Order of Things. The artist's ordering, no matter how capricious, is always
running fast to keep up with what we call "reality".
In the same corridor of the Melbourne hanging of the exhibition were a number
of works from 'The Freezer Bag series". Stannage thinks of the bags as holding
"frozen bits of time". Art is - like refrigeration - a business of conserving what
will, in the end, decay. It, nevertheless, holds out for a while, and this is all we can
hope for. We do not need a vanitas symbol inside the still-life: its very attempt to
arrest time recalls the fact that everything temporal inexorably passes away.

The Cross-Writing Paintings
The Cross-writing paintings are all superbly decorative to look at. Script inscribed
has the nice balance of uniformity and difference that one finds in the patterns of
hand-made Persian carpets. Script treated as a modifier of surfaces, rather than
as a code to be read, becomes sheer, and very satisfying, pattern. Read, the scrips
of the paintings make sad sense. Irish Song, and Watergate, are elegancies contrived
out of sentences about anguish. Colour, a soft and seductive shadow-check, is about
colour, as are the sentences in it: sentences from the painter Ensor, and from a book
on colour-vision. Here is more 'Homage to Sight.'

Black Landscape
Black Landscape, a strong, direct, picture stands in here for itself, and for some
of the recent work, such as Sundial, ('Survival Series,), Shadow Navigation and
Sun Clock; here is art, in a fairly phiin sense imitating nature, without Stannage's
afterthoughts, and self-reflexive gestures. She is usually concerned to perceive
perceptions and to perceive perceptive perceptions: but all this must begin with the
kind of 'direct' vision which is evidenced in Black Landscape.
In her essay in the Catalogue, called 'Homage to Sight', Helen Ennis quotes Max
Dupain's, purist, disapproVal of Stannage's hand-colouring of photographs. Art may,
for the most part, lie in concealing art; pure colour photography can now be done
on colour film, so colouring-in is just not needed any more. But Stannage's
interventions in the photographic process form part of the meaning of the work.
The interrupted process of making is a self-reflexive and self-conscious process, and
wherever she begins, Stannage tends to end up with elegant works where her and our - self-consciousness is essential to their sense.

After Note
This review makes no attempt exhaustively to comment on the twenty years of
Stannage's work up on the walls. Too much analysis of a retrospective can be
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stultifying. The artist is still changing, still developing, and works not yet made may
very well redefine the sense of some of the things we can at present see.
We are not looking at a set of snapshots: the real: the snap, but at an oeuvre
motivated by sophisticated thoughts about art, and by a habit of many levelled irony.
There is more to come of direct art and of self-reflexive art. Stannage has more
to give us. Her work of twenty years is insistently cerebral and it shows us, with
authority that the eye, as much as the mind, can have its thoughts and its selfreflections.

Black Landscape, 1987
Charcoal on paper; 75.8 x 102 cm
Courtesy the artist.

NOTES
References are to: Miriam SltmIIDgl!. Fr!rceplion, /969-/989 by Seva Frangos and Margaret Moore, with a Foreword by Elizabeth Churcher
and an Essay to Helen Ennis, Art Gallery of Western Australia, Perth, 1989. The author is indebted to the artist for information provided,
photographs, insights. But, if there is anything wrong with this notia:, it's his fault not hen.

WESTERLY, No.3, SEPTEMBER, 1989

51

MICHAEL HAIG

The Backs of Buildings
Always at the backs of buildings
time is dripping down
like rainwater off rusted gutters;
though nothing grows at the back of buildings something lies there and rots,
while all life starts and stutters
at the facades of the fronts of buildings,
gaining our attention.
Only now and then, nonchalantly, a discard flutters
from washing-lines down to those depths;
but no one climbs to collect it:
no provision's been made;
and still time is dripping down gathering, ruminating, seeping away,
unnoticed, unallayed and something broods at the backs of buildings,
in these places we've forgotten,
in these spaces we've waylaid.
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DIANE FAHEY

From the Cliffs
A midwinter day, pulled between rain
and sunburst. Gulls scream-circle
a flame-breasted bird - even in
this wind, at that height, territorial.
A flicker of red, once more it hovers
with the calm poise of contemplative
or killer, then falls with a swift straightness
no leaf in autumn ever traces.
On the horizon, sun-days slant from opaque clouds,
illumine columns of rain-haze till that far
stretch of sea is shingled with light. High tide
keeps walkers from the shore but lures in surfers;
above marbling reefs of foam they hold their ground:
for whole moments, unassailable, soaring like birds.
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MIKE GREENACRE

The Chair Rocker
Sitting, swinging
dreaming of younger things places, people, lunch-time
all have for her
some kind of relish:
He thinks he can
control me.
Other teachers know
I'm out of reach.
My friends whisper for
points: "Sit up quick".
The boys nudge the steel
and make believe
my fall's for real.
Sitting, swinging
each moment
is my escape - no
I'm back already . . .
this swing is slow and long
like his fingers
touching me.
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MICHAEL HEALD

Interview with Alec Choate
MH

Firstly, could I ask you about your education and upbringing? You came to
J-Jestern Australia, I believe, when you were eight years old?
AC Yes, I had my eighth birthday here actually ... I'd come out with my father,
mother and one brother. My father was a permanent British Army officer
until his retirement. This was the end of 1922. My father wanted to go farming,
so that's where we went first of all. He bought a little farm at Lake Gwelup,
and that's where we lived. The life didn't really suit him ... and he became
a surveyor with the state government, and we moved from Lake Gwelup to
Nedlands.
As far as schooling went, the first school I went to in w.A. was the little
school at Lake Gwelup which is still there; it's expanded a bit, but it was
only a one-hut thing. The whole school was in a room about twice the size
of this living-room, with about four of us in each class, and it was a very
strange world to me. Mter that we moved to Nedlands. I went to Hale
School ... it used to be up in West Perth ... Mter we left school, my brother
had a property down at Harvey, and I went down there with him, and my
mother came down. My father being a surveyor was away miles up anywhere,
although he came down occasionally. So we took up this dairy farm. You
must remember what the times were then. This was in the Great Depression
and we realized after a while that it was going to be a very hard battle. We
stayed there though, for three years and we managed to survive. And then
we decided to throw it in. Well, my brother did first of all, and let me run
it for a while on my own. He went up to the goldfields, and I followed him,
I went up nearly a year later. He had a fairly good job on one of the mines,
and I went out there to his camp. Well, I couldn't get a job, actually, but
I started a life out there which was a great eye-opener to me as a writer. And
I started to write poetry then, too, about 1934-5. I was about nineteen then.
I went out with prospecting parties, but the mainjob I had was that I became
a cook for quite a big tent full of men. And I didn't mind that at all, because
I had the rest of the day off when they went up to their work and apart from
writing I explored the bush or whatever. And that was really a catalyst, in
a way, I'd gone away from home ....
MH Why do you think you began writing?
AC Well, I'll have to go back to that. We were a lucky home. Both my mother
and father liked poetry. They had stacks of books of poems in the house.
I've got some of them over there, actually. My father, being a British Army
officer, he was a very Kiplingesque figure, you know. And he read Kipling
a lot and that's my first memories of poetry. We went out to Gibraltar from
England for a while, when I was very young, about five, and really my nursery
rhymes, you might say, were Kipling, the poetry my father read to me ....
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It was marvellous, I thought. 'Course we were right in the army life; our house
looked out on the barracks' square ... soldiers everywhere, and so on. I've
retained that interest ever since. And I still like Kipling, you know: that might
sound strange to a modem person. But it's quite true. And it was because
the family had these books in the house, and read poetry.
And when you first started to write, did you write similarly to Kipling?
In the very beginning, a few ballad-type things, yes. But I grew away from
that and went into more lyrical bush poems. By that time, going up to the
goldfields, I had discovered a few Australian poets and a few English writers.
I was very wrapped up in the Romantics: Byron, Shelley. I really went
overboard with them in my teens; I think it's quite natural. I was really writing
Shelley and Byron in Australian settings, you might say. I don't regret that
a bit, I think it was a marvellous beginning.
Mmm. I think something of a Byronic attitude is perhaps still there in your
later I hope so! I wouldn't be a bit ashamed of it. No, I still read Byron. I go
back to Byron and Shelley and Keats. And so I was reading a lot, and I
have always read a lot of poetry, it's been with me all my life. However, it
was up in the goldfields that I first started to write. I was unemployed
sometimes. It didn't greatly worry me as a single young man. I had
friends . . . . especially knocking around the goldfields. It's amazing how you
could keep alive and quite cheerful. Then the war came along, and I joined
up. I was an original member of the second-seventh field regiment of the
Australian Artillery, ninth division. And there I was for five years. I went
overseas to the Middle East for two and a half years and, again, that was
another tremendous catalyst. That's where I wrote my really first significant
poetry, the war poems. And I wrote a lot of those. In fact that's one of my
present jobs. I'm getting the whole collection together.
About your career as a surveyor, some poems refer to that work, like
'Breaking Survey Camp' and 'Old Survey line" ...
That's right. And a few others that haven't been published ...
Right. How did you find that sort of work?
I loved the life - the outdoor life suited me down to the ground, and the
technical side of surveying I found interesting, too. I love nature, the
environment and wildlife, and the odd people you could meet in such a life . . .
you keep running into people and they spark off ideas. I always found I could
see something happening, to me, or . . . it helped my visuality, I think you
could appreciate that. I don't think I'd have done so well if I'd had an urban
or suburban, or an academic career. I think I'd have been a bit irritable.
I do find in your poems that there is that very strong visual sense . ..
I think that's because you're in a strong light, and you're out among things
that are alive.
Mm. And also that you seem to be a poet of occasions: things happen.
Things happen, and you say, "ab, there's a poem in that".
The method of address in your poems is usually direct, and you don't use
the dramatic monologue, for instance . ..
No, that's quite true.
To what extent can the 'I' of the poems be identified with yourself?
I think you'd say very largely. I might have been thinking of another figure
very slightly, but on the whole I think it would be . . . but an exaggerated
'I'. It's not the prosaic I. No, I think this is a subjective thing isn't it; you
think of your own'!', it's doing a certain thing or observing a certain thing
whether it actually comes out exactly how it really was, whether your
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experience is really transferred or not depends on so much else, doesn't it?
Even the technique of the poem itself can distort. Mter all, a certain distortion
is necessary in poetry, isn't it? You can't be that deliberate and forthright as
you think you can be.
M H From the life that you have led, have you evolved any strong political, social
or religious convictions?
AC Well, I've been through the lot, I suppose. When I was very young my mother
was very religious, not so much my father, but I think coming out to Australia,
a lot of that was shed, because we lived on a farm, we didn't go to church
much - it was very difficult and, she didn't insist, really, but she remained
religious. And I was quite religious myself, I was a very prolific reader of
The Bible when I was young, that fascinated me .... Gradually, of course,
once I got into the teenage years, I began to change rapidly. I read Darwin's
Origin of Species when I was fourteen. And, of course, things like H. G. Well's
Outline of History, those sort of books, you know, came into the house. Of
course that was all undermining. And later on The Golden Bough, and
everything disintegrated.
I went to the left in politics quite young ... I think I did it out of good
heart as much as anything, because, especially in the depression times, and
travelling around among people, you saw so many sad cases in Australia.
There was a lot of poverty around. I did, you know, question so much about
out economic system. I became anti-capitalistic, anyway during those years.
On the other hand, later on in life I switched a bit. There is one aspect of
the left, and even democracy, for that matter, especially in Australia it seems
to me, where we equate it, I can't help doing this, with mediocrity. And to
me as. a poet . . . I believe in the pursuit of excellence, and anything that
goes agitinst that, I'm very wary of. It comes out of the poetry and my love
for the arts, after all you're always trying to do your best. These days, being,
I suppose, very disillusioned with politics generally, I don't quite know where
I am, as far as any local political parties go ... I've never actually joined
a party ... So in this sense, I've been quite a loner ....
The idea of religion fascinates me . . . The behaviour of it, and the whole
movement behind it. You know, Hinduism interests me quite a bit. To observe,
and to find out about it. Not that I'd ever join, or believe. Of course, what
does fascinate me in particular is religious art. Most major religions have
produced very great art. Religious music is so overpowering, for one thing ...
There's no question that the impact of religion on civilization has been
tremendous.
MH How does a poem usually start for you? Is it most often that a phrase or
image comes first, or is it more usually an abstract feeling or mood that you
then try to find the words for?
AC I suppose mainly from a perception, I develop. I don't develop from a big
abstract idea, I don't start with God and work down to a flea. I know some
poets do, and no doubt it's a good idea in a way, but I just can't do that,
it's not the way I work. I'm not a young experimental poet. Although I do
write in free-verse sometimes. The poems in Wordhord for instance, I think
you'd call free-verse, of a sort anyway. But control, nevertheless, is important.
It's part of my nature, I think. Someone said to me once at a lecture ...
that being a surveyor, with all the geometrical side, liking to put lines over
the landscape, was that part of my temperament and has an influence on
my poetry. Well, I think it has, in a way. Nothing deliberate, of course.
M H I get from your work two contrasting impressions of the poet's imagination,
or the creative impulse. One is that the imagination appears as a rather
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predatory force, taking its material where it will, imposing itself. The
description of the eagle in 'Wedgetail Eagle: for example, I would take as
evoking this aspect of the artist, someone who has 'his own stern will, the
way ofa high and single mind. ' Yet elsewhere, the artist is seen as more passive,
gentle: accepting and receiving rather than taking and imposing. In the poem
'Summer Dusk:' 'But I am not afraid, so long as my heart can discover/
Ever on earth as elemental a beauty/As thrills through the shadows from
lover to lover.' And the titles of your first two books also seem to suggest
the two contrasting aspects. Gifts Upon the Water and A Marking of Fire.
I see what you mean. One point there is that, with those books, a lot of the
poems were written so far apart ... 'Summer Dusk' would come from the
late 1940s, early ftfties, whereas 'Wedgetail Eagle' I wrote ... early 1980s,
so there's about thirty years between the two. And perhaps, there might have
been a slight change in me, I don't know, but I see what you mean. Yes, one's
passive and one's more active. Well, I don't know whether there's anything
really signiftcant about that. I don't think I was deliberately meaning to be
one or the other, really, it just happens.
You said when we were talking earlier that poetry should communicate. What
do you think poetry can achieve?
It can achieve, well, I suppose if it strikes certain minds it might spark off
something where something can be translated into action, which might
achieve something for society. I think that might be possible, but, I think,
again coming back to the sense of order, and so on, that if you are interested
in poetry, other people's poetry or your own, that sense of order - I think
it gives something to your life itself, that that's where poetry can achieve
something, either by reading it well, or writing it. And that's how I feel it
affects me. It's done something to my life, it's given me that sense of order.
I don't know what else it could have done. I suppose certain pleasures,
sensuality and so on . . . .
When you say a sense of order, it's a higher order, it's not the order of
industrialized society.
No, it's a higher order. It's the same sort of thing that goes on, I suppose,
with a sense of responsibility, a sense of conscience, perhaps. Mter all, artistic
conscience, shall we say. It's related to ordinary conscience, and I suppose
- we can get into religion on this, can't we - it's a basic sense of responsibility
to life.
I'm interested in your attitude towards nature. In some ofyour poems nature
appears, ifnot hostile, then indifferent to human life. For example, 'Sandplain'
and 'The Skeleton' from your first book. Yet in a poem like 'Nyutsia
Floribunda: the land is seen as having a 'heart; of which the tree is 'an
emblem ofgrandeur: And there is that powerful image: 'the haze is a secret's
veil/that a fierce trust has shredded. '
Yes.
Interesting again that you should combine those two qualities, ferocity and
trust. But the sense of a human bond with the land is very compelling in
that poem ....
Whereas in others I talk of the aloofness. Mmm. It's a matter of experience.
I've spent a lot of time in some very remote parts of Australia, I've been across
most of the deserts. It's a frightening place, really, and it is aloof. There's
no question of that. More than any other I've been in, and I have travelled
a bit. The Australian landscape is not so much hostile as indifferent. On the
other hand, now and again I have had experiences where I have felt the other
way. I've got to love the Australian bush, mind you. I wouldn't live in any
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other landscape and climate for that reason. Although urban Australia, I have
a lot of misgivings about that side of Australia . . . . But the Australian
landscape and bush is something I feel at home in, and yet I'm never free
of this sense that it doesn't care where I am. It's very powerful. It's different
in England, with English countryside which is so man-lived-over for so long.
You go into any part of England and you can feel the touch of humanity.
M H So, what makes the difference, then, is ...
AC Loneliness, sparseness. Lack of people in it.
MH And lack of history, too?
AC Yes. Unless you delve into the Aboriginal history, which is a different thing,
I mean our white settlement appears to me very small, and not only small
but narrow, in a way. It seems to rely on one or two very powerful and often
arrogant myths, really. And so the history is nothing compared with what
Europe has to offer there ...
The fact that I bring into another poem a bondage, an affiliation - I think
that's possible too. It's, I dare say, a change of mood.
M H The situation in many of your poems is that the speaker is situated on the
outside of a system of value or meaning or belief, be it Greek, British or
Indonesian. Beginning with religion, poems such as 'St Dunstanl in the East'
and'lona Ferry' seem to address that question raised in Philip Larkinl poem
'Churchgoing:· 'What remains when disbelief has gone?' There seems to be
in your work a yearning for some unequivocal, communal faith ...
AC Yes, I see what you mean.
MH Yes, and also a resistance to it.
AC Mmm. Well, that rational side of you is resisting . . . but at the same time
you can see what a value it's been. And when you go to places like Iona,
or wherever, which has a deep religious sense about it, there is an atmosphere
in these places, and it does strike you. It might be an illusion, but it's there
and it does affect me. I got the same thing in Delphi, in Greece. I suppose
again its the human touch - humanity has built that up over the centuries
- legend and so on. But I still don't believe, you might say, for all that. I
can see its function, if you like, and what value it was, the art, the architecture
or whatever. No, I like clinging to that; at the same time there's this other
voice that says no, we're beyond that now. Of course, we may not be ....
M H Do you think that experience of being on the outside of a coherent belief
system, do you think that it is the experience ofcolonial countries, particularly
Australia: we seem to be on the outside of an ancient Aboriginal culture?
AC Yes, I can see that. But it might be more than that. I can't relate to the
Aborigines at all, in this sense. I just could not be involved in their culture.
I could admire it; I can admire their paintings. And I have great sympathy
for them, but I could not incorporate any of it into my own work.
You might remember ... the Jindyworobak movement ... I got involved
in that, because I believed in the one thing [of the three]: environmental
values . . . I couldn't go along with the nationalism or the Aboriginal side
of it at all, because I just didn't feel sincere about it. So, I'm definitely on
the outside there. But it's different with Christianity or any of the major
religions; world religions, which I do admire. Although I have this feeling
I cannot quite belong. Not in the sense of belief. I admire what they've achieved
and the lasting art they've achieved especially. I envy people who can believe.
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There's an image in the poem 'St Dunstan's in the East' . .. the image of
the crane

TaIl, seemingly overhead
a crane's lean skeletal ann
from the near Thames waterfront
becomes a sleeve of lacework
as delicate as any
creeper interwoven stone
as with ineffable grace
it circles and reaches for
the calm white flame of the spire.

AC

Well, that was an accidental image: the crane was there . . . it was just an
image which struck me - it was one of those images which you put in and
think well, I'll leave it in like that and the reader can make what they like
of it.
M H Well, what I would make of it, is that it seems to be a very affirmative image,
as though there is some source offaith left.
AC Yes, that is so. The fact that out of an industrial scene like that, there is room
to view it poetically and even religiously, by its actions.
MH About the new book . ..
AC Oh yes, Schoolgirls at Borabadur. Most of that's very recent work, the last
two years, nearly all of it, I think. Some of the poems got written rather
quickly, that's quite unusual. The surprise poem to me, of course, is the title
poem 'Schoolgirls at Borabadur.' It's a long poem, and that's not recent, that
was written in early 1972. But I sent that along with it, and they, and I, decided
to call the whole book by that name. It's a long poem and, as you'll find
out, it's in a formal pattern, in stanzas, iambic and rhyme. So that's pretty
formal. I enjoyed writing it, that's all I can say. The bulk of the poems are
miscellaneous. There's another little section, a group of poems I wrote up
at Shark Bay, not published yet anywhere. That's fairly recent. They're more
lightweight than the other poems. The miscellaneous poems vary a bit - a
few nature poems, poems on art. 'Schoolgirls at Borabodur'that's an overseas
poem, when I was up in Indonesia, written the same time as the Bali poems,
but apart from that I think all the others are rather Australian settings. There's
no English experience in them that I can think of.
MH Would you say that poetry in this state, in W.A., is in a healthy condition?
AC Just lately, I do. It is vigourous and alive. I think quite a bit of it is not mature,
poets still have to work hard, but on the whole I'd see it as progressing. A
lot of uneven work, of course. But I think the fact that it is making this
movement is quite significant.
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SUMAN K. KAPOOR

Doodling & Dreaming
The child crawled toward the slate,
held a chalk and scrawled
around his half-closed fIst
a random, crisscross pattern
of bent and broken, zigzag lines.
Several times the chalk broke:
It's pieces scattered all over
and baby drew winding dashes
to connect their distances
on the slate: He kept on retracing them
until the chalk was reduced to a speck
which he couldn't hold to mark
a peripheral point or the centre.
He dreamed what he doodled
minutes back: The lines were transformed
into suspension bridges; the slate's stone
melted to become a blue-grey sea
and pieces of chalk dotted it
like milk-white islands. And yet
another sea, silent and waveless,
glued the fIngers of his closed fIst.
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HAL COLEBATCH

The Nymphe
The German Flakship Nymphe at the end of World War II was ordered to steam
south from Tromso in Northern Norway with a German crew under Norwegian
officers. "Unfortunately after a bout of heavy drinking on board the navigation was
impaired and old ship ran aground".
One of those times like dark fog in history:
dim pistol shots, refugee columns, black snow,
guttering fires, suicides, casual State-sponsored murder
without protest. What human thing could grow
in this frozen landscape, this city of despair,
civilization crushed under the broken stone?
Peoples' Courts, stunned disaster and frozen corpses.
Smothering darkness the image, darkness towering alone.
But turning back one sees odd gleams in that darkness,
like this, out of sight and mind, if one will look
back through the years, past most historical dogma
to a bare report in an obscure technical book
on naval construction. The end of the KMS Nymphe
is something we cannot read of without a sight
of some wholly other drama, and a sort of glow
warming that whole city of dreadful night.
Here between victim and vanquished aggressor passed
what? Forgiveness? Comradeship? Shared laughter and needs?
And something of triumph here, a triumph of the spirit
almost fit to be ranked with more heroic deeds
when all things are considered: history and the dark
defies together in the snowy night,
old engines labouring, grievance and revenge
put out of history, and out of sight.
For a second we are there, on that ice-encrusted bridge,
passing the schnapps in shabby uniforms.
'Skaal!' 'Prost!' 'Der Krieg ist zu ende!'
'Prost!' 'Skaal!' An image now that warms
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the heart, like schnapps warming chest and faces.
Something heroic here. Bottles to the compass platform,
bottles to history, and the engines driving
the battered flakship uncaring through the snowstorm.
'Skaal!' 'Prost!' to the Nymphe and its crew,
slewing across history, a gleam in a darkest place.
'Prost!' 'Skaal!.' Hard to read of this without
thinking more kindly of the human race.
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ROSS CLARK

The Stationmaster's Watch
One time, when I
was holidaying with a
cousin in his country town,
we took an old pocketwatch
that had belonged to grandad,
recently dead, and tried to
fIx it. Of course, if it had
been working, we wouldn't have
been given it. Finally,
whether from frustration or
a sense of fun, we placed it
on a railway line, and just
waited in the timeless haze
of a youthful summer day,
till 200 tons of train
flattened that watch, fusing the
hands to the face forever,
turning fIne springs to little
scribbles of metal, spreading
the whole apparatus flat
and irregular as a
birthmark.
I saw it again
the other day, on top of
his trophy case, forever
telling a quarter past ten
and twelve years old. Now, 20
years on, I write these words at
last on a suburban train,
bound for work.
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ADRIAN WESTON

Cold on the Street's Warm Side
A boy and a girl are together.
With the smoke in the sky hard to distinguish from the clouds, they walk through
the darkening parklands. There is a dampness in the air. Not holding hands and
not speaking, their relationship is not immediately clear. Solitary, although the park
is not yet deserted, they carry their intimacy close.
They are being watched as they walk, this boy and girl. They are being watched
by the man who follows them home through the quiet streets whistling to himself,
moving with certainty. He has stood in their garden with his dick in his hands and
has grown familiar with their lives. He has pressed himself against the wall by their
open window while they have made love inside. They have not seen him but can
often sense his proximity. He parks his car around the corner so that he can see
them come and go. Having taken their mail from the letterbox, he knows their names
and fmds their number in the phone book. He likes to wait until the girl is alone
in the house, tasting her vulnerability in his mouth. This time he has seen the boy
leave on his bicycle, weaving his way down the road as he turns to wave to the girl
at their gate. This is a man who thinks of rape. The girl has gone back into the
house and sits at the kitchen table and a small bird reels and darts in their courtyard
catching insects at the approaching dusk. The telephone rings ...
I WILL FUCK YOU
hammering a nail of unhappiness into her life. This doesn't happen every day or
even every week, but it happens often enough. Now, when the boy and girl walk
in the evening they are aware of threat and the shadows. They listen for footsteps
behind them.
At times the elements of fear and violence are strong, mainly at the endings of
days, but the fear is subliminated in recreation.
Visits are made (in a holiday mood) to the beach. This boy and girl drive fast
in his father's car for no other purpose than to feel free and happy. They both relish
speed. Looking like a wide-screen dream, hills long and low mark the distance. It
is the weather of high contrast and hard lines, all colour washed. The big borrowed
vehicle skims and speeds through a half imagined landscape. They have the one
day but talk instead in terms of making it a journey to other places.
They talk as if they are travelling through Mrica or India or South America
until they cease to care that it is only from Adelaide to the beach.
Where the soil has baked hard at the side of the road, such thoughts seem nearer.
The real landscape south of the city has its own majesty but it has become intangible
to the point of absurdity.
In their flight they have passed the outest suburbs which hold the brown edges
of the hills. Despite a geographical contour which, unhoused, might seem sensual,
this is an area of unyielding flatness. Each time they drive this way on a spree, they
know the relief of not having to live there, but keep the two guilty thoughts private.
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A sense of colour does develop in this country, if slowly and only of the tones within
brown; it is shaken by a narrow fold on the way to the beach which retains moisture
in even the hottest parts of summer and is a startling green. Thick wild fennel banks
up. They pull off the road for a while and sit in its richness. For the boy it evokes
another continent from those of their earlier dreaming; he talks happily of childhood
holidays in France, of the sound of cicadas and the smell of a foreign roadside. What
he creates is his own reverie which he tries to extend to the girl, but fails. Suddenly
she feels excluded. She becomes too conscious of the degree of privilege with which
he has always lived to feel comfortable anymore. So she is silent and his words lapse
and the girl holds a branch of fennel flowering yellow in her hand. She breaks the
stem slowly, making a smear of the plant's juice in her palm. The faint smell of
aniseed is let into the wind. At the beach now, their day has been stilled. The water
turns to a deeper blue and for once ghetto blasters and unleashed dogs are absent.
Lying on their backs, the boy and girl smile at the sun and sometimes at each other.
The long flight of steps down the cliff from the car park was brazen and white
concrete, but they ran down it with bright canvas bags and the girl holding her hat
to her head. Before their first swim they drank shaken Mexican beer, laughing while
they stuck wedges of lemon tight into the bottles' tall necks. It is too hot to read
or think much: the late afternoon is floated and swum away. Occasionally they pass
over the long sand bar into the cold water where they swim hard and fast, where
there is a tug from the current. They leave the beach when the family groups start
to go, when youths in singlets start to gather in twos and threes. Climbing up the
stairs, dazed, they pass the block of showers and toilets. In the car park single men
sit on and in their cars staring and waiting. Trying not to notice, the boy and girl
get into the car. They leave with a slight slide of gravel under the wheels. On the
drive home the girl reaches out for his hand and takes it briefly, unsure of her
background need for assurance.
Later in the evening they go to a dinner party. The tiredness of a day at the beach
has passed after long showers and dressing in cool clean clothes. The day's dry heat
has turned to a fresh warm night and they dine at a table under an old fig tree
on aromatic foods. The conversation flows in even waves and the boy and girl return
home in the early morning, in the last hours of darkness happy and silent. They
lie in each other's arms in the dulled room with windows and doors open for the
hint of breeze and the girl thinks about the nights when she is alone and the house
stays resolutely closed.
Again they have a pleasant day, clear and light. A Sunday. Their tone of thought
set by the prospect of a casual stroll through the city, rejoicing at the full leaves
of the plane trees and the quiet watering of the grass. They have familiar places
for particular days, coffee shops and cafes where there is the probability of finding
friends in the sun and sitting and talking or reading alone. On a Sunday they prefer
a small coffee and gelati bar on Hindley Street which has the look that late night
streets often have in daytime, of lying just a bit. The neon sighs switched off and
the litter waiting to be cleared are some elaborate pieces of stage design not really
meant to convince. A familiar group of people are gathered around the tables when
the boy and girl arrive. The talk is of important Sunday matters of who was at
the pub last night, what they wore and did and in what configurations they made
their ways home. Hangovers are displayed and consoled, egos boosted and deflated.
They are all students, bohemian (or would be) professionals, artists and the middle
class unemployed, all driving their foreign cars to match their clothes and ideology.
Comfortable and usual, like life for them, they can sit and feel as though everything
is always free from menace. There is a lot of smiling and nodding at people walking
by or joining other tables. Social networking takes place across the pavement and
small points are noted and remembered. A young pretty girl who has a studio up
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the road where a famous murder took place some years before, stops to chat with
the boy and girl, to invite them to her house warming party. She is animated and
witty despite having come (more or less) straight from Saturday night's big party
and still wearing the same clothes. They catch up on a small scandal and a wicked
observation before she drifts on to more friends. Eventually they too move off. They
spend their Sunday afternoon in their favourite bookshops and go around some art
galleries and lunch on another street. They end with more coffee and more gelati
as the day cools down and the shadows from the cocked umbrellas harden along
the street and the sounds drain away. They walk home through the park, watched
and followed again, this time unaware. The day finishes uneventfully. But there are
other days and one time when a fist beats on the front door where there have only
been words before
I HAVE COME TO YOUR PLACE NOW.
Treading the verandah heavily, he whistles
COME ON BABY LIGHT MY FIRE
the Doors at her door. Gone by the time her friends arrive, he knows that he has
power and therefore strength. He doesn't need to come back again as his memory
remains in each gust that shakes the window and every footstep on the pavement.
The boy and girl will continue to watch shadows.
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SCOT SNOW

The Human Condition
I am afraid.
But I do not know why. Actually I do know why, but it makes no difference,
I am still afraid.
And repulsed.
There is an old saying which states: once you know what you are afraid of then
the why is a natural progression. And once you know why then you can set about
coming to terms with whatever you are afraid of.
Rubbish. Lies.
I have mastered the first two. The third eludes me.
But my god, how I try.
I fear.
It is the twenty-sixth year of the war. It has advanced not at all since it began.
It is a stalemate.
I fear. It does not.
If I am in full control of my faculties, and I believe myself to be, then the war
began in earnest half way through my seventh year.
I think. Therefore I am, ha ha. Sorry.
And it is just as well that it did at such an early stage, for if it had been any
later - well it is a prospect I dare not contemplate. Suffice to say that had it
progressed further then I may not have been here to tell the tale.
Now there's a thought.
Perhaps this was engineered. Perhaps I was supposed to discover this conspiracy!
You sly bastard.
Anyhow, back to the story.
It was the middle of my seventh year and I had been shipped off to France to
stay with some obscure auntie of mine for the summer holidays. I say obscure because
I had so bloody many of them that at times it was difficult to remember who was
who, so I didn't bother. So long as they fed me, I didn't care.
As is always the case I became bored. Believe me, after several constant years
of visits the South of France is about as exciting as Alaska in winter. Less so.
So there I was, sitting on the sand with water lapping gently at my feet, a castle
of sand by my side and bored out of my mind.
Then I noticed my hand.
Not so much my hand as what was on it.
I brought my hand to my face, peering at it intently, fascinated.
And, yes, repulsed.
Holding my hand scant inches from my face, I closed it into a fist. The thing
which adhered to it stretched to, I was sure, tearing point on the back of my hand.
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While in my palm it rumpled up to create ridges. And if I stretched my fingers wide,
it would stretch to breaking point on both sides of my hand.
I was disgusted.
Even more so when I discovered it all over the rest of my body, moving and
creasing without any command from me. I knew what it was and I knew what it
wanted.
I was afraid.
The war had begun.
During my fifteenth year I made an important discovery, I admit that I should
have noticed this long before then, but I didn't.
I discovered that when I bent over, the part of this thing which covered my stomach
would crease and fold and try to fall from my body.
It couldn't. But oh how it tried.
In my seventeenth year I found I could hurt it. To tell the truth, I'm not sure
if I did hurt it. It went all red and fell off. It retaliated by putting me in pain, not
a lot, but enough.
And the parts that fell off? They grew back.
I began to fear.
During the twenty-first year of the war Mary entered the arena.
Poor beautiful Mary.
She was loving, caring, considerate and patient.
She knew nothing of the war.
We were very much in love. And we married.
She became aware of the war, but opted to stay.
After two years the war tainted her as well.
She was much more patient than I could ever hope for.
She tended and cared for me. She was perfect.
Then she decided to leave me. Just like that. She says that if I get better she may
come back, but not before.
I wonder why she left. Maybe it was the screaming or the fits.
Perhaps it was the strangling incident. I told her it wasn't me. I would never do
such a thing.
She says I should get help.
I hate her. No. I hate me.
The doctor was small, pudgy and distinctively rat-like.
I didn't like him. Which was all right, he probably didn't like me.
I explained as much as I could to him. Not all of it, of course. Just enough.
He smiled and nodded his head a lot.
He explained to me something called "The Human Condition". Simply stated,
this is what it is: At some point in life everybody becomes aware of their body, or
at least parts of it. Some will become aware of the bones, others the muscles and
yet others the tendons.
It is not uncommon, he says. How old are you?
I tell him.
There you go then, he says, you are at that age. Nothing to worry about. He smiles.
I hate him.
I tell him this has been going on since I was seven.
That wiped the self-satisfied smile off his face pretty damn quick.
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Well that makes a difference, he says. He writes on a small sheet of paper, the
writing neat and delicate.
This is the number of a psychiatrist friend of mine, the smile is back.
I tell him to stick it up his right nostril and pull it down his left.
I was glad to see that my hate was justified.
It is the twenty-fourth year of the war and I do not know what to do.
I lay on the bed, in darkness, and the war rages on.
I am tired, but if I sleep I shall surely lose my hold, and if I lose my hold it will
win. No defences you see.
It likes it when you sleep. So I don't.
I just lie there.
I feel the war rage, I tingle allover. I feel it ripple and fold, stretch and crease.
Move and crawl.
I think I may go mad. Perhaps I am. No, they say that if you admit it then you
are not.
I think they could be wrong there.
It is nearing the close of the twenty-fifth year of the war.
I have cut my finger. Blood drips from it and makes small precise circles on the
floor.
As I look at my finger I begin to think.
As I put a sticking plaster on it I continue to shape the thought.
The seed of an idea has taken root.
It is the twenty-fourth year of the war and I do not know what to do.
I stopped off at the supermarket to get what I needed. I leave it in the bathroom.
In the study it is cool and smells of paper. I take a large hardback book from
the shelf. You can never be too careful.
I have read much on the subject since the idea took root. I consider myself an
expert.
In theory.
No point in putting it off any longer.

I stand naked before the bathroom mirror.
It still repulses me.
I take my purchase from the sink and remove it from the packet, careful not to
injure myself.
I hold it before me. It's sharpness amazes me.
The book tells me I must be careful to remove only the epidermis. That way there
is no blood.
They also tell me that only a skilled surgeon is capable of doing it.
It is the twenty-sixth year of the war and either way, it ends here.
Perhaps I shall bleed to death. I do not know.
What I do know is that the human condition is in for one hell of a shock.
I fear no more.
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BETH YAHP

Watching
At the window. I am making a record, recording, tracing a life, an afternoon, across
a page. This is the street. These are the houses. This is the city wind. That: the sky,
the skyline. Pollution sits on the edge of my nose. I watch the trucks, the buses
rattle past and schoolboys breaking bricks in the street. Running from the corner
and back, laughing, panting. Their cries carry, echoing, childish echoes louder than
the cries. A neighbour rolls his orange Valiant down the hill. The car door opens
as he stops, his keys rattle: C'mon, he calls, c'mon. Across the street paper blinds
flutter and a gate swings open. A man in a suit carries a briefcase to a door.
In the darkened room she twirls before the mirror. First one mirror, then another.
The shadows fold around her ankles, now grasping, now swept away. From room
to room she twirls, twisting, spinning, china arms arched above her head. Her
laughing tinkles like finely shattered glass: she is discontent. The air's too heavy.
Through the glass the dark rooms beckon and dancers in coarse bare feet and fraying
silk turn twisting to stare. She stops against the mirror, breathing softly, and the
dancers fall still. She rubs them away with a finger. On the table the teacups rattle,
tea leaves floating, settling anew.
The man in the suit at the door: is entering. He pauses, stands on the doorstep,
his foot arched to move. He turns three times in anticipation, in the face of the good
wind. The briefcase knocks against his thigh.
Come in, she calls.
He enters.
In a deep dark cavern I see them. The room is billowy with incense, with angels
singing, creaking on an old gramophone. He sinks to the floor, his suit rumpling.
He folds like a puff of smoke. She breathes in deeply.
Oh, baby, baby, he sighs.
This is what happens: at the window I see them, but briefly. It is a summer
afternoon. The sky is clear. I am wearing sun-glasses and a black and yellow dress.
The man in the suit walks to her door. He raps lightly and the door swings open.
She is sitting at the window dressed in silk and lace, her face scrubbed clean. Her
legs stretched open or crossed at the ankles. She wears red stilettoes. Beside her
the tea things laid out neatly, the teapot steaming.
The man in the grey suit, the fawn suit, the pin-striped suit with patent leather
shoes and a crocodile-skin briefcase: is entering. She sighs, then smiles.
In this city the afternoons are never quiet. The sound of traffic from the highway
behind the houses, music from a distant radio, voices in a muffled room. The pigdog
next door, whimpering. Sometimes the sky is yellow and pink, sometimes smoky.
Sometimes there is a smell of the sea.
When the telephone rings she comes to stand at the window. She comes to stand
and she hooks her hand around the telephone cord and the cord that holds the blind
up and she twists her hand as she speaks and it seems there is a serpent creeping
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up her arm. Her face is pinched as she is speaking. There are shadows under her
eyes. She hasn't slept for days, for nights. She doesn't sleep when the moon cuts
her directly, when it is a full moon and her stomach bloats and her breasts sag and
there is a sad ache behind each knee. She doesn't sleep when she is listening for
scrapings against the doorstep or a rapping at the door. When cars screech by harshly
or when there is no sound at all, no whispers or laughter or the flittings of insects
against a screen. That is when she throws her magazine away and puts her glass
down. When her movements are pettish and she stares in the mirror, and stares.
She hasn't slept for days, for nights. She writes a name in a book, and then another
name. She doesn't spend much time sleeping.
When the child comes home, this is what she does: she stands at the door to greet
it. When she is with the child she wears a different face. She wears her hair in a
pony tail and a loose jumper in pale colours. Everything about her loosens. Her
eyes are open with joy. When the child comes home she takes it by the hand and
it seems she is a larger child. She laughs loudly, throwing her head back. She hides
presents around the house which the child rushes to find. The child's squealing wafts
across the street. It is only a little child, just higher than her knee. She has to be
careful, to watch for it. She thinks she might squash it with a sudden move. The
child rushes from room to room. It looks in the mirrors and laughs. When the child
comes home, her house is full of laughing children.
Only if I am watchful will I see her. She moves like a spirit, like a sprite. I recognise
her only at certain times. Walking down the street, she looks straight ahead. Her
hips wobble but her head is steady, it is like the anchor of a ship. I follow at a safe
distance. My footsteps light on the pavement, I am so light I will float away. I am
invisible: a slip of shadow between two trees. In wet weather I wear a plastic raincoat
but she does not notice the wet. She walks with her head steady, rain stinging her
eyes. The rain hangs off her eyelashes like jewels.
The man in the suit: is entering. She cries when he enters, always a little cry, then
a pear-shaped teardrop to make him sleep. He sleeps like a baby. He licks the tear
from her face and tilts his body towards her and one hand clutches her hair. She
watches him sleeping. She lies with the light from the streetlamp cutting her neatly,
from hipbone to breastbone, marking her tender spots. He will hurt her eventually.
When he awakens he will stare at her as if he does not know her. He will look for
his pieces of suit, under the bed or in the armchair, and fit them together against
his skin. That one look and he doesn't look again. More than the batwing bruises
on her thighs, more than the kiss marks at the base of her throat and the lacy puckered
edges on her breasts that have hardly sealed. When he doesn't look at her. That
hurts her most of all.
When the child comes home, she takes it shopping. She buys it forbidden things,
things its granny doesn't allow it to eat. Say please, she tells the child and when
it does, she says: say pretty please, and it does. Don't tell granny, she says. When
the child is home she locks one of the rooms. You may go into all the rooms, except
this one, she says, and she hangs the key above the window where the child cannot
get it. The child thinks the room is filled with treasures. When the child is home,
she lowers the blinds.
In this city the evenings are never still. A flurry of movement as people come
home, the sound of televisions buzzing and car engines winding down. If I stand
in front, in the cement patch ringed with iron, and lean my elbow between the evenspaced bars, I will see. Kids on skateboards and people with tiny dogs trot by. Flash
cars and silken stockings with real leather handbags and sometimes a fancy dress.
I stand in the shadows, in my overcoat, a cigarette dangling between my fingers
and my lips. In the evenings this city street lies waiting. The terraces lean together,
the grotty ones against the clean ones with the new paint and the bars across the
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windows and an alarm light above the door. If I wait long enough, the party crowd
comes out and the crowd out for a movie or a bite to eat. If I stand still enough,
no one ever sees me.
In the darkened room she twirls before the mirror. First one mirror, then another.
In the mirror she sees her selves. She fills the house with mirrors so she knows she
is there.
Now the man in the suit: is entering. You may enter, she says, and he does.
Sometimes she sits like a queen. She sits in the armchair with her skirts arranged
neatly around her. She wears shoes with diamonds on the heels and a matching
coronet. Sometimes she wears leather. The bands across her breasts make her creak
and swell and the laces bite into her skin. She rings her eyes with black then, her
lips with silver. Sometimes the man in the suit is willowy, he looks like a boy and
the hand that holds the gilt-edged card is held out shyly, like an offering of fruit.
Sometimes his shadow fills the doorway and his eyes glitter. His footsteps make
the teacups rattle. She takes the man in the suit by the hand and strokes that hand
and it is like butter, soft and golden and melting away. When she closes her eyes,
he disappears.
Come in, she calls.
Oh, baby, baby, he sighs.
When the child comes into the room it is a naughty child. It is a naughty thieving
child who has stolen a key. The child lies on the satin sheets and breathes the
unfamiliar smells. The child gurgles with pleasure. It drapes itself with different robes
and scarves and sticks feathers behind its ears. The child draws pictures on the
mirrors, round faces with smiles and spiky hair. It smears lipstick over its mouth.
When she comes into the room it is as if she has broken into a forbidden place.
The child lies kicking its feet into the air. It is a bad child and she pulls it towards
her and smacks it. She smacks it and the marks her hand makes are the patterns
on a suit. I see a dozen women smacking a dozen squirming children. She smacks
the child. It is not the child she watches in the mirrors but her arm, the graceful
curve of her arms, rising and falling.
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PARIS FLAMMONDE

Be Careful When You Walk the Land
"Hi, ho, the frinkle where the frondle trod
And saw the sanguinary eye of God,
Sans no debunkle and less perferee
What you see now I will become to be No fweygotz found how unincumberedly!
Deny the wakish watenberry hill
Where drakeness comes to flooding at the mill;
The great wheel turns, returns, and turns again
The schizaboobing bubbles thrash like rain,
Where grass decides all water is insane.
Reassinate! Come glistening through the gleen
Reangiflle the beaming of the mein,
And as trumpfolitry subsides and glides,
With partrifaction, which so soon delides,
The atrifaiscence of the glooming fides.
Fairwattenheimer, spendle to the fling!
I quote: "Makes little much of everything,"
Wherein valalees crimble, crantz, and croff
Among the georgeosities of quaff,
To whom the patapediments are doff.
Fairwattenheimer, spendle to the fling!
I quote: "Makes little much of everything,"
Wherein valalees crimble, crantz, and croff
Among the georgeosities of quaff,
To whom the patapediments are doff.
No more to say, from yester where are winjuns
(A paranthetic hear! Accorded St. Johns).
A tembling tundraly the focus walters,
The mediotes cast off splendiferous altars,
At last! At last! The finkle fronds and falters ...
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GRAEME HETHERINGTON

For James McAuley
James McAuley was to me
What Nicholas and Narziss were to Goldmund.
I read his poems and sought him out.
Before he would agree to have me learn
He first read two or three of mine Ungainly things that limped and hopped about,
But desperate enouJh to have him pause
And let me, if I coUld, profit at his side.
This master craftsman, the Nicholas in him,
Saw poems worthy of the name
As pieces perfectly attained. To fmd again
Eternal laws was to be infinitely free.
Form was the inbuilt knowledge of a truth
As old as chaos shaped into the world.
He never said this in so many words.
His teaching was of the incidental kind,
Which brings me to the Narziss in the man.
He helped me to the bedrock of the self,
Down past the imposition of the lie
To where the one and first all-giving mother is.
A poem, he would insist, can only live
If it is born from something truly known.
God made the moon because she was of Him.
First drown in her then you will learn to swim.
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SHANE McCAULEY

The Stirrup Cup
Winter rifles albums
Of the heart, turns
Brief pages, singles out
Older images, younger beings
That these photographs
Might represent Leaf-trembling gentleness
In the lapses, consciousness
Rising up, cracking
The hoar-frost that seals
Unsafe surfaces,
Loneliness a sober boat
Confronting the storm, that ocean
Of dark wind, and memories
Like a stream of refugees
Struggle through my head.
Weighed-down trees shimmer
In pools like ghosts
In grey daylight;
What was young for a season
Is old for aeons.
I grow fond of departing gestures,
Toss down the cup,
Store these resurrecting things
For future exile,
Drink the rain
As an outrider
Already thinking of home.
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CAROLYN BLISS

Transpositions: Patrick White's
Most Recent Fiction
In her review for London Magazine of Patrick White's Memoirs of Many in One,
Jill Neville admonishes readers that, "Even the rubble of a great imagination is
distinguished".l The literary world, it seems, is therefore constrained to take
respectful, of somewhat nostalgic notice of this brief (by Whitean standards) 1986
novel and the even slighter body of work comprising the 1987 collection of short
stories, Three Uneasy Pieces. Her opinion that the novel is not vintage White so
much as vinegar-ed was echoed, not unanimously, but certainly in many quarters,
as reviewers struggled to evaluate the new work, deciding on epithets like "bagatelle"
and "put-on",2 "parody",3 and "grotesque and Bathetic".4 But Memoirs and Uneasy
Pieces are in fact less rubble than reprise. Here recognizable Whitean themes have
been transposed into a new and quieter key, without damage to the richness of their
harmonies.
Readers of either the novel or stories will hear the melodies quoted from earlier
White fiction. For example, both works make thematic use of the mundane and
squalid, the detritus and decay of process: phlegm and potato peelings; ruined buffets
and ravaged faces; sticky semen and a starving reffo; food-stained clothing and
excrement which both cleanses and contaminates; wind, warts and arthritis;
senility, infirmity, and insanity. Symbolic images and events from earlier novels recur
- garnet-coloured blood spilled and glass splintered, grace-bearing birds in flight,
desert sands and the revelations they give rise to, dawn gardens and Greek churches,
the intelligence of goats and the redemptive potential of a dog who may be God
- all intimations of the transcendent in the acts and scenes of everyday. Further
recalling earlier work are the similarities between the characters of Memoirs and
those of The Eye of the Storm. Both feature a mad and maddening old woman
nearing death, her repressed, superficially proper daughter, and her ambivalent son.
More intriguingly, Philip Home sees the novel as an inverted Voss, with Alex
taking the role of egomaniac explorer, and "Patrick White", the putative editor of
her memoirs, playing Laura. 5 While Home does not pursue the parallels far, they
are suggestive. Like Voss, Alex defies convention, aggrandizes self, experiences a
desert vision, shoots a dog in an act compounded of sheer malice and a desire to
claim invulnerability, and is chastened before death by incarceration and humiliations
of the flesh. Most persuasive of the linkages is the fact that, again like Voss, Alex
unsuccessfully attempts self-apotheosis, here by trying to become the God-satrap
of The Vivisector. However, when she indiscriminately fires her blanks into the
audience of the Sand Pit Theatre, she shows herself as much a mere pretender to
the Throne as Voss was. Neither can truly determine the fate of others. Each can
only serve as catalyst to others'self-discoveries, as Voss does for Laura and Alex
for her editor.
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Editor White, like Laura Trevelyan, mediates the protagonist's experience to the
reader, yearns and explores on a modest and self-deprecating scale, fields the
demands make by social convention, and wrestles with a repugnance for the flesh.
In the same way that Laura did for Voss, he translates Alex into terms which make
her at least accessible, if not altogether explicable. Moreover, as even the novel's
typography insists, White and Alex, like Laura and Voss, progressively merge. Alex's
memoirs intrude into the editor's comments, her daughter into his life, her imagined
experience into his imagination and its artifacts. The novel leaves him in her bed.
None of this should surprise us. As Laura was Voss's Jungian "anima",6 so, too,
is Alex her editor's. Both relationships underscore a point White has made implicit
in his novels, explicit in propria persona and in Memoirs, which is his most patently
metafictional excursion to date. The point, as White puts it in Flaws in the Glass,
is that fiction for him is "the means of introducing ... the cast of contradictory
characters of which I am composed" (20).7 Or, in the words of Maurice Duggan's
character Magsman, "Narrative and plot may be no more than a way of putting
people into our mouths, of giving substance to our many voices".8 All characters
therefore reflect aspects of their author. It is appropriate, then, that within the novel,
Alex is her editor's creation, as he is hers. Editor White alerts us at the outset that
"the dramatis personae of this Levantine script could be the offspring of my own
psyche" (16), and he accuses himself at the end: "I I - the great creative ego had possessed myself of Alex Gray's life when she was still an innocent girl and
created from it the many images I needed to develop my own obsessions, both literary
and real" (192). His admission recalls Alex's discovery that self was at the centre
of all her writing (174) and reminds us that she has also fashioned the White who
appears in her memoirs: a doddering, self-doubting, convention-ridden, ineffectual,
and often dense old man.
Such acts of appropriation might and eventually do tend, in Jungian fashion,
toward wholeness. "Otherness" is progressively incorporated into a fuller self, a
process which the novel's close suggests will be an ongoing project for the editor.
But initially, the act of possessing the other generates guilt and self-disgust,
particularly as those emotions surface in the artist-Pantocrator. An increasing
preoccupation for White since at least the mid sixties9 has been the ambiguous
morality of art as it violates complexity to force significant shape on random human
experience. His most forthright statement of the problem is made in the 1970 novel,
The Vivisector, in which art is seen to probe the anatomy of the mind, heart, and
soul, always painfully and often fatally, and to threaten the artist himself with
compelling, but inadequate solutions to unanswerable riddles.
Whereas art in the earlier novel was imaged as vivisection, in Memoirs it appears
variously as "subterfuge" (57), vampirism, terrorism, and rape. Having at one point
accused herself of failure as woman and artist, Alex imagines "blood dripping from
[her] mouth" (57) and initiates a pattern of imagery which persists through the novel.
She is artist both as God-manque and urban guerilla when she assails the audience
of the Sand Pit Theatre. And finally, in imagery which evokes sexual assault, Alex's
memoirs culminate in a "bloody" and disjunctive red "trench" dug down the
"innocent" page (174). This image of writing as violent penetration of the page
prefigures the rape imagery used at the novel's end when the editor confesses that
by "possess[ing]" Alex Gray when she was an "innocent girl", he impregnated her
life with his own literary "obsessions" (192). No wonder Alex reflects at one point
that "Art can be almost a worse crime than living" (157), a realization to which
Hurtle Duffield of The Vivisector also came.
As punishment for this crime, the artist may be sentenced to inhabit his own
insignificance. Almost worse than art's potential to be lethal to its subjects is its
potential for irrelevance. In the novel, Alex has dismissed her editor's fiction as a
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"growing stack of foolscap which he hopes will bring him fulfilment" (94), and he
seems to second her judgment when he wonders if his work "could be of any account"
(61). Similarly, the first-person narrator of "The Age of a Wart", the third of White's
Pieces, condemns himself for having spent his life "filling sheets of foolscap with
irrelevant thoughts ..." (42), and he sadly notes "the distance between life and
literature" (47).
That distance lessens, however, when both are viewed as unavoidably cruel and
criminal activities. The discovery that living is predation, made by Randolph Stow's
Heriot in To the Islands, comes also to Alex, her editor, and the narrator of White's
story, "The Screaming Potato". The latter defmes the whole of life in terms of murders
perhaps committed and the "chopping [still] to be done". (Pieces 12) White's 1981
autobiography, Flaws in the Glass, offers evidence that he applies this insight to
his own life as well. The very title of this book, which seems in its entirety to represent
a penitential self-exposure,1O signals at once that introspection must lead to the
acknowledgement of failure (one looks in the glass and sees flaws), and that the
artist's view of the world is necessarily a skewed reflection on a milky mirror (one's
glass is itself flawed).
Necessity, however, is not made an argument for innocence in White's latest work.
Even more than vision and self-actualization, atonement is demanded, and this
injunction to atone marks the most signillcant way in which his newest fiction
recapitulates but at the same time remakes its predecessors. Like most of White's
oeuvre, Memoirs and the stories of Pieces are structured by the controlling metaphor
of quest. But while the great quest novels such as The Aunt's Story, The Tree of
Man, Voss, Riders in the Chariot, The Vivisector, A Fringe of Leaves, and The
Twybom Affair were most concerned with where the characters were going, these
works focus on where they've been. Alex, the editor, and the narrators of Three
Uneasy Pieces all look backwards over accomplished experience, rather than forward
toward uncertain fate. As Alex reviews her lives, she blurs "fact" and fantasy so
irretrievably that the reader is forced to concede that all lives are fictionalized by
those who live them. And for what we author, we must account. White adds a
personal urgency to the project of atonement by appearing as a character in the
novel and by strewing autobiographical references liberally through his Pieces, all
of which have elderly, male, first-person narrators who tempt us to identify them
with their author.
If atonement is prescribed in these works, it is also enabled. The possibility is
opened through a typically Whitean paradox grounded in awareness of the evil to
which we are prone: the artist atones through art, the human being through his
humanity. Both processes, like the quintessential Whitean vision, are enlarging,
centrifugal, acquisitive: a dilation of self toward widening circles which embrace and
absolve both self and other. The "unease" of the pieces is thus eased in conjunction,
and both novel and stories celebrate the persistence which may ultimately bring us
together.
Alex's vicious red bisection of the page therefore cannot be her fmal statement.
Rather, she continues to speak even beyond the possibility of her words' transcription
in any physical form which might eventually have reached her editor. In the ghostly
voice which he must hear in his mind and heart, Alex rummages once more through
her past and confesses to frailty, blood-lust, and failure. But her musings permit her
to take leave of a world she can fmally endorse as real (178). Instead of exclusively
inhabiting her own psychic space, she comes in her final days to be a citizen of a
larger community.
Within this community are "sisters" (the designation evokes the concepts both
of nurse-caretaker and sibling), whose names suggest infirmity and mutilation. lIma's
name was chosen to memorialize the nausea and fainting which her mother suffered
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during pregnancy; and "Philomena" recalls the Philomela of mythology, whose
tongue was cut out to prevent accusation of her rapist. Still, Philomela found a way
to tell her story, and lima's mother went on to give birth. Alex, too, goes on,
stubbornly maintaining that "Words are what matter. Even if they don't
communicate. That's why I must continue writing. Somebody may understand in
time" (86). Similarly, the narrator of the story "Dancing with Both Feet on the
Ground", although felled on the kitchen floor, fmds in his memories a reaff'rrmation
of "the will to dance" and to go on dancing (23).
Atonement thus modulates into at-one-ment: a validation of the shared human
condition with all its perils and potentialities, and a commitment to perpetuate,
understand, and perhaps most importantly, communicate it. Despite all the
agonizing which goes on in this, as well as White's previous work, about the
inadequacy and inconstancy of language, his latest fiction therefore looks more
toward J.L. Austin than to Derrida Speech, whether oral or written, is an act which
produces consequences, most centrally that of connection. The fmal page of Memoirs
finds the editor realizing,
If she had become a victim in those endless scribblings which I was faced at last with
sorting out, I was hers through her authoritarian bigot of a daughter.
We were quits, oh yes, but never quit of each other (192).

The fact that these "scribblings will now join her version of a life to his revision
strengthens the link which the novel has forged between them, as did the observation
that the words in which Alex describes what follows the slashing of her paper have
no authorship at all, unless that of their commingled minds.
Linkages are also affIrmed by the narrator of "The Age of a Wart" in the lyrical
closing passage which marks his deathbed reclamation of the crusader twin Tancred:
He has come. He is holding my hands in his. I who was once the reason for the world's
existence am no longer this sterile end-all. As the world darkens, the evil in me is dying.
I understand. Along with the prisoners, sufferers, survivors. It is no longer I it is we.
It is we who hold the secret of existence
we who control the world
WE (Pieces 58-59)

The reason for these developments is not far to seek. The world is darkening;
death looms. As White says in a recent poem,
...the smell of ash
haunts [his] daysll

Nonetheless, the colour symbology of Memoirs counsels us that darkness need not
dim perceptions; rather it may illuminate.
The novel's inscapes are done in shades of white, grey, and black. Whereas white,
most notably in the putative editor's name, is associated with an inchoate state of
blankness, absence, and need, hues of grey are used to suggest the mists which swirl
when the visionary and transcendent intermingle with the mundane and corporeal.
Although Alex finds her surname "Gray" resonant with dullness and obtuseness,
the author's use of it marks her as potentially among the illuminati. She wears grey
when embarking on spiritUal sojourns: to assume the role of Avenging Angel, to
seek the Mystic, and to experience her desert epiphany. Even more significantly,
grey mists presaging morning are explicitly linked to the imminence of revelation
in at least three of the novel's central scenes: at the Dobbins' Watson Bay cottage,
during the dawn following the night she is lost in the bush with Sister Bernadette,
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and in her own home in Centennial Park when she recalls and reflects on events
of that night. Greyness seems a precursor and prerequisite of enlightenment.
Like authentic art, however, authentic vision in this novel comes in colours, and
since black unites all colours, blackness and darkness appropriately image the ecstatic
fullness of visionary moments. Darkness embraces Alex in the "robe of midnight
velvet" (126) which, with her "great black fan" (136), costume her for the performance
during which she senses "art and life" (137) coinciding and harmonizing. The Being
she meets in the desert is a dark form against the sun's blinding brightness (139),
and Alex's "black skull" (182) occupies the centre ofthe mandalic visions experienced
by the editor at her bedside and in the "dim" crypt of Santa Chiara (189).
Blackness assumes a similar role in White's story, "The Age of a Wart", the
centrepiece of his Three Uneasy Pieces. The wart which had functioned as a badge
of the spiritUal brotherhood shared by Tancred and the narrator reappears late in
the narrator's life as a melanoma whose blackness threatens to engulf the world.
Instead, darkness blots out evil and invites the reunion with the twin in empathy
and fellowship. In another of those Whitean paradoxes, the coming of darkness
signals the incipience of sight.
Memoirs and Pieces may therefore be viewed as writing done in the glare of
growing darkness, or as Veronica Brady puts it, "art turn[ed] back into life at its
most perilous, before death. . . . "12 The point at which White presently fmds himself
is most perilous because the ultimate affirmations and negations must be made; but
it is also most satisfying because, it seems, they can be made.
Patrick White's recent fiction, then, does rework imagery and rehearse themes
which have preoccupied him from the outset. Among these are the need for selfscrutiny, especially as regards the murky morality of art; the complementary
difficulties and imperatives of communication; the simple and quotidian as vehicles
of what he has recently called the "Divine Presence"13; and most centrally, the quest
to locate a complete and coherent self within its wider sphere. Again, as in previous
fiction, that quest reveals the efficacy of failure in humbling the seeker, goading him
or her to pursue the quest, and opening the way to redemptive vision. 14 Alex
repeatedly accuses herself of failure as wife, mother, lover, artist, and spiritUal
aspirant. In search of ''the unanswerable, the unattainable" (88), the editor must
also fail to "come good" (124). Near the end of his career, Alex observes that he's
"sick of writers ... sick of himself" (177). "Literature", she remarks, "is a millstone
around his neck" (177). Further, he fails until after her death fully to accept Alex
as part of himself. In this novel, all human beings are seen to be hybrids of "divine
love and failing flesh" (116).
However, within the Whitean framework, failure admits the seeker to a state in
which grace may descend. Alex is rewarded with a perlbrmance which for her, if
not for her skeptical and outraged audience, brings about a "correspondence with
the galaxy" (137). Shortly thereafter, she is granted a "revitalising" desert vision which
reunites her with the "miraculous Being" of dark, denied, but forgiving self (139).
Reconciling moments are also allowed to the editor, for whom Alex has been the
unacknowledged other. Sitting beside the dying woman, the editor perceives her as
Mrs Poulter did Arthur Brown: the solid, mortal centre of a mandala encompassing
vegetable, animal, and human life within the terms of a visionary impulse which
may transcend their limitations (182). Later, on his visit to the church of Santa
Chiara, he watches as the saint in the crypt is transformed into Alex on her deathbed.
The implication is that both are bogus but still potent saints for the editor, agents
for intercession and arbiters of vision. Also implied is the possibility that in her role
as the editor's recognized and reaffirmed self, Alex will now determine the orbit
of his continuing quest, as Voss did for Laura or Elizabeth Hunter of The Eye of
the Storm for her satellites.
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Like so much else in the novel, this pattern is predicated on that of earlier work.
But familiar refrains are sung in a new key here, one in which complexity increasingly
strives to resolve itself into a single, if sombre chord. Discord and dissonance issue
at last into the unitary, hermaphroditic "WE" of Alex and her editor or Tancred
and the narrator of "Wart". these characters enter a state in which antitheses can
dance together in what Robert Ross has called a "spiritual pas de deux."ls. The
invitation to dance is accepted reluctantly and ruefully at the close of Memoirs, but
eagerly and wholeheartedly in the stories of Three Uneasy Pieces. Together, the
greater serenity and sureness of these, White's latest lieder, suggest they may be
gathering into an affirmative swansong.
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PAUL HETHERINGTON

Dinner at Eight
In a well-lit room at the gallery
there was a sculpture; a beautiful youth
come all the way from ancient Greece,
but I'd missed lunch, and a pushy crowd
obscured its wrought perfection.
Down the street in the local cafe
were cakes, cold drink, a comfortable stool
and crisp salad sandwiches.
I thought of you
alert at the concert hall,
remembered I was late, remembered that
after a lengthy concert
we were due for dinner at eight,
thought how people consume all sorts of art,
voracious as wolves at meat, how others
imperturbably ignore it, thought that
just for a solitary month or two
I'd like to forget meaning in my life,
live in a well-provided-for place
without art, without discomfort.
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CHRISTOPHER MOONEY

An Old Flame
As I went to buy the morning papers
I saw that red silk waistcoat,
embroidered growl of the golden dragon.
She had changed, yet a shock to see her
still buying Cleo. A puzzled hello.
She couldn't quite connect at first.
Mterall, how long ago did we shimmer
toward the Weekend - barbecue parties
beside a greenstone river? Now, only
a ripple-effect. My mind throws up
some snapshots of The Good Old Days.
Who were we really beneath fingerpaint
of suntan lotion, the make-believe talk
we learned from rock stars? We were
just the kids from the suburbs
raging from dance-hall to motorbikes chain-mail slung across black leather,
mini-skirts riding up the thighs.
Pregnancy geared some down. You were
the wild one, could never follow
the trade of parents. Finally went off
snorkling in Noumea, tasting yourself
inside air bubbles of endless cocktails.
So the story goes among those of us
who stayed. We fretted like mosquitoes
in our small pond. Now, I understand
your need to run. But Christ! You
didn't remember, rushed right passed me,
away from that tall tussock where
once a boy and girl of the afternoon
swam saltily into each other.
Regrets? The runaway legs - too fast,
the lip-sticked mouth, ravaged at 30,
I was just wrapping she burned through,
a paper lover. That dragon dances
on her back, subtle as Chinese torture
as she bums into another morning.
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REVIEWS
Literature and The Aborigine In Australia, J.J.
Healy, University of Queensland Press, 1989.
Black Words White Page, Adam Shoemaker,
University of Queensland Press, 1989.
Kafka once remarked that a book ought to
be like an axe to smash through to the frozen
sea to the living experience underneath. He was
speaking about fiction, of course, and speaking
as Kafka. But these two books, literature and
The Aborigine In Australia and Black Words
White Page, have to do with a frozen sea of the
kind Kafka had in mind, a numbing of
sensibility and closure of the mind, the great
barrier between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal
people. Significantly, however, neither writer
seems fully aware of this. Certainly, neither
wields a very telling axe. That is not to say that
they are not, each in its own way, important
perhaps even monumental works, or that - to
continue the metaphor - they do not make
cracks appear in the frozen surface. Rather it is
to point to depth and complexity ofthe problem
they deal with.
Both approach the matter historically. Healy
traces the representation of Aboriginal people
and their culture in Australian (that is, nonAboriginal Australia) literature from the earliest
days to the present and Shoemaker writes about
Aboriginal writing in English from 1929, which
saw the first pUblication of a work by an
Aboriginal writer, David Unaipon's Native
Legends, to the present. Both therefore provide
a great deal of information and a framework for
further discussion of particular works or issues.
But this is the problem. Even though it arises
out of the evidence they have assembled, this
general framework is one which they, nonAborigines, have imposed from the other side of
the great divide - the fact that neither is
Australian born, one being Irish, the other
Canadian seems to me far less important;
relations between colonizers and colonized are
part of the European story as a whole, even if
in Australia there are particular inflections and
intensities. This is not to say that their enterprise
is pointless or without value: it is important for
us to understand ourselves, our attitudes, actions
and assumptions. But it points to the limits of
the enterprise.
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To a greater or lesser extent, both work~ ha~e
to do with what has become a taboo subject In
this country. Shoemaker's argument interrogates the stereotype of the ignorant Aborigine,
placed somewhat lower than we are on the
evolutionary scale who is at best childishly
simple-minded and at worst drunken, d~y and
unteachable. Being white, as Edward Said says,
is a self-confirming business and for hundreds
of years Europeans have been wondering aloud
whether "lesser breeds" like the Aborigines were
capable of creating formal literature or
mastering our ways of thinking - in arrogantly
blissful ignorance of the subtle complexities of
Aboriginal culture, of course. Shoemaker's
book, challenges prejudices and superstitions of
this kind, not only introducing the reader to the
range and variety of Aboriginal writing in
English since 1929 but setting this writing in the
context of social and political disadvantage
dramatised in chapter headings like "Popular
Perceptions of an Unpopular People" or "World
War II and the Assimilation Era: A SelfDestructive Doctrine".
Healy, on the other hand, tackles a subject
even more directly implicated in taboo, the
representation of Aborigines in Australian
literature generally. Taboo, as we know, has to
do with a sense of peril in the presence of things
forbidden or associated with notions of
deftlement. The intensity of this sense is evident
in the responses of Cecil Mann to Katharine
Susannah Prichard's Coonardoo for instance.
What Prichard had attempted, he asserted, to
make "the Australian Aboriginal a romantic
figure", was impossible.
With any other native, from fragrant Zulu
girl to fly-kissed Arab n.ta!d, sh.e could ha~e
done it. But the Abongmal, m Australia,
anyway cannot excite any higher feeling than
nauseated pity or comical contempt.

That was in 1929, but we delude ourselves, I
think, if we imagine that the anxieties underl~ng
such violent prejudice no longer exist. Certainly
the evidence Healy assembles, the subject matter
of the novels he discusses and the complexities
of intention at odds with cultural attitudes and
stereotypes revealed in their form, suggest that
they are still operative.
In this sense he is engaged in a kind of rescue
operation. By and large, Aborigines have been
invisible in Australian culture, existing, where
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and when they do, either as figures of fear or
figures of fun. This is not surprising, of course.
Ideology is a sifting and sorting mechanism and
the facts of our relationship with Aboriginal
people and their culture, being disturbing, have
been sifted out or sorted into categories which
allow us to preserve our equanimity and selfesteem, allowing us to celebrate our Bicentenary
triumphantly.
The story Healy has to tell throws light on this
mechanism, or rather on the forces, conscious
and unconscious, influencing its workings.
Feelings about Aborigines as they are reflected
in writing by non-Aboriginal Australians, range
from the fear and loathing evident in the early
writing to the fascination with them apparent in
White and Herbert. In between, there are
valuable discussions of the muddle and
confusion involved in this area, most notably in
the treatment of Keneally's The Chant ofJimmy
Blacksmith.
So these are two important books, important
especially for the connections they establish
between literature and the politics of sensibility
or "symbolic policies", to use Shoemaker's
phrase. But this precisely is the problem. The
concept of "race" is to a large extent a literary
trope, a matter of imaginative representation,
and it "belongs" to what Abdul Jan Mohammed
calls the "Manichaean allegory" of colonialism
which sets native peoples apart as the Other, as
that-which-we-are-not, the type of savagery
which legitimates European occupation of their
country and destruction of their culture,
allowing social and historical differences into
universal, even metaphysical differences.
Essentially, then, this division sets coloniser and
colonised at opposite sides of a great divide, as
civilised and savage. Healy and Shoemaker,
however, not only take little account of this
divide. Their stand is unquestioningly
Eurocentric, and there is little or no sense that
Aboriginal culture exists, with its own set of
perceptions, legitimations and purposes.
Healy's is the earlier work. First published in
1978 it was the pioneering work in this field.
Republished now, it has been revised in places,
with a new introduction and a new fmal chapter
on Herbert's Poor Fellow My Country. The new
introduction marks the progress that has been
made in critical sophistication if not in crosscultural understanding. As Healy says, looking
back, his original approach was largely innocent
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of theory, "literary history with a moral overlay
of Trilling and Ellison" (Ralph Ellison the black
American writer whose novel, Invisible Man,
first made him aware of the tensions between
black and white). Then he was largely concerned
with the texts in themselves. Now he is more
aware of their symptomatic power, convinced
that the crux of the problem is the matter of
perception, that defmitions of reality and value
are to a large extent social constructions
influenced as he acknowledges by Berger and
Luckmann's The Social Construction of Reality
as well as by the phenomenologist Alfred
Schultz.
In this approach "literature is concerned with
problems of meaning and reality". Not everyone
would agree with this claim, of course, especially
not today when deconstruction in particular and
the emphasis on semiotics in general have made
the very concepts of meaning and value so
problematic. Nevertheless, in this case, it seems
to me, Healy's claims are not only validated by
the result but appropriate to his material and
given that, as we have argued, race is ultimately
a matter of fiction, an imaginative construct,
rather than a biological fact - Henry Louis
Gates, even characterises it as a "metonym for
muddled thinking". "Race" is therefore usefully
approached by means of literary texts in which
what Healy calls the "felt features of contact",
certain structures of thought and feeling are
inscribed.
Chapter two, "The Literature of Contract", is
particularly successful in this respect, pointing
out that the Aborigines were almost by
definition edited out of the settlers' conscious
awareness because they had no place in the
patterns of meaning which installed the
newcomers in imaginary relations to their actual
situation. These patterns being largely governed
by past experience, Healy thus points to the
complex psychological relationship of the writer
to his material, shrewdly remarking on "a
moment of uncertainty, the feel of shuffle,
silence, sweat" when the Aborigine enters a text,
especially in the early years of settlement.
There, however, the enterprise stops. His
approach is descriptive, not analytical. To
borrow Wittgenstein's metaphor, he is not so
much exploring the experience involved, much
less exploring its causes, as tracing round the
frame through which we look at it, in this case
the literary representations of Aborigines. In the
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long run, the purposes are historical and linear
and thus at odds with the phenomenological
approach he proposes initially. The first
explorers, as Paul Carter sees them in The Road
to Botany Bay, cut through the country,
surveying it in order to possess it, imposing their
own discourse and thus effectively ignoring the
Aborigines and their culture. Healy's peripatetic
narrative has a similar effect, placing the writing
in the centre and relegating the Aborigines to the
periphery where they figure mostly as the "weird
set of shapes" which Malinowski suggested
haunts the imagination of the colonisers.
imagination of the colonisers.
True, there are benefits from the literary point
of view. As Healy shrewdly points out,
Australian critics risk being "trapped inside an
Australian Legend which diverts attention from
distinctly Australian realities", and his focus on
texts dealing with Aborigines is therefore
liberating. This is especially so with Patrick
White. Instead of treating him as a cultural
monument, Healy places his work at the centre
of the debate about Aboriginal presence and
significance. As he sees it, for White the
Aborigines are crucial to the "scheme of
negation and fulfIlment" which he traces in
White's work and in non-Aboriginal culture
generally. Arguing that this scheme is "moral,
even metaphysical" in its implications, he thus
situates the question of European-Aboriginal
relations in a context of value on the one hand
and self-definition on the other. As he puts it,
therefore, in his discussion of Hardy and
Keneally's representation of the Aborigines, the
"Aboriginal" problem is actually a problem of
non-Aboriginal identity:
How, then, could one restore Aboriginal man
(sic) to his proper place as man, in a society
based on exploitation without much
conception of the proper place of man, even
apart from the Aborigines'?

This is perhaps the crucial question. To
answer it, however, we need a different kind of
book, one more concerned with the heumeneutics of the experience involved and with
questions of good and evil. But Healy has at least
posed the question.
He is quite clearly concerned with the nonAboriginal side of the equation. Shoemaker,
however, looks to the other side, attempting to
establish a tradition of Aboriginal writing in
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English. This is a risky business because, on the
one hand, it involves speaking for Aborigines,
and thus echoing, however unintentionally, the
old superstition that they cannot speak for
themselves, and, on the other, attempting to
place Aboriginal writing within the context of
non-Aboriginal writing and history, an act of
domination and appropriation. Shoemaker is
aware of these dangers, in part, at least, as his
attempt to relate the discussion of Aboriginal
writing to the economic, social and political
plight of their people suggests. But he is perhaps
not as aware as he should be of the consequences
of this approach.
In the first place, Aboriginal writing in
English represents only a miniscule, special and
distorted expression of Aboriginal experience distorted because cast in the language and forms
of the conqueror. As Denis Walker remarked at
a Conference of Aboriginal writers:
White people have the arrogant attitude of
saying that their way of life, their white,
western, straight-line way of thinking of how
reality should be described is the only one.

Several reviews of Shoemaker's book, one in
particular by Billy Marshall-Stoneking, have
accused him of this attitude (unfairly perhaps
since his intentions are obviously sympathetic
but understandable).
Then, too, Shoemaker's story can be seen as
diversionary, distracting attention from the real
story, what Kevin Gilbert calls "the human
desolation that is Aboriginal Australia". The
writers who feature here are comparatively
successful Aborigines. They may be angrily
conscious of "the rape of the soul" Gilbert also
speaks of and may attempt to write about it, but
they have to some extent triumphed over it. In
this way, Shoemaker's'" account unwittingly
contributes to the cooption which concerned the
first national Conference of Aboriginal Writers
in 1983 and which they so strenuously resisted.
So Bruce McGuinness asserted:
We maintain that unless Aboriginal people
control the funding, unless Aboriginal people
control the content, the publishing, the
ultimate presentation of the article, then it is·
not Aboriginal: that it ceases to be Aboriginal
when it is interfered with, when it is tampered
with by non-Aboriginal people.

That is not to say that the book should not
have been written or that it has not a significant
87

contribution to make. But the contribution is to
non-Aboriginal rather than Aboriginal
understanding. As Shoemaker puts it, his
intention was "by providing a socio-historical
context for Black Australian literature I have
given the subject some of the attention - and
respect - it deserves". To rescue them from
invisibility in this way is valuable. But it does
lead to certain distortions. It is hard to see the
reason for a separate chapter on "Sex and
Violence in the Black Australian Novel". Despite
the attempt to point to causes, this chapter may
well confirm racist stereotypes. Similarly, the
chapter on "The Politics of Poetry" tends to
privilege the categories of the culture most of
these poems are contesting. Talking "overcompensation" and defending the notion of
"poetry as propaganda" is beside the point if we
set the poems on the one hand in the grim history
of Aboriginal people in the last two hundred
years and on the other in relation to traditional
culture in which poetry was in a sense their mode
of existence. True to its title, however, Black
Words White Page has almost nothing to say
about traditional culture, its concern is with
Aboriginal writing on white pages. That means
that the crucial aspect of Aboriginality,
according to Kevin Gilbert, the "hearing for a
different way of being, a wholeness" associated
with traditional culture, tends to give way to nonAboriginal literary and critical concerns.
Nevertheless Black Words White Page does
allow non-Aboriginal writers a glimpse - on
our own terms - of the concerns and experience
of Aboriginal people and that is perhaps a great
deal. As an Aboriginal writer, Maureen Watson
puts it:
Black reflections aren't in white mirrors you
know. We Jive in our land. We are, we 'have
all around us people who are not us. We have
on our land - there are people all over our
land - who are not of our land ....
Everywhere around us are the reflections of
a foreign race; a foreign people and they are
making us foreigners in our own country.

If Aboriginal people have in this way
remained outside our history, it is perhaps a
mark of the importance of literary studies that,
with all their faults, these two works of criticism
call for a revision of history.

Veronica Brady
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Peter Cowan, The Hills of ApoUo Bay,
Fremantle Arts Centre Press, 1989, pp. 236,
$14.99.
You read a novel looking for a truth.
Sometimes you find it and I respond to Peter
Cowan's The Hills of Apollo Bay in terms of the
truth I sought and found.
Sean O'Faolain says, 'It is not a subject a man
writes it is himself.' This is not meant to be taken
literally, in the sense of any strict autobiographical chronicling of events in a life but in terms
of the writers' search for the meaning of his life.
The 'he' of this novel, a writer struggling to find
his identity, is never named, as if naming him,
giving him an identity would imply that he
finally comes to 'know' himself, while in fact the
struggle will go on, never wholly resolved.
Naming is crucial to discovery, yet in this case
paradoxically, it would diminish the wholeness
of the created person.
Readers who are looking for a story will
discover it obliquely (though the voice is strong),
ftltered initially through the vague ramblings of
Jessica as she lies in her hospital bed. She does
not confide her memories to her daughter,
Kathy, (although she would if Kathy had the
time and patience to listen), but to a nurse, who
in turn relates it to Richard, Kathy's estranged
husband. The nurse talks about a man whom
Jessica never names but who became very close
to her during the 194Os; a friendship culminating
in a tender and sensitive love affair at Apollo
Bay. Kathy, one suspects, though is not told, may
be the child of that affair. But that love affair
- for Jessica a memory of what might have been
- has far more significance in terms of the
novel. It is a metaphor for an opportunity lost;
the way in which fiction could have gone; the
power it could wield, if listened to.
Unfortunately, for Jessica, as well as for
Australian writing, it came too late. She was
committed to her practical Charles, as writers in
this country became committed to an easier,
more accessible path. The unnamed writer gives
up trying to reveal his truth of the place through
fiction and tries his hand at playwriting, at the
same time writing non-fiction dealing with
environmental issues. Cowan's own despair
about what is happening to the environment the blindness of people to the disaster of rising
salt tables, destruction of trees, urbanisation of
space - is taken up by his fictional character.
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One feels that he (and Cowan) holds little hope
that his voice will be heard, or if it is, that anyone
will take much notice.
The environment may be one of Cowan's
many passionately felt concerns in this novel but
at its heart is a writer's thirst for literary
challenge in a cultural environment that is sterile
and barren. The novel explores what must have
been 'a kind of private battle.'
There are two ways of discovering identity,
both in the personal and the cultural sense. One
can go back to ones origins, to Europe in this
case, as so many artists and writers were to do
at that time, searching the past for meaning. This
is not his way - the 'he' of the narrative,
They are destroying themselves over there, he
says.

'He' chooses the alternative: to stay; to work
towards discovering the new from a known, if
in some ways despised, base.
I write out of here. I have to ... this is what
matters.

He talks about an attempted novel.
I tried to write about this. Silence. Space ...
I think it was the place I was trying to get.
More than the people.

But the British publisher to whom he sends
the work says it is too Australian. And it needs
a stronger plot. Now 'he' feels that enlightenment
will come from the New World - from the new
American writers and that he must discover for
himself, here. The 'here' of Perth in 1939 offers
nothing. It is stultifying, locked in its colonial
past. New ideas are subversive. Writers (and
painters) who challenge the conservative way are
ridiculed, driven out. No original painting of the
Impressionists or later has ever been seen in the
Art Gallery. Books that threaten the established
view are banned totally or have offending
passages excised. Academics who offer a new
vision do not stay long.
This decision to work from a known personal
base, a belief in oneself and a refusal to
compromise marks not only the 'he' of Cowan's
novel, but mirrors Cowan's own quiet persistence
with a literature particular to this country;
discovering historically what has been
attempted; contributing himself to that
important history.
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In the novel the second world war provides
an escape - ironically, considering the writer
protagonist's anti-war convictions - and he
finds himself in Melbourne where something is
happening. There, painters like Tucker and
Boyd, Perceval, Bergner and Hester are working
in new ways - social realism, expressionism. He
becomes involved in their discourses, their
attitudes to painting, to politics, to society. He
is caught between the vitality, and vibrancy of
their work; the coarseness of life on the
Melbourne streets where Harry, his friend, a
boxer and black-marketeer from Perth makes a
living, and the gentleness and sincerity of Jessica
whose background, like his own is rural.
In The Hills of Apollo Bay Peter Cowan
expresses his deeply felt love for and despair
about Australia. He mourns the sterility of the
country's cultural life and the failure to seize the
opportunity briefly offered but lost during the
1940s. His imaginative depiction of this brief
flowering is evoked through a moving sequence
at Apollo Bay with Jessica. Literature, one feels,
like their love, could have burgeoned, instead it
goes the other way and 'he' gives up writing
novels, suggesting with some cynicism,
if they're bad enough they'll be read.

Cowan's critics in the past have accused him
of being cold - a writer of detachment, lacking
passion. Certainly there are no emotional
pyrotechnics in Peter Cowan's prose, but the fire
is there; controlled, damped down, smouldering.
Stoked, one feels, it could blaze.
Technically the novel is tantalising. Mostly the
narrative voice is spare; understated. The letters
'he' writes (but may not send) from Melbourne
to Barbara, reflect the freeing of his spirit in that
city, and with that new-found freedom a
spontaneity of expression. A release, though
short-lived.
Cowan, as one has come to expect, can be
both enigmatic and cryptic, but when one
discovers the clues, the resulting narrative is
continually rewarding. In a sequence between
the writer who has abandoned writing novels
and attempts a play,
a half-way house, written for the wrong
reasons . .. I may have tried to project
something through real people that I haven't
been able to resolve in writing fiction.
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Cowan hints at the way Australian writers
turned from grappling with truth and settled for
fact. His protagonist mourns for
a time when you had to make your own
certainty. However wrong you were ...
keeping an identity, I suppose, when
everything seemed against that.

I am quite certain that on one level Cowan
is deliberately using trends in literary theory and
practice as a counterpoint to the text, and to read
the work that way could offer a very challenging
exercise. The handling of time; the shifts from
present to past, the intercutting from what was
perceiVed then and only understood now offers
another facet to the text. But The Hills ofApollo
Bay demands more than cool analysis or
theoretical agility and I fmd it hard to talk about
it in a detached way. There are some things so
crucial to the spirit it seems as if they cannot be
written about. Not obviously, anyway. Instead,
the spaces and the silences become as important
as what is actually said. Peter Cowan's
acknowledgement of a personal journey in
fictional terms offers insight into a deeply felt
and intensely private commitment. To quote
from a brief exchange between Jessica and her
writer lover near the end of the novel,
It's hauntin~, she said. But I don't think I
understand It. I feel it somehow.
Feeling is enough, he said.

Julie Lewis

Anna Haebich, For Their Own Good
Aborigines and Government in the Southwest
oj Western Australia, 1900-1940, The
University of Western Australia Press, 1988,
$17.50.

Dr Haebich's book has been a long time in
the making. Since the late 1970's when she was
involved in the South West Aboriginal Studies
Project, through years of research interspersed
with teaching and travelling, writing a doctoral
thesis and the final transformation into an
accessible book. It would have been a great loss
to the general reading public if this work had
remained a doctoral thesis med away in a
University library. To those students of
Australian race relations who have confronted
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the closed door on information and encountered
the conspiracy of silence in which Western
Australia has crouched uneasily since the
Gribble incident in the 1890s it will be a valuable
source of information. Dark Deeds in a Sunny
Land, published by J.B. Gribble in 1905 sent a
tremor of shock through Western Australia
which left it permanently sensitive to
explorations into its dealings with the Aboriginal
race. Few books have been published on the
subject, notably Hasluck's Black Australians
(1942) and Biskup's Not Slaves Not Citizens
(1954). Both examined the subject of
Aboriginal/ European relations through the
framework of administrative bureaucracies and
government legislation. Anna Haebich's book
For Their Own Good is the first to move outside
the objective interpretation and use other
sources for her study.
In this book, for the first time, we have an
insight into the individual histories of Aboriginal
people in the Southwest. Rather than another
account, however brilliantly researched, of
official policies, administrative failures,
Aboriginal decline and descent into penury, we
are able to get a sense of the long, increasingly
bitter struggle of a people to keep a foothold in
their own place. Ngilgie and Charles Tinibil's
early success on their own block at Welshpool
and Ngilgie's total loss of every item she
possessed when she was gathered into Moore
River Settlement is one account of struggle, loss
and dispossession. Annie Calgaret, probably
glad of a haven after she was left destitute with
three children at her husband's death, was
amongst the first inmates of Moore River.
Educated at Swan Native and Half Caste Home
and amongst the first AboriJrinal children to
attend high school, she made her life at the
settlement, assisting the nursing staff and acting
as an attendant to the children. The Harris' fight
for their civil liberties and the passionate struggle
of many Aboriginal families in the early 1900s
to gain access to an education for their children
may come as a surprise to some. It is the true
substance of a people's history which hasn't been
available to us before.
What we are witness to in Haebich's history
of the southwest Aborigines is not the gradual
progress of a people over time, but the gradual
decline of a group of people under inexorable
pressures. By the late thirties, the majority had
lost their tenuous hold on a free life and
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economic independence and were reduced to a
penniless, dependent existence on the fringes of
country towns or in institutional life.
That the people resented their loss of
independence and clung with incredible tenacity
to their freedom before despair or circumstances
caused them to seek the assistance and
protection of the Aborigine Act is clear from the
personal accounts Haebich presents in evidence.
For the first time, set against the reasonably wellknown historical context of legislation and
economic and social change, we have access to
a people's history previously unknown and
unrecorded. It is as important to the maturation
of Australian, and particularly Western
Australian, society as the revision of the pioneer
myth and the emergence of women's history.
Stereotyped attitudes, glib and facile
interpretations of cause and effect are less
acceptable measured against this view of a
people who must, at the very least, be admired
for their determination to survive. Haebich's
early chapters show the process by which the
Aboriginal people were forced into the kind of
life which has produced the stereotype of failure.
One of the most significant insights of the book
is the early history of Aboriginal adaptation to
settlement and their successful merger into the
developing rural economy as skilled farmhands.
At the turn of the century and in the first decades
of this century they were in a much stronger
position than they would be in mid-century.
Their readiness to find a place and fit into the
new scheme of life is clearly demonstrated. Their
failure to establish themselves permanently and
securely can hardly be attributed to their lack
of intelligent resourcefulness or their ability to
adjust.
Haebich clarifies the obstacles which stood in
the way: the conditions of land tenure which
made it practically impossible for them to retain
and successfully farm small holdings,
fluctuations in the economy which continually
altered their value in the rural labour market.
The Western Australian penchant for grandiose
schemes of development which resulted, by 1914,
in an oversupply of immigrant farm-workers
and failed farmers, crowding out the Aboriginal
farm-worker from both traditional hunting
grounds and work. In addition, the influx of
predominantly British immigrants with little
tolerance for the indigenous minority and their
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fragile position in the social structure, solidified
and intensified attitudes of prejudice and
indifference to the plight of Aborigines. The
process of exclusion, ending in partial or total
segregation - depending on the resourcefulness
of the individuals - was ongoing. Haebich takes
us up to 1940. It was not until the mid-fifties that
the process of exclusion was ended by legislation
which removed most of the repressive measures
incorporated in previous legislation.
For Their Own Good restores the vital
element of humanity to the history of
Aboriginal/ European relations in the south west
of Western Australia. The struggle of the
individual has a cogency that the objective
analysis lacks. However, it would be a mistake
to allow a partisan view, or the force of emotion
engendered in the revelation of tragedy and
alienation to override the fact that the WA
experience was not singular. Similar experiences
were endured by Aborigines in other parts of
Australia, at the same time and for broadly the
same reasons. This is a regional history which
needs to be set against the wider context of the
Australian experience and then in the still wider
context of histories of other colonial societies.
We need to understand the forces at work if we
are to absorb all of our past with eventual
equanimity.
That is not to say that there are no singular
features about the southwest experience. In the
first place it was different to that of northern
Aborigines in certain respects. The relatively
rapid development and density of popUlation in
the southwest accelerated the process of
dislocation and alienation; tribal cohesion and
culture were virtually destroyed and the growth
of the part-Aboriginal popUlation was perceived
early in the 1900s as a threat to white security.
In the competition for resources Aboriginal
people were quickly disadvantaged. Their value
as a labour resource was inconstant which left
them powerless to negotiate their position in the
community. Nevertheless, as Haebich's sources
demonstrate, the increasing part-Aboriginal
popUlation had fused with the European culture.
Their history cannot be perceived in isolation
from the community. Welcome or not, they were
part of it.
Haebich has concentrated her study on the
southwest region and explores the effect of
southern community attitudes and legislation on
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the live of its Aboriginal people. We need to be
aware that the balance of power in Parliament
rested with the northern pastoralist lobby which
influenced legislation and administration in its
own interests. Aborigines in the north, retained
for much longer their tribal cohesion and
cultural identity. Due to the isolation and the
very small white population a kind of tenuous
organic balance existed between white
pastoralists and their Aboriginal dependents,
however weighted in favour of the station
owners. A situation of mutual dependence
developed which did not exist in the south where
Aborigines were not really needed and as time
went on, were patently not wanted. In the south,
they suffered much more acutely from the policy
of enforced assimilation. Assimilation, as
Mannoni points out, 'can succeed if the
personality of the native is first destroyed
through uprooting . . . and the collapse of the
social structure, but . . . it is only practicable
where an individual has been isolated from his
group, wrenched from his environment and
transplanted elsewhere' (0. Mannoni, Prospero
and Caliban A Study of the Psychology of
Colonization, Methuen, 1956). In the crowded
boredom and deprivation of Moore River
Settlement, over a period of some forty years a
constantly changing group of people forged a
new sense of kinship and identity. Out of their
painful and bitter experience emerged a vital
sense of their Aboriginality and of belonging, at
least, to each other.
It is this vital assertion of Aboriginal spirit
which permeates the history Haebich has
compiled. For Their Own Good should be read
and considered in relation to the literature and
art being produced by the present generation of
southwest Aboriginal people. For a small group
of people, never exceeding a few thousand, they
have produced an unusual degree of gifted and
articulate poets, dramatists, writers and artists.
It is ironic as Haebich points out in her
conclusion that the official policy of enforced
assimilation through the 'native settlement
scheme' and the efforts of the white community
to sweep the Aboriginal 'problem' under the
carpet by isolating Aborigines on town reserves
should have played an important role in forging
this identity.
The history, as a whole, demonstrates
Haebich's contention that southwest Aborigines
'have survived as a distinctive indigenous
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minority with a common identity drawing on
their Aboriginal traditions and their shared
historical experience of injustice, oppression and
institutionalisation'. For successive historians it
will provide a wider and deeper source from
which to draw information for the other
'particular' histories which co-existed and are, as
yet, unrecorded or unavailable. Haebich's work
should inspire other historians to explore a past
which she has shown to be rich, diverse and
tragic.
Pat Jacobs

Beach Plastic, Caroline Caddy, Fremantle Arts
Centre Press, 1989, $12.99; Barbecue of the
Primitives, Philip Salom, University of
Queensland Press, 1989, $9.95.
I find Caroline Caddy's Beach Plastic rather
uneven, despite the fact that my first impression
was more of consistency than variation. The
layout of the poems causes them to appear
similar to each other, and the level of skilled
description, usually of natural objects, is
consistently high. However I do feel that in many
instances a verbal equivalent for a particular
perception has been found, and that the writing
is only an accumulation of these. That is, the
work often engages me on the level of
description, whereas certain other poems, such
as 'Power Stone' or 'Moonviewing' and parts of
the more descriptive pieces use language in a far
more complex and compelling way.
An example of what I mean can be taken from
the series which opens the book:
Come home one night to fmd the road blocked
blazing from the dunes slack campfIres
and on the hill ... ('Fire 2', p.l3)

What seems to be sustaining this writing is
only the speaker's heightened sensitivity: it does
not have direction outside of this and the faint
story-line. The ending of 'Fire 3', however, is
given coherence and force by the appearance of
the speaker in the action:
Fire you have ringed me with cannons
shooting stars and candles
and you have eaten my pets.
Is that all?
You mean I can go now? (p.lS)
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An 'artefact . . . you can't discern the use of,
but attracts you like mad.' This is how Caddy
describes a poem on the book's dust-jacket. But
the imagination, or some responsive faculty in
the reader, must be able to put it to use, and I'm
not sure that some of these poems adequately
allow this. The poetry does work by suggestion
and is understated. But allowing this, some of
the suggestiveness in this book is so much more
compelling than other parts, that poems like
'Shelly Beach' or the title poem seem
disappointingly inert. Poems like 'Master of the
Art' and 'Power Stone', on the other hand,
engage thought as well as sensation: the details,
the perceptions in these poems are more tense,
and appear organized, if in a mysterious way.
Caddy's syntax is often difficult to follow. One
gets the impression that each piece of speech,
sometimes only one word, is being presented as
an artefact in its own right. This can be
interesting, as in 'Moonviewing'
now you can teU me
now can you teU - (p.4S)

but doesn't always avoid portentousness. I do feel
that the gaps, used instead of commas for the
most part, lose their effectiveness through overuse. I'm not sure how one should read this line,
or what it means:
An instant drunk once throat remembered.

A gap after every word seems hard to justify,
and Caddy seems to achieve more when her
syntax becomes smoother to accommodate her
often excellent images:
we rush out shading our eyes as if
at a new technology (p.31)

Ross Bennett's comment on the back of the
book in its original context (a review of Singing
at Night, ABR. April 1981. p.30), served to
describe a kind of poetry which Caddy had not
satisfactorily achieved. He went on to say: "But
such a poetry must lead to the equilibrium of
a shared, discovered wisdom, not to a reclusivist
diminution. On the evidence of this collection
Caroline Caddy does not yet possess that
necessary strength of voice." I would see this
present collection as in some parts still moving
towards that strength of voice, but also as
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containing some poems which already speak
distinctively and impressively. These lines from
'Going Into The Forest' I take to be an example
of this voice:
and sacred is the word he uses
to describe going into the forest
naturally easily as we would
freedom.

It is quite a change of pace to pass from
Caddy's often slow motion observation to
Salom's rapid-ftre imagery, where
... moving on is urgent, and seems
to promise revelation . . .

Salom, as has been pointed out by the editors
of Wordhord, is a rather different poet from
most writing here in Western Australia, in that
his approach is more conceptual than empirical.
One should not expect, therefore, the kind of
presentations of physical reality which one gets
in Caddy's work. I don't think, anyway, that
Salom's poetry could be said to lack physicality.
He often swoops on the world of objects to give
an idea substance:
... We're unaligned, like the two
half and brilliant mirrors in theodolites. (p.40)

Nevertheless I do have the impression, from
my ftrst few readings of the poems in Barbecue
of the Primitives, of a kind of insubstantiality.
As though some of them have not come clear
of their speculations and assertions to become
linguistic constructs with their own power to
question or compel.
Several factors could be responsible for this
impression. The controlling consciousness of the
poems, although it is supple and can question
itself:
... to think
luck will not fall down in the same place twice
(or maybe does, landing like two-up). (p.42)

can tend to be over-dominant. Sometimes
images are presented which do, to my mind, all
that is required:
In the moonlight his aggressors gleam, light gone
solid as metal on their bodies ...

only to be followed by explanation:
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... They are timeless, robots. (p.ll)

The insight is thereby claimed authoritatively
by the speaker, so that the reader is more of a
spectator than a participant in the poem. The
voice of the poems can be convincingly assured,
as in these two passages:

I think that this can lead to the reader feeling
that the stakes have been somewhat arbitrarily
raised.
The last poem in the book, 'Train Trip across
the Nullabor', I would consider to display
Salom's style working well. The ideas in the
poem are less insisted upon, though no less
innovative:

crystal, insect, leaf, each at a time
fed into the air ... (p.l9)

and

. . . We sit as astronauts in a long straight

squirt

We live among the scrutiny of the cold. (p.49)

Generally, however, the poems do not seem
guided by their discoveries, but rather hurried
past them. The speaker also tends to make large
statements and to make use of absolutes and
words such as 'world', 'creation' and 'universe'
quite frequently:
We stand and tum creation over
page by page ... (p.62)

of water, the spectrum on the inside and spinifex like dull
asteroids. (p.74)

Its images are striking:
. . .The sun suddenly hits, runs like a vivid porter
down the aisle ... (p.76)

but are allowed to take their place without
comment. This is a poem which, to return to my
earlier comment, does strike me as having a
coherence, and some necessity, beyond the
speaker's restlessness.
Michael Heald
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