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PATRICIA HACKElT PRIZE
The editors have pleasure in announcing that the Patricia Hackett prize for
the most outstanding contribution to Westerly in 1991 has been awarded to:
Shirley Blake for her story "Sketches from a Journey" which
appeared in the No.3 September 1991 issue of Westerly.
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FIONA CRAGO

Sylvia

The fat woman is walking home from work. It is a hot afternoon and the material
of her dress is sticking uncomfortably to her underarms. It is intolerable, this
scratchy, corsetted feeling. The dress is too tight. It is a size fourteen and the fabric
is strained across her breasts and shoulders. She can feel her feet sweaty and hot in
her shoes. Clump, clump, clump across the horseshoe bridge. She is thinking about
work. She is allowed to think about work until she gets halfway home and then she
is not allowed to think about it until halfway to work the next morning. Her satchel
is heavy and she swaps it from shoulder to shoulder. A man in a suit overtakes her
on the bridge. Lucky man, she thinks, moving over to let him pass. I bet his shoes
don't pinch and hurt and his feet won't be all sticky because he's wearing socks but
then she watches him as he puts his fingers between his neck and shirt collar to
adjust the pressure and decides that every office worker probably wiggles all day
long in discomfort. Oh god she thinks she will die before she gets home where she
can rip these things off her body. This is the worst part of the walk. The cars bank
up on the bridge distributing petrol and oil fumes across the city. The sea breeze
doesn't reach Northbridge until dark and the concrete and glass buildings trap the
pollution below them so that by mid afternoon the air is hot and heavy and acrid.
The woman decides to cross the road halfway across the bridge. This is not a good
idea because the traffic whizzes unexpectedly around the comer but she is feeling so
cross and frustrated that she takes positive delight in ambling slowly across the
bridge holding up impatient cars. The trick is, she thinks, to wander across the road
looking in the opposite direction. If you make it look deliberate then you're asking
for trouble but if you simply step into the traffic looking absentmindedly about then
you're cheating some motorist of the lUXUry of aggression. Then of course there is
the rush of adrenalin created by the fear that someone just might run into you. A
yellow Torana beeps her angrily but she keeps walking, her step lighter now that she
has shrugged off the awful burden of the city with her first anarchistic act of the
day.
She is over the bridge now and her brain is beginning to expand a little, to
relax. The headache that is always just behind her eyes is no longer there. Of
course it will be back. An angry word, something going wrong and that dull little
throb will begin again. It is the little black dog on her shoulder that her father
pointed out to her as a child that never quite managed to go away.
The fat woman's name is Sylvia. Sylvia listens to the sound her shoes make
as they click along the pavement. She glances at her reflection in each shop
window as she walks past. She is thinking very hard. Sylvia wonders how other
people think. When she thinks, she moves outside her body and gazes down at
herself. She is no longer poor, lumpy Sylvia. Now she is slight and fragile and
WESTERLY, No. I, AUTUMN, 1992
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vulnerable. She is pale like she has been sick with something. She compels people
to want to look after her and nurture her and rub colour back into her cheeks. She
is also funny and smart and tough. This is Sylvia unencumbered by the physical
image she sees reflected in other people's eyes. The only reflection she has to see
now is the one that bounces back from every shop window. But she can't stop
herself from looking, at least, not until she gets off the main road and onto the more
benign, windowless streets of Northbridge. She looks and looks. How can I be the
person I am seeing she asks herself at every shop window, how can I be who I
really am? She thinks that if she wants it badly enough it might happen. That's the
worst of it she thinks. How can I make people understand that I am not the person
they're seeing? Sylvia is not happy but she doesn't quite know why. She knows
that she does not like working all day long in a little dog box perched above the
city, artificially cossetted by the artificial air conditioning humming above her head.
My problem is, she thinks, that I am not what I look like and I am not what I am
all day long. Sylvia suspects that she is being driven slowly mad by images and
expectations and estimations.
Sylvia gets home from work every day and tears her clothes from her body.
She leaves them in a dirty pile on the floor and changes into a tracksuit. Her
beautiful, badly fitting workclothes represent Sylvia's second act of defiance. All
day long, yes ma'am, no ma'am, yes sir, no sir, oh yes I had a lovely weekend
thank you, oh yes I am really busy, but I like being busy you know, helps the day
go faster. But Sylvia always ends up hanging the clothes up. It's just easier that
way, and who's she spiting anyway, just herself.
Sylvia is hungry. All afternoon she has been feeling faint and nauseous. She
had lunch but she is still ravenous. But she doesn't want to eat. Eating just for the
sake of it to kill the hunger pains is so animalistic she thinks. Besides, she is a
beautiful, ethereal woman with just a hint of the tragic. How does that fit in with
stuffing your face at 6 o'clock when you ate lunch at 1 o'clock? Instead she pours
herself a glass of wine and lights herself a cigarette. The wine hits her empty
stomach and the first cigarette of the day sends her head spinning like a top. Sylvia
is sitting now in her hideous chintz sofa, sipping and smoking and willing herself
not to think about work things which she is not allowed to think about until halfway
over the horseshoe bridge tomorrow morning. Sylvia is meticulous about what she
is and is not allowed to do. Sylvia is allowed to smoke after work but not before
work unless she wakes up early enough to treat herself to a cappuccino in the cafe
down the road. Sylvia is not allowed to vary the route which she takes to work
every morning but she must vary it on the way home. Sylvia must walk to and from
work and never, never take the bus unless it is raining in buckets, hailing or snowing
... the latter being an event which will not occur under any circumstances. Sylvia
is not allowed to buy clothes, shoes, furniture or makeup but she is allowed to stop
at the Arcane Bookshop on her way home and spend as much money as she pleases.
She must impose law and order on herself. She must, she must. Otherwise who
knows what might happen. What might happen sometimes does happen. It's the
little black dog ... it gets bigger and bigger as she sits in the chintz sofa with her
wine and her cigarette. Sometimes she just can't manage to chase the little black
dog away with her thinking. She thinks about all the things that happened to her
today. Why did so and so purse their lips and look away from me when I said hello
this morning? Did I do something wrong? Did I say something? I probably did.
I probably said something and now so and so hates me. That's five people who
have looked inside my soul and know, they know that I'm a fraud. They know that
I'm just pretending to be someone I'm not. I can't convince them that I'm someone
I'm not and I can't show them who I really am. Sylvia knows that she is being self
destructive but once the black dog takes a hold of her she can't stop punishing
6
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herself over and over. I never used to be like this she thinks. I must be having a
nervous breakdown. I'm going mad and I can't stop it tonight even with law and
order.
When Sylvia was a little girl she used to play a game with herself to control
the world. She had to set herself a goal and if she achieved it then the world would
be good to her, but if she failed then it would be hard and cruel. Her goals were
simple in spirit but difficult to achieve ... something like swimming two laps of the
pool underwater without taking a breath. Sylvia would swim and swim until her
lungs were about to burst and sometimes she would make it and sometimes she
wouldn't. She wishes she could do that now, achieve a goal and control the world.
She thinks and thinks about what she is doing wrong. She follows her rules and
goes to work and tries her hardest all day long and still she can't make the world
be good to her.
Sylvia curls up in a ball in the chintz sofa. She is a child and she is sick and
she needs looking after. She is holding her breath and swimming and swimming.
She is swimming two laps underwater and even more and the world is not being
good to her. Maybe an adult has to swim further she thinks. Maybe when I walk
to work tomorrow morning I will look in those shop windows and the real Sylvia
will bounce back at me, the smaller, frailer Sylvia, the Sylvia of my imaginings that
only I can see. Sylvia knows that this is not going to happen and she even knows
that you have to be good to yourself before the world will be good to you. In fact
she has a suspicion that you can only be good to yourself because the world simply
won't be. But that doesn't stop her, when the little black dog makes its presence
felt, from curling up on the sofa and thinking and trying to swim two laps
underwater without taking a breath.
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PAM HARVEY

Rabbit Bones on a Northbound Road

The multi-coloured mass of people seethe close to the stage. I sing to them with
one hand clenched in the air next to the microphone. They rock back and forth to
the beat and whisper back to me. Just behind the mandolin harmony, half a beat
out, they echo my words and make me feel good.
The roar is awesome when this song finishes. I wave then tum to the back to
drink cold water. I sweat so much, get so thirsty. It's just like Andy always
predicts - give them energy and they'll return with power. He advertises my
concerts as "Feel her Strength", and sometimes before I go on I can hear the crowd
chant the phrase in monotones I find chilling. Andy knows how people respond; he
delights in their predicted reactions.
In between the shadows thrown by overhead lights I can see Ros. She's
clutching a towel and a beer, keeping her head out of the way behind the curtain. I
finish the rest of the water suddenly thinking I can hear a lone tram rumbling down
the road outside the hall. The crowd's noise increases as I face them again. I must
be hearing things.
Yesterday, I found Ros' diary. It was open, on top of the starched hotel bed.
She wasn't in her room, so I threw my laundry on the floor, picked up the book and
read it. I don't feel ashamed. I want to know more about this new employee of
mine: this un-resisting, sweet person. The crew couldn't believe I hired her as my
personal aide. They shook their straight, long hair when I introduced her: Ros didn't
even notice. Andy thinks I'll regret my spontaneous job-offering.
I read her diary to justify what I'd done.
She plays three songs then rests, four songs then rests, until it's non-stop
music and the crowd start to wave and groan and the make-up runs off her
face. The redness underneath shines like fever.

There is a lull as I strum the first bars of my last song. This sound carries all
the way to the back of the hall and disappears into the darkness. It is strong. I play
it again, for myself, and the crowd murmurs. I start to sing on high C and look over
the heads of the people.
When it's over, I run off the platform eager to escape the chaos behind me.
Ros is there and gives me the towel. I grab her shoulder. "What did you think,
Ros? What did you think?" She smiles, and blushes, and starts to say something
but Andy takes my wrist and I nt:;ver hear it. "What did you think, And? What did
you think?"
He kisses my fingers and steers me towards the small room where I know the
press will be waiting. I lean back to take the can from Ros. She's looking at Andy
and not smiling. I shake Andy's hand away and step ahead of him towards the
8
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endless questions carrying my icy beer.
Later, a long time after midnight when the last of the people have gone, we sit
around the gas heater at the back of the stage. The boys strum their own guitars.
I sit in between Andy's legs with my head against the neck of his prickly jumper.
Ros is up on the stage, sweeping. She doesn't have to, it's not part of her job, but
she sweeps after every show. Above the poorly tuned guitars I can hear the firm
swoosh of the broom on those old dusty planks.
The crew sit around and play battered strings. The notes sound like sighs
in the duskiness. Don't they know they're only echoes, echoes of Melinda?
I'm glad I can't play.

Sometime in the night I wake and think of Ros and her tiny hand-writing
smothering the pages of that hard-backed journal. I tum over, rattling the ancient
bed, tum over again. Andy calls out "Hey!" and puts his arm around my belly. I
lay there feeling trapped, then wriggle out. Ros probably dreams of white things
edged in gold. My dreams this night are red and black, vivid, startling.
In the morning, we move out. I travel with Andy in the station-wagon while
the others are in the truck. I wish I was with them. Andy has slipped into a dark
mood, a sourness created by his lack of a decent night's sleep and by my lack of
compliments regarding his management of the show. He needs continual praise,
like a kid, all encouragement and smiles. I'm tired of it. My smiles are wearing
thin, a well-worn item starting to show holes.
In the beginning, when it was just him and me and an occasional extra, we'd
toast each other in cheap sweet wine after every performance. Now people write
letters to me on scented paper and follow us from town to town. Cases of Great
Western champagtie arrive at our destination before we do but we never seem to
drink it together.
Andy argues success is due to his marketing skills. They're good, but he
forgets it's me the crowd wants to sing with. He used to say "Hey, darling. They
love you, you're great. We're great." He doesn't now, only nods to himself when
the papers thank him for their neatly arranged interviews.
We drive northward, leaving the larger country towns behind, and go through
small places where the milkbar is the post-office as well as the bank. The heat
builds up in the car. Distant shrubs shimmer. I take off my jumper and wedge into
the comer near the door to catch the sun. Andy swerves to avoid a dead rabbit and
my head bangs on the window.
He has a thing about dead rabbits. On one of our early trips north, just when
he was beginning to be organized and had a waiting media package at our
destination, we ran over an old grey lump on the road. I heard the crackle of dried
bones as we hit it. Ten kilometres from the town and its media, we had a flat. A
sharp thigh bone had wedged into the thick folds of the ute's tyre. We were late,
the media left. Andy was furious and talked to no-one for days. Those bones
ruined his plans.
He hasn't said one word to me for hundreds of miles.
We arrive mid-afternoon. I take my ancient carpet bag to the motel room,
throw it on the bed, and go to stand in the bathroom. The boys, unloading trucks
and amps and guitars, are reflected in the tiny mirror. I sing quietly in a minor key
and watch the shower mist obscure patches of glass. Ros comes in, struggling with
a heavy costume case, and bangs the front door. I hear her pause, lower the case
carefully onto the luggage bench, and creep out. The door shuts slowly. I feel bad
for not thanking her, for making her skulk out, but I stay in the bathroom until it's
time to practise on another new stage.
With the show about to start, Andy remains silent. I dress in black - short skirt,
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9

woollen singlet - and top it with layers of silver necklaces. My boots have dazzling
buckles that clink as I walk. I clink past Andy who studies a piece of paper; and
then past Ros who smiles and brushes her hair back to show wide-eyes looking
glazed by the stage lights.
The crowd is packed together. I can hear them chanting. Feel her Strength.
Snatches of my songs come through as well. I falter, just off stage. My boots seem
to catch in a crack. A milli-second later, though, I stride out and hold my hand up
high.
Some of the songs make me bleed. I just sit and cry and stay behind
the curtain where the others can't see me.

A crazy crowd. Several times during the night people climb up next to me and
tum and sway to the others below. It makes me laugh. Andy comes on and roughs
them off. I stop laughing. He pushes them in front of him, hard, like they're
ruining the show. They add to the madness, to this excitement. I put a hand in front
of him to warn him to slow down, but he dodges it without looking at me. The
crowd doesn't notice. Neither does Ros sitting in the wings, smiling foolishly, and
watching the ebb and flow of the crowd. I look at her now and then between verses.
Sweating, I do one encore only and slip out the back, avoiding press, avoiding
Ros. She is looking in confusion at the volume of people moving onto the stage and
tangling with the musicians. I run out the fire exit and across the yard to the motel.
A car honks and my body shakes.
Andy's in our room, looking surprised, then angry as I stand inside the door
and pull my boots off. The buckles thud together as I throw them in the comer. He
wants me to speak to the television, have photographs taken with the rest of the
crew, but I'm staying here.
His face is filled with crevices. He mouthes nasty, loathesome words, and
steps towards me. I'm destroying his careful show management. I say to him, so
I'm the rabbit bone?
I can hear Ros running down the corridor, light steps, sneakered and happy.
She'll be wondering why I didn't stop, what she has done to upset me. I don't want
her here. Suddenly I know what's coming. The knowledge stuns me, I can't move.
So Andy reaches me as Ros opens the door. He brings his hand down across
my head as she automatically offers a beer. I'm sorry, Ros. I really am. She can't
hear or I'm not really speaking or something. I see her face though, white and tight
and horrified. Even though I shut my eyes as soon as Andy hits I see I've broken
Ros. She turns, runs, her footsteps great elephants thumping the carpet.
I sit on the floor and wonder if the crowd will ever chant again.
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ROLAND LEACH

The Suburbs of Troy

I

She was stolen from her home of old men,
who reigned gnawing seas,
that sipped tea-leafed coasts,
to live upon the hill
on ever further shores.
Her young lover promised white days
under skies that sailed blue
and nights of a moon
moaning peach-sliced.

II

Ghost gums flamed green, burning Mt Eliza,
while below
random buildings secure on covered mud-flats,
waited to mount the sky,
and circles of suburbs grew up around the city,
celebrating frail frames,
where sheoak and shrub
once hugged the earth.

III

As a child he jumped dugites in the backyard,
set rabbit-traps in next door blocks,
walked a half-mile to a bus-stop,
and couldn't hear the city's screams
fifteen miles away.
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II

After the highway
the rabbits and snakes were gone,
and bus-shelters read PUNKS RULE.
The beach remained a little longer,
with mornings of herring scalloping
broken glass in a burly-frenzy,
and lines going taut
to silver scales fighting an unknown sky
which could not be broken
in self conscious leaps of arrogance.

IV
With fallen mouths,
neon minds,
and punctured arms,
they litter the night pavement,
like this one,
almost-unseen punctuations
to neon advertisements of great times,
quicker-than-quick takeaways,
a multi-cultural smorgasbord
of burgers, satays, pizzas and kebabs,
for midnight aperitifs,
and in aged Levis and Army coats,
modem parodies of ancient beggars
in Victorian novels and Channel 2 documentaries,
they saunter to the smells of success,
remembering, at times, school canteens
a year or two ago,
but mostly waiting white-veined dreams.

V

They sipped Chardonnay
in midday jarrah tea-rooms,
glimpsing million-dollar Randalls
moored on constant jetties,
and talking ideology and literature,
between Avocado sandwiches.
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VI

She thought they would come for her,
a jealous husband wanting back love,
but left out of harbour
to striking watersiders,
they bored and returned home,
detouring to islands and other
white-fleshed trophies.

VII

The launch waited on their private jetty,
below the swimming pool and tennis court,
beyond the transplanted palms
and hybrid Japanese exotics.
Minor European masters hung to the wall,
complementing Georgian dark woods
and jarring full-length windows,
which they now looked through,
seeing pretentious southern neighbours,
in gaudy middle-class replicas,
on the wrong side of the river.

VIII

Helen entertained empty horses,
tired of a bored lover
who had long since
found younger women preferable
to the repeated launching of ships.
She sat in her Tudor house,
set neatly in a city's bush,
and looked down at a river of idle boats
and a glass landscape of reflective success.
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ANTHONY LAWRENCE

The Terminal

Laid out on a blue carpet
under a malfunctioning light
in the domestic terminals,
I'm so out of it, that when
the digital clock over my head
turned over just now, its white
numbers folding back loudly,
I thought a bird had gone
into the wall.
You had to be there.
The crayboat skipper I bummed
a smoke from is talking
with a woman and child
from Mornington Is.
Two cops walked through
an hour ago, swinging like
rubber phalluses their long
black torches, and a cleaner
stepped over me, leaving
his machine to growl
at the end of its lead,
but now we're the only people
in the terminal.
The white numbers collapse
into the clock,
bringing the morning on.
The crayboat skipper says

14
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the oilspill off Jurien Bay
is dispersing seaward,
away from the environment,
as if the environment
had a border.
Under my coat I see a tanker
with its bow tom off,
a five metre swell
catching fire, and sea lions,
like muscled tongues
of burnished steel, easing
themselves into flaming water,
hissing wildly as they go.

ANNE KELLAS

Where In The World ...

Where in the world can you go
with your lumps of sticks, old kindling
old heart, tramping on, faithful
footsteps, the path, the hearth
warming to night, bed, thoughts of
the end, sorrowing. Where in the
world can I go and leave this load
of second-hand fallen leaves
where else but here, at this door, one-handled
with you, patient, at the other
side, waiting, basket
ready for the wood.
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SHANE McCAULEY

Preservations

Evening, a light dust
Swirling on the waterfront,
Orange peel floating past boats,
Though my memory was full-flavoured,
Needing no reminders ...
Already the morning with its brisk cicadas
And haze had grown ancient
With beauty, time for once
A gentle dancer, etcher. Black olives
Taken from a clay bowl
In the well of your lap, my finger
Stroking the frost of wine
From your tensed lips.
Sheepbells uttered all of reality,
The sun painting itself
On tops of cypress trees, our
Mouths hungry for the rich earth
Of each other, moist parchments
Of unwritten biographies. Ribs,
Muscle, perspiration deltas on
A fragility of flesh. There are
No protections, and it is best
Not to need them ...
From the taverna a music
As if, unbidden, souls had condescended
For a moment to reveal, singing,
What might be unleashed
In that paradise
We privately concede to ourselves.
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SHANE McCAULEY

Internal Enquiry

Lying on a beach the matrix
Of my earth seems to rise up
And greet me through the hot sand
And for a while the Tao of feeling
Finds shelter as my closed eyes
Shut out the distraction
That passes for sensation If it were not for forms

To be filled in, introductions
To be made, my name could
Take its leave at such a time
And stalk disembodied
Among the gulls and scraps
Of paper, re-attaching itself
To foam and flotsam, leaving
Me renegade and cut down
To my babyhood's core Toothless, eyeless, earless, mouthless,
With only the furnace touch
Of a wandering planet beneath me
And in that instant when nothingness
Is incarnate in my pulse
To find that in my being's dark
Departments this unintentional
Enquiry is proceeding still
And so, as shadows reach
My nerveless feet, I can roll over
And find something new, something
Other than air to breathe,
Things other than words
To say.
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SHANE McCAULEY

Patrick White

I have listened to your rushed obituary,
Following news of the world, knowing
Subsequent Sports Talk will last
A little longer.
Your quavering bitterness rang through me,
Sunset in the grand Australian bush
A halo around me.
I have terminated the radio. Brimful
Night, and a humming refrigerator,
A sort of fitting requiem - you would
Have disowned trumpets. How the fancy
Speeches will be a blow-fly's buzzing
Torment to your ghost-hood!
'Australians are always running somewhere,
Or drive,' you have said. My only
Glimpse of you, barely registered, in
Rainy Centennial Park. I was jogging.
And the books? They too have registered,
Less barely. I abandon their rancour,
Finding the disgust too glib (a prophet
In his own land, etcetera). But I have
Grasped the radiance that has slipped out,
As truth must. The fully flawed glass
Is opaque.
The air, then, a little thinner for your passing.
Should you be in the vicinity, brooding,
Come in. There will be, still warm,
A glass of tea.
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DIANE BECKINGHAM

The Urban View of Jeffrey Smart

Paintings which perturb:
so much colour yet no movement
where one would most expect.
On expressway, freeway, subway,
a lone figure, frozen, contemplative,
or desultory lovers on a parapet
waiting, watching, by wasteland
or honeycombed housing estate.
Is this the place Fellini knew
and is la dolce vita rooted here
in autostrada, termini and water tower?
La Giaconda on the corrugated hoarding
could tell us why, in spite of
evident desolation
we maintain the expectation
of an event impending
just around the comer
over the horizon
out of sight.
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ERIC BEACH

a map of australia

we stare from th floor of an inland sea
where sand is dried blood from a liquid red moon
& th willy-willies are terrorists who've forgotten their reasons
like th self-snuffing candles on th anniversary of th dead
who find themselves singing maudlin songs in another country's accent
accepting their explosive eggs in th voluminous folds of our skies
spitting manifest destiny, uncovering th lidded wells
rock paintings depicting th sticks which spat death
will you take this man's tragedy as your own?
you'll earn no shrine of names, no eternal fame
only a lit grief in th longest shadow where stories survive
in th hands of a few old people still binding time
'gone down th river' we say of them, there in th dry creek bed
as we bully time past them & through them
hungry for th bright plastic littorals on our cracked map
homesick for our arbitrary dwellings beamed into this heat
like poems composed for special occasions
spanish hacienda, californian bungalow, english lace balcony
in a desert stretched beyond patience
beyond boredom dry fishing for true longing
where th roots of th heart are tangled in th moon & th stars
& th days don't pursue them, rather, they tag along like children
& meet th morning as one hand meets th other
in th red olgas, where th sun rubs th broken knuckles of th boxer
pausing at th aggressive nude of uluru, maker of dry mouths
mocker of a rhetoric which can't defeat eloquence
& dignity's askew, without presence
th new people stand stiff & afraid like lightning rods
tourists seeking to buy paintings drawn to be danced apart
they come in crowds like shadows eating th fire
marginal lives in peripheral activity
who made dreams into stick figures then broke them
must we wear our hearts as shields, our faces as masks?
red, black, yellow
this flag was th beginning of everything
aboriginal to koori
th particular has its land rights in th universal lie
that poked in a barbed wire flag & claimed to hang th sky
20
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BETH WATZKE

Writing the West: Regionalism and
Western Australia
"I think that running away is at the height of western literary myth. And carrying
a lot of freight with you." So writes Robert Drewe in "Into the Desert for Once",
his essay about myths of the West in American and Australian Literature. 1 Literary
myths of the American West were always problematic for me. The myths of my
generation, that I grew up on and inherited, were personified in Jack Kerouac's On
the Road. Much as I liked Kerouac's writing, I realized that I didn't and couldn't
fit myself into the myth of the Great American Road Trip West. The women in that
book (and the myth) were merely appendages, there to embody all the projected
desires and conflicts of the male protagonists. This manifestation of the myth of
striking out on the open road westward, whether in search of or in flight from the
American Dream, was written by and for men ever since Huck Finn lit out for the
territory, and there was no place for women in it, or none I could relate to. In fact
it was often women, as symbols of the trap of domesticity and civilization, that men
were running away from.
I have the same feelings about those "writers of the West" Drewe lists:
Raymond Carver, Tobias Wolff, Richard Ford, Jim Harrison and Tom McGuane.
Perhaps these writers do provide what Drewe calls "counterpoint, playing under or
around or against the legend" (p. 7); yet as much as I admire them, particularly
McGuane and Carver, what is present in their fiction for me is a sense of loss and
alienation that is pervasive even in its comic expressions. The myth of the West as
a locus for masculinity and the American Dream seemed not so much questioned as
mourned, even if its power could lead to the disintegration of its characters.
The American West, as Drewe calls it "a territory of the earth and of the mind"
(p. 6), functions as a space onto which dreams and desires can be projected, and
ideas about the links between gender and national identity (and the "dislocation" of
those ideas) in particular. I received the West as a historical, political, geographical
and imaginative region, through the words of men. Women seemed not to
participate in this myth that some would argue gives Americans our "true point of
view", unifying us positively and negatively under the heading of national identity,
resulting in "the formation of a composite nationality for the American people."2
It is clear then that the American West has been constructed in a way which
excludes the voices of many Americans, particularly women and "minorities." Or
perhaps it is the myth of the West which has been constructed as such; in any case
even though its expansiveness, possibilities for renewal, freedom and mobility were
very appealing, it was not my territory. I could not mourn or regret or feel alienated
by the loss of a "West" that had never been experienced as mine in the first place.
Yet I could distinguish between this literary myth of the West and the landscapes of
Iowa that I grew up in and loved.
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In An Australian Compass, Bruce Bennett warns against accepting "a unitary or
static version of West, based on cardboard cutouts of the cowboy heroes who caught
and held the popular imagination" and goes on to point out that "much writing in the
USA since the 1930s has in fact questioned and complicated the old stereotypes."3
What becomes clear is that as contemporary American and Australian writers and
critics explore the West as a place, its significance and its relationship to their
fiction, definitions of the West begin to change and shift, and this in tum affects
images and discourses of national identity.
For contemporary writers whose fictions have been in some way shaped by
masculine codes of the West there is a sense of fragmentation, loss, and a movement
beyond that to questioning the boundaries of the codes themselves in terms of
gender stereotypes, and the desire to perhaps offer alternative codes. In addition the
formation of a "national identity" which expresses a sense of unified purpose as
vision and meaning as it is invested in cultural ideologies is also challenged. For
women (and other excluded groups) this latter is also true, as re-defining the West
may include the re-discovery of other historical points of view, and moments of
confrontation and participation in the rewriting of a myth which previously denied
them a voice, while pretending to grant them a role in the making of a nation and
the determination of a national identity.
In Australia, discussions of how to define the West inevitably involve
discussions of regionalism, and often evolve into debates about the merits and
limitations of posing any particular geographical space and making literary claims to
it as a unique "region." Regionalism as a concept has developed along with an
awareness of Australia's difference and diversity in terms of cultures, communities
and places, as well as the assertion that the "centre" in terms of literary work and
publication (as well as political and economic power) is the East, or as it is often
referred to, Sydney-Melbourne.
Bruce Bennett writes:
The first and guiding principle must surely be a recogmtlon of
diversity ... Another requirement for contemporary studies of regionalism,
and of the West in particular, is a recognition of the dynamism of their
construction and deconstruction. If marginality from presumed centres of
power is one of the keys to regionalism, it follows that certain centres will
assume more significance than others at different times ... (p. 72)

This view of regionalism offers difference and diversity and a "centre" which is
constantly displaced and shifting in significance. One critique is that such a view
still involves the privileging of a centre, without which it seems such regions could
not exist or come into being. It is this concern which Frank Moorhouse addresses
by distinguishing between provincialism, as in "reaction to the centre" and
regionalism as "growing out of the special conditions surrounding or forming the
imagination."4 Nevertheless there are problems in defining a region by a description
of its qualities or literary effects, while at the same time preserving and making
claims for its diversity. Peter Ward solves this dilemma by pointing to American
regions (the Midwest, the South, etc.) and asserting: "We do not have such diversity
in Australia ... the suburbs, towns and people of Australia ... are extraordinarily (and
often oppressively) homogeneous."5
Susan McKernan also sees the threat of conformity in defining regions:
Regionalism seeks a varied world but it also tends to find rules by which
to classify individuals... there must be a balance between the promotion of
diversity in literature, which is the chief value of regionalism, and the
temptation to seek a kind of conformity in the peculiarly regional...regionalism
should not be a prescription for writers, a demand that they perform within
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certain regional subjects and styles, but an attempt to keep options open for
writers who do not fit within the accepted classifications."

She sees sex, class and race as having more of an impact on a writer than place or
region, and notes that regional studies are often concerned only with writers who
have a declared regional interest, ignoring any who are different. In her essay she
examines anthologies which support her suspicions that there is nothing particularly
or uniquely "regional" in the sense of a shared concern for or interest in place
present in these volumes. She also points out that Bennett is "unable to make
precise claims about the way a certain region may affect its literature" (p. 548); by
her criteria he cannot, as to do so would violate diversity. Her view seems to
privilege diversity, while proving that none actually exists; Australian writers do not
actually differ all that much from place to place. The general tenor of her article
views regionalism as a critical category which may be used to further certain
academic and publishing interests, rather than an indigenous creative consciousness
or shared literary awareness on the part of local writers.
In "Place, Taste and the Making of a Tradition: Western Australian Writing
Today" Veronica Brady does attempt to describe the qualities which are common
and unique to West Australian writers. 7 She states "Western Australia is a
geographic entity" and goes on to say that "Recent books ... suggest that it is also an
imaginative entity, a place of the mind. What are its characteristics?" (p. 105). Like
Drewe, she defines the West as a "territory of the earth and of the mind" and is not
drawn into debates about the existence or merits of regionalism itself. Her reading
includes two anthologies and several works by Hewett, Cowan, Zwicky, Jolley,
Drewe, Hungerford, Facey, Hasluck and others. In terms of region, and the role of
place in landscapes in their works she finds little sense of the city; rather there is
evidence of "environmental pressures." Space itself becomes a weight to be borne,
rather than encouraging liberation or expansion. This pressure of place results in
"passionate need", a feeling of longing for something missing (p. 107).
In Peter Cowan's fiction she detects emptiness and menace associated with the
land, which takes the shape of "melodrama, a sense of being imprisoned and bereft"
(p. 108) and stoicism. In Dorothy Hewett's work she finds lost or corrupted
innocence and disinheritance, "stranded on the far side of the world in a legendary
place" which "can lead to the Robinson Crusoe response, the determination to make
a self and a world" (p. 109). And a literature as well. Obviously Brady has chosen
writers McKernan would categorize as "declared regionalists"; in a reading that is
interested in how place shapes fiction, it is only commonsense to choose writers
who work with an awareness of place, land and region, whose fiction takes place in
their own immediate surroundings.
The effects of Brady's essay are not
prescriptive; perhaps rather it is in trying to define regionalism that prescriptions
(this lli regional, that is not) seem to be established.
I believe it is more fruitful to pose the question as: how does place figure not
only in the finished work of certain writers, but also in the creative process as they
experience it? If place here is designated as "West Australia" that term is open
enough to accommodate as many views as landscapes, while at the same time
distinguishing these writers from others who are from other places, or who are not
necessarily interested in place at all. Also place and landscape are used more often
by the writers themselves, rather than "regionalism", as descriptive terms. Since
regionalism as a field of inquiry is supposed to have arisen from a particular
communal awareness as evidenced and expressed in the fiction of writers from the
West, what do these writers themselves, particularly those whose work is often cited
as exemplary of regionalism, have to say about the role of place and landscape in the
writing of their fiction, in the completed work, and about the regional debate as well?
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An awareness of space, of a unique landscape that is distinct from other areas
of Australia, is indeed the shared expression of place and landscape in the words and
works of the four writers I am concerned with here. The land seems to have a
presence all its own, to exist outside of and independent of human consciousness.
Peter Cowan writes: "To live in Western Australia is to be strongly aware of a
physical landscape - one behind the urban fa~ade."8 He notes that the inhabitants
of Western Australia seem to want to "erase all trace" of the other landscape with
urban expansion, "the creation of a manageable environment" in response to a place
where one could die or vanish beyond these urbanized areas. It is in the tension
between these two environments, one of increasing modem sameness and the other
therefore of untamed difference, that Cowan locates West Australian regionalism,
not in the use of place merely in descriptive setting, but as shaping "the writer's
whole vision and experience and mental attitude" (pp. 74-75).
Isolation is a word often used to describe Western Australia, and all of these
writers negotiate their own position in relation to this term. Isolation from what? is
a question both Cowan and Jolley ask; Cowan sees isolation from SydneyMelbourne as positive, not negative or reactionary. If this isolation results in
limitations and parochialism, in that writers are "ineffective" outside of their own
region, this can be a strength as well as a weakness. None of the writers here views
this isolation as negative, as inhibiting or depriving, but as relative and a potential
source of strength of vision.
There is a different kind of isolation at work in Cowan's stories. It is the
isolation that comes from that recognized tension between those two environments,
the tamed and the untamed. In his story "Isolation" the character Jim's dedication
to the land results in a corresponding isolation from any human intimacy or
connection:
For him the land was something vital, something into which he projected
his own hopes and fears, and whose indifference or hostility had to be met
not only by unremitting labour but also by a kind of inner resolution, a
dedication of oneself wholly to its service. By such an attitude hostility
or indifference might, if they could not be turned to benevolence, at least
be allayed, kept, as it were, unaroused."

In my reading it is the land which must be held in check by such unremitting
service. The price of dedication to the cultivation of it is the hopelessness of
bonding with people and ironically with the land itself. Throughout stories such as
"The Fence", "The Valley", "Escape" and others, characters whose work and life on
the land has isolated them from others try to connect as if across vast spaces. Often
the story is of a man whose encounter with a woman makes him aware of his
separation from others, and he tries to re-establish some connection through her.
Her presence alters his landscape. In the story "The Unploughed Land" there is also
the sense that the young woman Vera is trapped within her family's life on the land,
and that the young man Lee who comes to work for them could also become
trapped through his relationship with her. The act of cultivating the wheat embodies
the tension between isolation and the desire to bridge that separation through human
intimacy.
He looked ahead, seeing the ground turned and fresh under the light rain
and the narrowing square of the unbroken greyish covered soil in the middle.
And he thought suddenly,.it is like that. It is like starting at the outside,
so much ahead, and it takes a long time, each round. And yet slowly you
work in to the middle, and it gets quicker and quicker, it is like the way
we spend our days. He looked at the earth grooving evenly under the plough,
dampened and coloured by the rain, and the lessening square of the
unploughed land. (pp. 205-206)
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His relationship with the land not only embodies this tension and the desire to
overcome it, but it also gives him a way to see it that enables him to reconcile
himself with the land and the life he will have with Vera. It is this vision of the
land which shapes characters' lives, relationships, values, desires.
Elizabeth Jolley questions categories which have been used to define
regionalism and regionalists. She questions notions of provinciality by citing Jane
Austen, Flannery O'Connor and William Faulkner as writers whose adherence to
place was an advantage and not a detriment. She also shows up the relativity of a
"centre", pointing out that writers who feel themselves at the centre in Sydney,
London or New York must lose sight of the fact that they are relatively unknown,
particularly to non-English speaking and reading peoples, and that to be read by
everyone is impossible. She reminds us that place and landscape not only mean
trees and paddocks, but also people, crowded city streets and placid suburbs. A
writer's region encompasses his or her "total environment": "To know himself in
perception and awareness and the surprise of the imagination, and to feel and
recognize a reflection from the society in which he finds himself, the writer needs
his landscape ... "10
It is particularly interesting to look at Jolley's work for signs of place because
she came from the "Black Country" of industrial England to Perth in 1959 at the age
of 36, and as she notes "One of the things about moving from one country to
another is that everything is sharpened." There is a kind of vertigo, "a sense of
unreality"!! which expresses itself as an openness and a fidelity to place, to the
details of vegetation and landscape and the variety of spaces in West Australia.
It feels like being in a foreign country to come here. It is the brightness
of all the colours and the very clear blue sky. There is no smoke. The
light is so bright and the sun is out all the time and this makes our clothes
seem dreadfully shabby ...
I want to write about the trees with their clouds of blue flowers, as the
flowers fall they look as if they are growing in the grass as well. On the
street lawns there are gnarled little trees with long fragrant leaves. These
make pools of shade ... Barefoot is nice .. .! did not know the feet could be
so receptive. Leaves and grass ...
When I close my eyes and hear the strange cries of birds or the soft liquid
crooning of a bird they call a magpie I know I am in a strange country.
There is too in the shops a sweet fragrance of peaches, apricots and
nectarines and every garden seems to have a lemon tree .. .! have never seen
or eaten a fresh apricot before ... 12

There is a heightened awareness, a feeling of senses previously dormant
coming alive in response to new places, sounds, smells, as if she were coming out
of a cocoon. Her regionalism grows out of this palpable awareness:
The best fiction is regional. It is in the very places where the writer lives
and walks and carries out the small details of everyday existence that the
imagination from some small half remembered awareness springs to life.
(p. 6)

Jolley also explores the continuum between external space ("space which can
be measured and recorded") and internal space ("the space which we create from
our own attitudes, imaginations and emotions"!3), how place calls forth new shifts
and awarenesses in consciousness. Both spaces are "creations of the mind"(p. 58)
in that some see the landscape as monotonous, while others will see it as infinitely
variable; or a journalist and a fiction writer will see a different wheat belt. What
forms these two kinds of spaces and the continuum and correspondence between
them is language: "language changes of itself, and of course it changes as place
changes" (p. 60).
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She notes the sense of alienation and even fear of a new and vast external
space present in early settlers' diaries and letters, but she sees this as positive, as a
source of solace and "deep self-discovery ... the one seeming to offer some release for
the realisation of the other" (pp. 61-62); that is, the alienations and isolation
becoming an occasion for a growth and transformation of self, a chance for
reconciliation. Her own stories and characters often express a desire for land and
see the country as a place of retreat, escape, renewal and release. The land seems
to liberate something in them even if others may see it as dull and useless; it is not
necessarily one or the other but both, in fact one may be the occasion for the other:
It was a terrible piece of land, even if it was virgin. There was no shade
and it was so steep we had to leave Mrs. Myer at the bottom.
"Oh it's so fragrant!" Mother said. "You know land isn't just for sheep.
It's for people to enjoy themselves." She waved her arms. "I'm sure there
are masses of flowers here in the spring, you must agree it's a wonderful
spot."
Mr. Hodgetts stroked his chin thoughtfully.
"I feel this land is very strong," Mother urged, "and what's more it's only
two hundred dollars deposit."14

Mother also refers to the land, or more specifically the curve of the river against the
hill covered with houses as a "revelation" that "makes her feel a better person" (p. 1,
"Another Holiday for the Prince"); and her unhappy and purposeless son the Prince
is particularly susceptible to place, finding happiness in the sun and the waves at the
beach, and purpose in working the land in "A Gentleman's Agreement." In that
story the experience of living on the land leads Mother to change her attitude, to go
from trying to get rid of her father's property to devising a means of hanging onto
it. There is an awareness of the economic fragility of the land, that it must be
preserved: "Urban expansion and road engineering destroy, each day, more and
more of the former landscape. It is this which makes the theme of the language of
place so important at the moment" (p. 65, "Escarpment").
Elizabeth Jolley's version of place and regionalism in her work is that writing
and language both form and keep alive the continuum between people and place
which shapes our worlds, which releases us and makes possible expansion and
changes in communities and personal lives; this regionalism must be preserved in
our lives and our language, and not be belittled because "In this country the
preliminary to destruction is disparagement" (p. 65). Regionalism becomes a
visionary awareness; and to dismiss it is to devalue Australian landscapes. Jolley
strikes a note in common with Cowan, that the price of unremitting cultivation and
urbanization uninformed by such a vision is human isolation and sterility, in our
relationships with each other and our own places which define us: "for what we
give is formed by what we have received" (p. 65).
Cowan and Jolley explore how consciousness is shaped by place, how language
and writing express our relationships with landscape and the contemporary
implications of those relationships. For both Tim Winton and Dorothy Hewett the
landscapes of Western Australia are landscapes of childhood; Hewett explores the
tensions between the worlds of innocence and experience, while Winton himself
said at one point "My fiction, my stories, have their roots in nostalgia"15, in the
longing for the places of his childhood in Albany and of his life there:
There's a great power and scale of loneliness in those places. There's
beaches you can go to and there's no foot prints. There's huge swells just
trundling in from the Antarctic like great convoys of wheat trucks, and
there's miles and miles of eerie sand dunes .. .1 saw whales demolished like
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buildings and I saw sharks as big as cars and I saw things that I didn't know
that I saw until years later when I was an adult. ..il's that longing [for the
placeI which causes me to put people back on those beaches and on those
backroads and to get them into enough trouble to make a story. (p.lO)

Winton's favourite books then were Robert Louis Stevenson's and Robinson
Crusoe, "anything that had anything to do with an island in the sea and being
shipwrecked and abandoned and having to make things up again"16, which echoes
Veronica Brady's comments about the geographical isolation of the West which can
lead to "the Robinson Crusoe response, the determination to make a self and a
world" (p. 109). Certainly Winton has met those "metaphysical challenges" Brady
spoke of}7
Winton also sees this geographical isolation as a "great advantage." His
landscapes have moved from the ocean and the beaches of Albany in An Open
Swimmer and Shallows to the more suburban landscapes surrounding Perth,
Cottesloe, Nedlands, and the Swan River which play such an important part in
Cloudstreet. In his earlier work places corresponded with the inner conflicts of his
characters as they sought for meaning and identity out in the bush or on the ocean;
That Eye The Sky explored the numinous, and again there is that sense of landscape
as animate and alive with spiritual presences (which I feel Jolley approaches in her
work). Cloudstreet continues and builds on this sense of place which calls into
question the nature of reality itself:
I wanted to include both realms because I feel that this is true realism: the
supernatural and the natural accepted as one thing, as inclusive ... this is the
kind of world where pigs speak in tongues and angels come and go. And
I'm not speaking metaphor here. 18

Increasingly Winton's work links this sense of the numinous with the spaces of
domesticity, with backyards and rivers as much as with places such as Geraldton,
Albany and Margaret River. Regionalism in Winton's work therefore not only
expands notions of West Australian landscapes to explicitly and specifically include
varieties of geographical space, but also calls into question the boundaries of internal
and external space, that line which we assume divides the "territory of the earth"
from the territory "of the mind." Both Cowan and Jolley have asserted the existence
of this tension between landscape and consciousness of it, between external and
internal; Winton goes further to call into question the formulation itself, so that there
is not so much a continuum or tension between them as that they coexist, there
really is no division (except perhaps in how they are perceived or constructed).
Dorothy Hewett's writing about her childhood in Wickepin, Western Australia
draws on similar perceptions of the landscape of childhood as alive with monstrous
and angelic presences, what Brady called nostalgic longing turned outward
culminating in "vitalism, the sense of nature's power" (p. 107). Hewett has referred
to that world, that landscape and her consciousness of it, as a Garden,
... the lyrical, lost Eden of Childhood, the garden of innocence ... the garden
of the spirit. .. Like all gardens it had a snake at the heart ... the snake of change,
sex, adulthood, the journey outwards into the corrupt world ... Leaving that
wheat and sheep farm, fourteen miles from Wickepin, at the age of twelve,
has become for me a symbol of exile; the impossible struggle to get back
to the peace and harmony of the psychic garden. 19

The fairy tales of Grimm and Hans Andersen and the elegies of Tennyson
informed her vision of the landscape, where everything around her became alive
with delicious, terrifying presences. The opening prologue of her autobiography
evokes this world most vividly:
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The first house sits in the hollow of the heart, it will never go away. It
is the house of childhood become myth, inhabited by characters larger than
life whose murmured conversations whisper and tug at the mind. Enchanted
birds and animals out of a private ark sail out on tides of sleep, howling,
whistling, mewing, neighing, mooing, baaing, barking, to an endless
shimmer of wheat and cracked creek beds. 20

Whereas Winton's view preserves this world, Hewett becomes divided from it,
and this sense of exile and disinheritance forms the tension which results in her
writing, expressed in her move to Sydney, from the Garden to the City. Hewett had
as she calls it "strange problems with the state of my birth" (p. 102) but these
problems enabled her to see Western Australia as a metaphor for Australia itself:
"The whole of Australia can be described as a corruptly innocent land" (p. 102) and
gave her a sense of herself as different, outsider, artist, forming an edge between
extreme extroversion and the observer who calmly made notes for later poems and
plays. It is in her "fair seedtime" and her love/hate relationship with the West
Australian landscape she calls her "luminous spirit place" that her consciousness of
herself as an artist came into being.
This exploration of the role of place and region in only four of West Australia's
writers reveals a view of regionalism that is not limited to descriptive colour, what
Tom McGuane calls "copying down funny phrases" type regionalism. These views
raise issues about the boundaries of consciousness and apprehension of place; about
the tensions between geographical and imaginative space; about the role of language
in the conservation of the natural environment, and even implications over language
itself as a mode of power (who decides what is regional? who decides whether it is
important or trivial, and why?). It is clear that these writers share an awareness of
the landscapes of Western Australia as unique and vital in the shaping of their
awareness of themselves as writers. Out of this process and awareness have come
their individual visionary literary worlds (although each of their landscapes is
different; they would not privilege their places over others). It seems to me that this
view of place and landscape as effecting in a very palpable way the shaping of
individual literary worlds, of places as different and of that difference making its
own difference in writing, is a view distinct to this region; but one would have to
undertake a careful reading of other writers (of Queensland, or Sydney-Melbourne,
for example) to see if this particular outlook is shared by other writers. In any case,
regionalism as a literary and creative vision unique to a group of writers who come
to share and experience a particular geographical landscape is clearly not only valid
but also vital for the study of Australian writers. 21
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BRUCE DAWE

Contrarieties

I am bemused by contrarieties:
the marriage-guidance counsellor's divorce,
the crooked criminal lawyer's 'day in court',
the balding barber's miracle hair-restorer,
the swashbuckling movie-hero's deep neurosis,
the gentle sleep of the mass-murderer,
the dancing spirit of the crippled child,
the insolvent fortune-teller, wealthy bankrupt,
the unlucky winners and the lucky losers,
the falcon-harried skylark's cheerful song
- the epic secret of life of the mundane...
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BRUCE DAWE

After The Game

With all the unselfconscious busyness of Brack of Brueghel,
smaller fry scamper out onto the welcoming turf where the
divots
of desperate performers proclaim the titanic engagements
this moment concluded. Some simply run
for the fun of it, some boot the odd footie, while some
chase after each other, arms flailing, the occasional family pet
or stray dog
barking encouragement - tomorrow's stars, blurred at this
distance,
now people the gathering twilight. So, heaven
is brought down to earth, and just so we assert
our claim on the infinite, the mud on our shoes
links us to gods, is mud of their mud, after all; such touchings
define us, are how we get back to ourselves from the crowd
with its flag-flood, its cheer-quads, its hooting,
is how we pick up our sole self (that dodgy
'loose man' we cannot afford not to tag
all the game long). There, on the darkening field,
are the marks of the boot-studs and boot heels; in dressingrooms now,
the backs of the players, their hands
are scored with the sprigs of the divine,
while heat-lamps and ice packs contend
with the fierce sluicing force of the showers
to renew the spirit of hope in the cost of discipleship,
for the young-old (like us) who must, week after week, still
engage
in the flickering green kingdom whose goals
mark both ends of the ground of their being ...
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PHILIP HARVEY

The Political Football

The political football gets pumped up and fired toward goals
Until quality of life is raised, until it's seen in his own
lifetime,
Everyone swimming on guaranteed time, binding garlands with
equal pay,
His portfolio vacant of querulous quangoes and just-in-case
scenarios.
The political football is kicked and short-passed, bounced and
smothered
Until every slowdown is crippled, all assets are sold down the
river,
The papers desist from playing it rough or rushing another leak,
Every adviser and idea and resource, every dream gone
overseas.
The political football will burst his bladder many long seasons
before
Every tax is cut, every house is built, and all the forests are
saved,
Extortionists cuffed, every land deal exposed and all the killing
abolished,
Long before his knighthood buys a mansion or, mark my
words, vice versa.
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PHILIP HARVEY

The Crimson Highheels

The crimson highheels lives in glossies, walks through
backbeat,
Drives luck's wheels and diamond tresses; takes the side seat.
High is what she feels, she plays it easy, dresses up complete.
Why's the dollar falling, someone scared, the people down in
backstreets.
The crimson higbheels slips in leopards, breathes through gin
straws,
Drives cold deals in silken slippers; has someone open doors.
Bright is what she feels, the thing is winning, party coloured
claws.
The litter tumbles, if no one cared, starved dogs in carlots
maul.
The crimson higbheels slits for millions, eats the icing,
Drives soft spiels from topfloor cushions; makes the main man.
Sly is what she feels, she hears it coming, turning friends
away.
The city suffocates, how could you dare, the mirage is a plan.
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SUE GILLEn

The Well: Beyond Representation, the

Active Space of Desire and Creativity
Desire, which can never be caught in any net of positive signification, is
antiepistemic through its very nature. Given the presence of desire, the mind
can never be reduced to a set of representations as such. I

The Well, like Miss Peabody's Inheritance, suggests, at its conclusion, that it
was written backwards, that the narrative has traced the path to its beginning, the
main protagonist having reached the point at which she is able to embark upon a
fictionalized version of her story, the story we have just read. The Well concludes
with Hester, for the first time, adopting the role of the storyteller, beginning with
that classic opening line, "It was one dark night", and continuing with the promise
of mystery, adventure, action, "along this road only much further
on... something ... happened... "2 The audience - Mrs Borden's children - are captured
by the suspense and they demand of their narrator, "Go on Miss Harper! ...Along this
road, now tell us what happened." The narrator is ready to launch forth as we,
along with the fictional audience, are invited to wonder "what happened?" But, of
course, the book is finished, there are no more pages, and we are left with our
imaginative appetites aroused rather than satiated.
The 'conclusion' teases. It does not conclude; not, that is, in the conventional
sense of explaining, solving, finalizing. Yet, in the novel's own terms there is a
thematic consistency and integrity in this 'conclusion'. The whole action of the
novel is reduced and squeezed into the simple, all-encompassing
"something ... happened... ", contained, suggestively, within the gaps between the
words. The mystery of the experience to be/which has been recounted is hinted at,
gestured towards, in those ... which break the smoothness of the surface. To tum
from the end of the book to the beginning again is to explore those gaps, to enter
disturbing underground territories:
One of the red fox stories her father told her was about the fox who called
out at intervals, 'Top Off, Half Gone' and 'All Gone.' There were times
when Hester felt she was on the edge of a memory which was about to be
revealed. And then suddenly there was no revelation, only a closing off
of the memory. Why did the fox call out these strange names? (p. 141)

"There was no revelation, only a closing off..." The structure of The Well
enacts this experience of the longing for clarity, for certainty, for the physicalizing
and apprehending of the interior world and the frustration of encountering barriers
which block access to the hidden meaning. The novel dramatizes the hermeneutic
impulse - that desire to organize the details of one's life into a meaningful, unchaotic
pattern, a narrative - which plays such a large part in the daily lives of human
beings: in their interaction with the world of objects, people, events and, most
importantly, with themselves. This on-going search for meaning is, paradoxically,
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'closed off' by the lack of conclusion; the search is blocked because the end, the
revelation, does not come.
The complexity, the fullness, the promise of
" ... something ...happened... " points at once to the pervasive sense of the existence of
under-the-surface realities and the impossibility of verbalizing, capturing, representing those realities. Those... indicate, gesture, appeal. They reveal a gap where
experience dwells between and out of the reach of words, thereby also alerting the
reader to the metaphoric - rather than representational - nature of the conscious
effort to make sense of life, to tell a story.3 The Well is not a 'true story' and the
implication is that there could not be any 'true story'. But that is not to say that the
novel dismisses the need to pursue meaning. Indeed, that need is shown to be
inescapable.
The Well has been compared to a detective story.4 But unlike the realist
detective story where uncertainty and suspense are related to lack of evidence or
conflicting accounts of events given by various characters, here the uncertainty is
bound up with notions of artifice and the deliberate confusing of real life and
storytelling. The questions about narratorial identity and the relationship between
writing and living which are provoked by the final pages of the novel draw attention
away from such plot-issues as 'Was the man in the well dead or alive?' or 'Did
Joanna ever arrive?' The real puzzles of The Well are of a metafictional kind: what
is the nature and function of creativity?; what are the sources of art?; what is the role
of the imagination in the representation of experience?; who wrote The Well?
Towards the end of the novel the narrator informs us that Hester Harper hopes
to again meet the writer who was writing a "regional" story of the type which we
have been reading. That writer has, as she tells Hester, been looking without
success for a narrator:
" .. .In writing I have to keep to certain rules which have been accepted in
literary circles. I'm in trouble already ... "
"Oh?" Hester tried to look concerned.
"Yes, the tradition is that the story has a narrator who has gone through
all the experiences in the novella and is relating them. I simply have no
narrator!" She sighed. (p. 157)

If, as we are implicitly invited to do, we draw the parallel between this fictional
writer's text and the text we are reading, the suggestion is that the story, up until this
point, has lacked a traditional narrator. In other words, even though an illusion of
reality has largely been operating throughout and the narrator has seemed to be in
control, omniscient (except for the brief, almost unnoticeable interruptions to
authority hinted at in the few fleeting appearances of this unnamed writer-character)
the narrator has not actually experienced that which has been narrated. A fissure
opens. The story appears to be, not rooted in experience, attached to reality, a
representation of life, but free-floating, ungrounded. Where has it come from? The
connection between experiencing subject and expression, which is assumed by the
realist text, is broken. 5
Hester's later desire for a re-encounter with the writer, her obvious suitability
for the job of narrator (given that she is the one who is said to have experienced
everything that happens in the novel), and the subsequent ending of the novel at its
beginning, all suggest that Hester becomes the narrator. The suggestion is obvious
in the following passage:
What was it the woman on the chair in Grossman's said about the story
having to be told by someone who has actually had the experience. Hester
draws her lips together in one of her half smiles, the smallest smile a person
can give.
''I'll try and think. I'll have to decide which monster !'Il tell you about,"
she says. (p. 175)
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The novel can begin since the narrator has finally been found. This still leaves
us with the problem, however, of who wrote the book up until now? Also, if the
narrator has been found, then does the book in the end return to tradition, come back
to the rules? There is no way of resolving these questions since the novel itself, by
forcing the questions upon us makes us confront ambiguity and paradox. If we
accept that Hester becomes the narrator of the fictional writer's book we must accept
also that she herself becomes a part of that fictional world, enters a story which is
at once embedded within and identical to the story we have been reading. Three
reality levels are thereby simultaneously suggested: Hester transforms her experience
into fiction; Hester is the device of an author who needs a narrator with experience;
the author who needs the narrator is in tum a created character. The illusionbreaking effect of these notions clearly signals a departure from the assumptions of
representational contact and correspondence underlying traditional storytelling.6
There is a proliferation of writer-figures throughout Jolley's fiction. Often, as
is the case here, they parallel the project of the actual author and function as
substitutes for that out-of-the-book author, symbols of the personas or imagined
selves which that writer becomes in the creation of fictional worlds. They
emphasize the otherness of writing, the distance between world and word, self and
self expression, the illusion of an untransformed presence of life in art. Significantly
the fiction itself, in a self-reflexive fashion, is used to make these points about
fiction. Herein lies the narrative integrity of The Well: its thematic interest in the
transformation of life into art is carried through its formal structure, through its
foregrounding of the creative process. The novel dramatizes the search of a story
for a teller and climaxes with the birth of that teller. The story points to a world
outside of its pages, the world we live in, a world to which language tries to refer,
yet remains turned in upon itself, undermining its representational nature.
Given this undermining of authenticity, how then does the material of the story
convey meaning, how can it mean anything, how can we approach it?
The Well is, above all else, the narrator's adventure. "Something ... happened",
she says, "along this road." "This road", read in terms of the fiction's selfreferentiality, is the road of fiction. It is along this surface continuum that the
narrator's unceasing exploration takes place. Driving along that road with the highly
fertile and hugely pregnant Mrs Borden, the post-menopausal Hester Harper who
has scorned procreation, neglected her farm and allowed her land to shrink rather
than expand, who fled from her beloved Hilde's painful childbearing; cold, hard and
childless Hester prepares to create. We have read, are reading, will read her created
life. It is through an alertness to notions of creativity and release that the reader
derives meaning(s) from The Well.
The well is the crucial image in the novel: it leads from the ground to the
underground, it is dark, it seems to be bottomless (the women cannot hear anything
they throw in hit the bottom), it makes a breach in the surface, strange sounds echo
within it, the women sun themselves on its edge. It is also the locus of the drama:
it forces a dilemma upon Hester since it is the place where she tries to dispose of
the "intruder" who threatens to, and does "distort" her relationship with Katherine;7
it harbours rival and lover who alternately threatens death and promises marriage.
The well, depending upon the perspective from which you look at it, is a receptacle
of fears and fantasies, repression and desire, loss and hope.
Hester responds to the dilemma created by the 'dead' man thrown down the
well by closing the well, blocking its entrance/exit. It is this action which leads to
Katherine's anorexia. The issue of whether or not the man in the well is dead or
alive is not really relevant here, in fact it is crucial that the truth value of this
situation never be decided. The important issue is the different ways in which
Hester and Katherine perceive the well and its contents and the ways in which they
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relate to each other.
As the point around which the mysteries of plot and the dynamics of emotion
are gathered the image of the well suggests a way of conceptualizing meaning as
created through passage rather than discovered in picture: as fluid, not static; as
dark, not revelatory. These notions of meaning are enacted in the psychological
drama which takes place between the two women. Hester has spent her life trying
to compartmentalize and fix pictures of her experience, seeking to eliminate
conflicts, change, memories which move and threaten to move her, to break her
tightly controlled surface of self-sufficiency and stasis. Un willed memories of
sexual desire and disappointment leave her groaning with the effort of enduring her
painful feelings of shame and longing. Through its unfolding of Hester's inner
drama the novel works at unfixing and admitting these 'pictures'. In this way it
offers a critique of the realist narrative edifice as being constructed around the
principles of denial and control and having the potential to cripple and imprison the
living within its rigid mould.
Hester lives, so she believes, in the real world where a dead body must stay
dead and not be allowed to interfere with her plans. Katherine slides into a fantasy
world of dreams-come-true. Hester blames herself for Katherine's "hysteria" but her
reasons are firmly grounded in the real/rational world: she thinks she was wrong in
fostering the development of Katherine's imagination through inventing fairy-stories
about the well. However, Katherine's accusation, "Money is the only thing you
know or care about" (p. 137) suggests another way in which Hester is responsible
for Katherine's emotional crisis. Katherine accuses Hester of materialism and
whether the charge be true or not this draws attention to Katherine's sense of having
been denied emotional care. Implicit in her complaint is an anger at Hester's refusal
to acknowledge her feelings, desires, fantasies - her underground.
In blocking the well Hester symbolizes and completes her repression of
Katherine. At the party immediately preceding the accident, Mrs Borden comments
on the naivety of the Peter Pan collar on Katherine's dress and implies that Hester
is not allowing the girl to grow up. Despite Hester's protests and her silent
indignation and brooding, the narrative does support this reading of Hester's
behaviour. Hester has bound Katherine to her exclusively, tried to live in an eternal,
unchanging Paradise with the girl, used Katherine to fill her own emptiness, to
replace her lost mother-substitute - Hilde - to block out her own sense of guilt, loss
and pain. Finally Katherine withdraws into silence and emptiness. Like the well
she is closed over. The well then functions as a symbol both of the repressing and
the repression. Hester pushes the body in the well down, she will not confront the
threat of her own fear and sense of guilt. This sealing off of her own feelings also
entails the sealing off of Katherine's desires: the self-protection of the one leads to
the self-imprisonment of the other.
The Well dramatizes the role of mimesis in the formation of hysteria by
symbolizing the self's representations of aspects of itself and past experiences, in
other people and other situations. It is through the foregrounding of this
symbolizing activity - in opposition to realistic reproductions which serve to fix
patterns as real and unchangeable - that the novel brings the possibility of disruption
and disengagement to the debilitating patterns of repetition in which Hester's story
has been caught. In other words the mimetic principle is presented as being, not a
'natural' and true way of perceiving reality but as a psychological activity, a way of
constructing the world and ourselves within it. Thus the notions of determinism and
inevitability which attach to mimetic representations of the real are overthrown and
replaced by a notion of mimesis as a fictionalizing, or symbolizing, activity, as the
projection and fixation of fictional identity.s The most significant and problematic
identi-fic(a)tion for Hester is that with Hilde Harzfeld, whose surname, translated
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into English, means Heartfield, land of the heart, place of love. It is this identific(a)tion which is most directly linked with the paralysis of desire experienced by
both Hester and Katherine and with their estrangement. The text suggests the identific(a)tion through the dual means of the letter and action: both women have initials
HH; Hester's relationship with Katherine is a recreation of her earlier relationship
with Hilde, but with the difference of a mirror image in that Hester is no longer the
child but is now the older woman, usurping Hilde's role of caring, nurturing motherfigure. In this identi-fic(a)tion, however, Hester, the child, is lost. She distances and
splits herself between the figures of Hilde and Katherine, attempting, through this
displacement, to fulfil her child-self's desire for love and for Hilde by becoming,
and thus retrieving, the lost mother-figure, protecting, providing for and devoting
herself to the child-figure .
.In this context, the arrival of the man symbolizes the moment of crisis and
entails the closing in of hysterical defensive response. The man intrudes upon the
relationship between the older and the younger woman, he opens a wound between
them, he causes one to betray the other, to tum from her, not listening, not seeing.
To explore the double figures: the older woman, Hilde, cries, telling Hester to go
away. '" Ah! Ach! Liebchen! Leibste Hester. Go away from me Liebchen. Do not
stay here.'" (p. 121); the younger woman, Hester "full of love and pity made an
awkward movement as if to help her governess to her feet"; the older woman Hester
says "'I've had enough of all this'" (p. 130); she tries to force Katherine to go down
the well to the man, threatening her with prison or the orphanage if she doesn't; the
younger girl, Katherine, says "'he's going to get us, kill us he means it he says"':
the older woman says don't look, don't understand, don't feel; the child's
knowledge is denied: the drama of the arrival of the man repeats, albeit in different,
disguised, form, the drama of Hester's response to the revelation of that terrible
secret, Hilde's pregnancy by her father, the split between knowing and not knowing
(about the link between her father's sexuality and a wounding of the female). This
is the horrible memory which keeps rising and which Hester keeps struggling to
submerge. The text links the two events:
'Down! Go back down!' She bit her lip till it bled, knowing with a hardly
suppressed anger that the man, if he was there, was not anything more than
a corpse. Helplessness and anger made her weak.
Turning the truck was simple. The sound of the engine starting and the
rasping of the wet gravel was like her father's car turning in the night, years
ago, when Hilde cried. That night when Hilde cried so much, blood-stained
and frightened, in the candlelit bathroom ... (p. 150. My italics.)

The simplicity, innocence and peacefulness of Hester's identi-fic(a)tions with the
mother and the daughter are now threatened by the complications of unwanted
sexual knowledge: the possibility of incestuous knowledge being uncovered in the
form of Katherine's marriage to this underground man cannot be endured by the
internalized controlling adult conscience: in the clash between knowledge and denial
hysterical paralysis results.
Without really telling herself that she could not reveal to her father what
it would seem she knew about him privately, she limped back to her own
room, instead of going to his room or her grandmother's. Climbing into
bed she pulled the blankets up and round the top of her head. Towards
morning she heard her father's car turning on the gravel outside her window.
She did not leave her bed to peer out of the window but lay there listening
to the car driving away until it was not possible to hear any more. (p. 122)

Hester also identifies with her father. He carries the keys for his property around his
neck. When he dies Hester does the same thing:
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Following her father's ways and wearing all the keys on a gold chain around
her neck she concentrated on the wheat and sheep ...
The keys on their valuable mooring were not an ornament but were more
of a reassurance. She wore them hidden beneath the bodice of her dress
and was able to feel them every minute of the day and night (when she was
awake) nestling between her rather flat breasts. She did not wear ornaments
of any kind. Only the keys. (p. 7)

Her father's reality, signified here by his keys, dominates Hester's conscious life.
Like her father she also keeps her money in a hat. She follows her father's ways.
She is not free of the legacy he has left her, not free of his authority, but crippled
by it. Hester pays for this boundedness to her father's ways. She is forced to sell
a substantial part of the farm and move to a small cottage on the margins of the
property. She loses the money. Following her father's ways does not keep her safe
as she hopes, does not confer his advantages onto her. Like her father she takes a
young girl as her possession, just as Hilde Herzfeld - Hester Harper's double - was
the possession of her father. But she is going to lose her, just as she lost Hilde, that
more precious, nurturing part of herself. Keeping her father alive in herself only
keeps the wound and the wounding alive, there can be no healing. Another passage
comes to mind here:
There were a number of things she liked when she was a child; especially
there were words; I challenge thee to mortal combat! She said it to
everyone ... Hester, striking an attitude, waved her umbrella spear. Hilde
went on reading and Hester, as usual, thrust her spear into the sofa cushions ...
(p. 142)

This comes straight after the passage about the red fox, the mystery, the edge of a
memory. I find it very suggestive - the spear, the enactment of violence, the
imitation of a masculine attitude. This memory is not a disturbing one for Hester:
does it function to close off memory, to stop the mid-wife-fox from hurting HesterHilde? It leads on to another "innocent" memory:
Once, when she was a child, she had killed a meat sandwich. She had then
her own pallisade, built by herself of hay in the barn. And every day she
went out from there to hunt. She took the hunted sandwich to bed in the
pocket of her nightgown and wrote in her diary: I went out into the island
with my gun to see for some food .. .! killed a she goat... (p. 144)

Being the hunter is safer than being the she goat. Thrusting the spear is far less
dangerous than receiving it. Hilde received it and she bled. She miscarried. She
bled and then she went away. She was banished. Hester turned away "not wanting
to know - from the terrible and secret pain." Hester never saw Hilde again. This
is the disturbing memory, the one which makes Hester groan, the one which
surfaces against her will.
Nevertheless, Hester's closing of the well is also the turning point in her
development as potential artist and it is in this context that the well functions on
both the 'real' and the 'imaginary' levels.1O Shutting the well is both the acting out
of repression and the means of escape from repression. The ambiguity of that
phrase - the acting out of repression - is intentional: the act arises because of
Hester's repressed nature; as the narrator, the inventor of this story, and through her
play with language, she produces a performance, an enactive illusion, a
dramatization of repression; through the distance provided by the otherness of
language, of writing, she is separated from, has acted her way out of, and is able to
face the experience. On the level of story-reality, where Hester is experiencing but
hasn't yet become the narrator, the finality of her action and its failure to control
events and halt change - as Katherine's consequent anorexia and Mr Bird's death
make clear - force Hester to confront her own wasted life and prepare to begin an
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exploration of her inner life, her underground. Read backwards, on the level of
story=Hester's narration, The Well is that exploration, that raising to the level of
articulation, of Hester's struggle with her memories, her attempts to control painful
emotions, to simultaneously desire and reject intimacy.
In Hester's narration of her story the man in the well becomes the metaphor for
her life of denial and self-control:
She did not want to bring this man out of the well. She had a very good
reason for putting him there in the first place. To contradict one's own
actions was, to say the least, a waste of valuable energy. (p. 150)

He is also the focus of the crippling consequences of Hester's crippled
emotional life:"
The idea of Kathy bearing a child could not be thought about and the idea
of some man, that man, touching or handling her perfectly made and
childlike body was repulsive. (p. 152)

Shutting the well is the final banishing, it is the accumulation of a history of
banishing. The dead man has been pushed underground but this metaphor, which
actualizes a psychic trait and forces a realization of repressive action to the surface
of consciousness, enables the crippling pattern to be broken. Through her creativity,
her adventure in narration Hester finally journeys through the murky waters of the
well and upwards to new surfaces, not sterile, innocent, paradisal surfaces, but to
"the desolate edges of the salt lakes, those ugly places, unvisited, somewhere further
on, far off and lower down the track. Places where Hester had never wanted to go"
(p. 151).

The well, then, functions as a symbol of both life and fiction, on one level
containing the history of Hester's relationship with herself and others and on another
level signifying the narrator's imaginative organizing and understanding of this life.
This duality also parallels hysterical duplicity, the doubling of remembering and
forgetting, knowing and not-knowing, the split between consciousness and
unconsciousness. In this context, the non-ending (or story-repeating-story aspect)
can be related to the functioning of hysterical narrative:
This reverse chronology (instead of the patient living in the past, the past
seems to relive the present) creates the characteristic passive voice of
hysterical narrative; the story she tells, tells her. Because the hysteric always
already "knows" (like the text) what has gone before, her story has an
uncanny element of prevision. Its climax is an anticlimax; like the
omniscient analyst, she has always seen it coming. There are no surprises
after all - no secrets to unlock or mysteries to unravel - but only the repetition
which Freud elsewhere defines as the secret of uncanny effects."

What is mirrored, then, is not non-discursive reality but deeply repressed story, story
in which the teller has trapped herself in fixed meanings. Re-enactment (of the
whole story; of the episode of the accident) leads to release, to the present. I read
the ending in a positive way: Hester finally realizes, "for the first time", that Mr
Bird, and Hilde, in their pain, must have both "thought about her and the things that
would worry her"; she anticipates meeting with the storyteller; she prepares to tell
her scarey story to children, overcoming, for the first time, her dislike of children.
These can all be read as signs of an entrance into a new beginning.13
The well, which both meets and disrupts the surface, offers the possibility of
access to the depths. It is a bold and deliberately female image which admits the
existence of the irrational, the unconscious, that which is beyond the apprehension
of language, powerful emotional forces which can be approached through metaphor
but cannot be captured. Unlike male non-realist writers such as Gerald Murnane
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and Mark Henshaw who either despair at the failure of representation or take private
refuge in the self-containedness of language, Jolley's exploration of the implications
of a breach between word and world insists upon an acceptance of the
unrepresentable, that which cannot be possessed, the realms of impulses, terrors and
desires. According to Luce Irigaray, if what is repressed is the feminine, then
women are the unconscious. In this context the image of the well is a resonant
metaphor simultaneously for woman and the unconscious. In giving a form of
expression to the unconscious, the unspeakable, the repressed, Jolley is also giving
voice to the historically silenced woman: the well is a fissure through which trapped
feminine streams/words/desires can flow; a reservoir in which female fluid/language/
desire can well up, overflow; an open-ended vessel of/for fluency. In explicitly
symbolizing the female body and functioning as the receptacle within which the
dramas of unarticulated sexual desires are enacted, the well links seXUality,
femininity and hysteria. The verbal nature of the well is significant here. The well
contains the fairy-stories which Hester and Katherine have constructed together:
The fantasy created over the years contained in its invention all that was
romantic and beautiful; the fairy-tale lovers and the safe dangers of cosily
imagined evil lodged in some distant place. There was the idea of a world
of caverns lined with jewels and perhaps the possibilities of magic practices
which made the wishes come true. (p. 144)

Once again, the novel as a whole mirrors these stories, stories of Princes
(Katherine's fantasy) and Trolls (Hester's fantasy); words reflect other words rather
than a non-verbal reality. As a linguistic construction the image of the well allows
sexuality, femininity and hysteria to rise to the surface and speak.
The flooding of the well is of crucial significance here in the context of
Hester's psychic drama and the breakthrough of the repressed into consciousness.
Flooding is associated with menstruation, sign of the capacity to reproduce. (In
Miss Peabody's Inheritance Gwendolen's period is referred to as her Monatsfluss,
monthly flood.) As we saw however, the flooding of the well is also, for Hester, a
flooding return of memory, specifically the unsuccessfully repressed memory of the
blood of Hilde's miscarriage. This causes Hester to (mis)read flooding as death and
to dread the processes of reproduction:
His shame and disappointment must have accompanied him through all the
years as did the memory of the banishing of Hilde Herzfeld accompany
Hester herself, having turned away - as she did then, not wanting to know
- from the terrible and secret pain.
Not all that for Katherine. None of it for Kathy ....The mating of cattle
for stock was all right for the beasts and for some people but it was not
for Kathy. Not for her dainty innocence. (p. 150)

For Katherine herself, the flooding represents the rising of her sexuality, her release
from the world of "dainty" childhood innocence in which Hester strives to keep her.
The deliberate focusing upon signification within The Well dramatizes the
condition of hysteria as a linguistic phenomenon. According to Freud, the hysteric
does not understand metaphor but proceeds as if words have literal, original and
singular meanings. Hester, as owner of the well (The Well), thinks it into existence,
is both its writer and its reader, produces its singular, gothic meaning through these
inseparable activities. She reads rain as flood, as threat, as death, as loss: and so it
is inscribed. The man, whose. body floats to the surface - or does it? - has,
according to Katherine, threatened to kill Hester; he also threatens to take Katherine
away. Hilde, after her miscarriage, was sent away. Hester's reading is fixed,
blinkered and stunted. The text, however, as Hester's rewriting, allows us to read
Hester's reading, provides a context for her reading practices and thereby loosens
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their hold. This multi-layered text can accommodate a wider range of meanings for
the rain - amongst them, the breaking of the drought and the cyclic, seasonal nature
of fertility and growth.
Although the reader can't help wondering what really happened, or what
happened next, the non-real, non-mimetic nature of the story is crucial to its
meaning since the story is largely concerned with an individual's construction of the
narrative, the meaning, of her life, her desire. Reality is, in The Well, a fictional
construct. The novel does not offer a mirror-image of hidden truths, nor even a
dredging up of hidden truths, but an endeavour, a process, an involvement. Selfknowing and responsible acting rather than self-knowledge and responsible action
are important concerns in the novel: they are not fixed goals but continual work.
The Well presents fiction as the way we live; it is not opposed to reality and it is not
an escape from moral concerns; it is our only means of speaking the unspeakable.
NOTES
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Joel Kovel, 'Freud's Ontology - Agency and Desire', in Messer, Sass and Woolfolk (eds),
Hermeneutics and Psychological Theory. New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1988,
p.291.
Elizabeth Jolley, The Well. Ringwood: Penguin, 1987, p. 175. All further references are to this
edition and are given in parentheses within the text.
I am reminded of the comment by the seventh reader in the final chapter of If On A Winter's
Night A Traveller: '''I also seek openings in reading ... but my gaze digs between the words to try
to discern what is outlined in the distance, in the spaces that extend beyond the words "'the
end.''' !talo Calvino, If On A Winter's Night A Traveller, trans. W. Weaver. London: Picador,
1982, p. 202.
"It is a detective story without a detective", Stephanie Trigg, Australian Book Review, as quoted
on the back cover of the Penguin edition of The Well.
Henry James' essay, 'The Art of Fiction' comes to mind: "A novel is in its broadest definition
a personal, a direct impression of life: that, to begin with, constitutes its value, which is greater
or less according to the intensity of the impression. But there will be no intensity at all unless
there is freedom to feel and to say.", Henry James, Selected Literary Criticism, edited by Morris
Shapira. Harmondsworth: Peregrine, 1968 p. 83. The presence and comments of the characterwriter in The Well parody and suggest resistance to such prescriptions for the novel.
Henry James can once again act as spokesman for the realist project: " ... the only reason for the
existence of a novel is that it does attempt to represent life. When it relinquishes this attempt,
the same attempt that we see on the canvas of the painter, it will have arrived at a very strange
pass." Ibid, p.81-82.
The writer-character tells Hester, "As a novelist...1 need an intruder to distort a relationship."(p.157)
In order to emphasize this deconstructive notion of mimesis, it is convenient to draw the reader's
attention to the word fiction in the word identification, thus, identi-fic(a)tion.
*Since writing this article I have written another on The Well which is entitled 'The Incestuous
Father In The Well: An Hysterical Narrative'. This later article (as yet unpublished) explores the
relationship between incest, repression, hysteria and non-mimetic narrative and reads the novel as
strategies of defensive denial of father/daughter incest.
Ingaray's remarks about hysteria seem apposite here, in particular this question: "Isn't hysteria a
privileged place for preserving - but "in latency," "in sufferance" - that which does not speak?"
This Sex Which Is Not One, p.136.
The metaphoric significance of Hester's physical disability - her crippled leg - is relevant here.
Mary Jacobson, Reading Woman: Essays in Feminist Criticism. London: Methuen, 1986. p.219.
See Part V: Conclusion, for a fuller discussion of metaphors of birth and creativity in Jolley's
work.
I use the words feminine and unconscious, not as a priori givens, but in the sense of their both
being constructed from language.
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DAVID P. REITER

Moon Man, Sun Woman

so moon man cools his withered
skin with whispering starlight
and sniffs the trees for possums
when tender ones stray down
he snaps their spines like twigs
and tangles their claws in his hair
at his camp two dreaming men
scrape their fingers raw for water
they are moon man's lost brothers
but the rocks do not know them
no pouches of dew get spilled there
so their tongues go snakeskin dry
when moon man hears them cough
he bathes a secret rockpool with light
the men are afraid of what lies below
its dark surface but their thirst is too
great so they jump in head-first as if
to frighten off their fears by surprise
then moon man remembers his hunger
and untangles a possum from his hair
skins it and sings as it turns on the spit
until it swells enough to feed them all
and while they sit there and eat their fill
it seems like this night could last forever
but clouds of sleep overtake them all
even moon man who dreams he is falling
into light as the embers hiss into ashes
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when sun women begin to dance in the dark
moon man tells his dreaming brothers to flee
before dawn-break or else be burnt by the sun
but they think him jealous of the music
so they trail its scent to the dewy grass
where sun women kiss their eyelids closed
and press them down between their thighs
to drain them of life under the bluing sky
once moon man smells their burning flesh
he comes there and carries the men back
to his rockhole where he soaks their skin
until the char peels off like brittle leaves
then moon man cools his withered
skin with whispering starlight
and sniffs the trees for possums
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JEAN KENT

Pelicans

Sunning their black-and-white, wash-and-wear wings,
fallen angels are squatting
on streetlights from Sydney to Surfers Paradise.
Like lotus petals on long silver stalks,
they unfold while their naked bills nibble toward Nirvana.
As Depression-haunted housewives
fatten bargain pantries, the pelicans also
sieze and stash. How painful they look, eating.
Fish in their see-through shopping bags niggle:
toward freedom they wriggle
like varicose veins in a stocking.
This hunger must be prehistoric.
It time-capsules the bliss of longing.
Suddenly there is a thunderstorm: heaven has a fit
and the pelicans want that too!
They gulp the epileptic sky. There is so much
on the menu - but so little flavour in possession.
Wind whirls away the last whiffs
of War and Peace, Peifect Match, Mozart and Rage ...
but still they salivate for something:
sensations purling down the throat of tomorrow;
memories more yeasty than the warm,
dream smell of bread;
moments which swell in the brain,
rising like hot-air balloons above shashlicked
eucalypts - up through a champagne fizz of fear
into euphoric hectares of air.
Dropped from heaven for such sinful appetite,
now the pelicans balance on bent silver wands the world at their feet
always on the verge of magic moonrise.
In the billful of silence which twilight spills,
sometimes below them flickering like goldfish
alone in their bowls, people float.
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Across the world the prodigal moon
resumes its tightrope stroll. Streetlights
hesitate, illuminating pink, pensive flesh.
Through the market smell of fish and squid,
nonchalant as silver spoons soon the pelicans
will rise, stirring soupy air.
Back to the sky, sunset trawls
cast-off angels' wings. From city to suburbs,
from Sydney to Surfers, above the seeking
tentacles of traffic while soft colour clings
to the bellies of jumbo jets,
all that the day could have been
begins its pterodactyl dive.
The world pauses, saying grace.
Longings, larger than any birds, swallow the sky.

There may not be any kangaroos roaming around North
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fiction, poetry, drama, history
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ISEULT YEATES

The Unbearable Weightiness of
Obsession
1. On Politeness
Her letter said - He sounds like a channing bastard. I thought - you cannot know
how channing or how much a bastard; it's such a compelling combination. Now his
chann is largely a matter of wit and some wannth which manifests itself in slickjovial patting of the shoulders of whomever is momentarily enjoying his attention.
But this quicksilver brilliance is somewhat dulled by his politeness. I was always
told that Americans are polite. For a while I liked his polite attentions until I saw
that they were an empty cup offered to all newcomers. Like sex. He was very
polite about sex. His sexual etiquette, although undeniably pleasant, in some way
diminished me - he was merely plumbing my depths.
2. Indelible Fluids
Time disturbs me; time past particularly. Time present and time future scarcely
exist. When you're obsessed with somebody time past is a crazy thing. Once they
trailed their fingers over your skin - like the lady with the parasol leaning from the
TOwboat, her slim white fingers dangling in green water - then their touch is gone
leaving no mark or ripples on the surface by which to mark their passing.
Sometimes I think that touch is indelible but then I find that it is fleeting. In my
saddest moments I would stand under the shower and trail my hands over my body
and think of where and how he had touched me, but the water would wash away all
memory of his touch, my touch; like rain or shower water washing away tears.
It's weird to have evidence of love-making around you, even inside you when you
know that the other person wants to forget, or has forgotten it. Semen sometimes
seems to be an indelible liquid secretly stored in a woman's body as a prize or
punishment; except it's not really indelible unless it creates a pregnancy. My
obsession is so great I could almost have wished for that.
3. Of Faces
I was in the pub with my friend R. It's a very ordinary pub with a loud television
and TAB gambling. My friend R, highly amused, said - Look at the tableaux. I
looked. Some members of the local cricket club were seated on a row of stools at
the bar, consuming their dinners in rhythmical fork movements of mute delight.
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Other members of the club were positioned around the bar, drinking and talking in
rigidly symmetrical knots. When you are obsessed you can't believe that the rest of
the world cannot detect your obsession. I saw the men looking at me. They were
thinking that I was pretty, one or two looked as if they were toying with the idea of
trying to pick me up. I was wondering how they could not see that I was a woman
with an obsession. An obsession is an indelible liquid. Every time I saw a man
with dark hair, almost every time I tumed my head I thought I saw him, here, there,
just across the bar, reaching for his drink. As I laughed I heard the echo of his
laughter fade.

4. Presences
The thing about charming bastards is that they are either hardly ever there - the lack
of them resounds in your eyes and ears - or they are present in all of their brilliance
numbing you, reducing you to inner flights of cynicism and despair while you smile
brightly at them, not daring to meet their eyes.

5. On Voices
I was about to go out with a friend. Reapplying make-up in front of the hall-mirror
I heard the voice issue from behind the closed loungeroom door. - Is that guy
American? I asked my friend, my eyes round and mouth dry. - Yeah, T's from
somewhere middleish America, she said, unconcerned, painting her lips. I felt like
gasping - That accent is so similar, so close to that other accent. Please let me
listen to him. Maybe I could love him for that voice. I could sit at his feet and
close my eyes and drink his voice. Perhaps we could live together and I could
spend my life hearing him call to me from another room. I could be so happy,
always about to approach that voice calling me from another room. I would
continually go to that voice but never never arrive.

6. Lilies
All of my life I've been in love with lilies. Charming bastards, they perfectly mix
desire and death. Their every contour is sexual yet they spell death, they smell of
corpses - in their icy splendour they sum our existence.

7. Of Oblivion
My best friend Oblivion and I have had many long conversations lately. I hurry
home to her embrace. She woos me softly. Her mild ministrations give me mirth
and sleep without memory. I kiss her long and deeply.

8. On Choice
My friend L. has never really been in love - she only thinks she has. She seems to
think that love is a reasonable thing, a sensible object with a purpose like a fridge
or washing machine. She says she could never love anyone who didn't want her.
She seems to think it's a matter of choice.
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9. The Casual Touch
At the party I let a slightly-Iess-than-stranger touch me. I was interested scientifically - in my responses. I responded as anyone might given the number of
drinks I'd consumed and the lateness of the hour. I thought only of myself.
Obsession is a lonely business.

10. Daffodils
Daffodils are too hopeful for me now. I may not love them again and spring will
loose all of its golden breath because I told him of myoid love of daffodils and now
every time the green spears part the earth I will think of him.

11. On Ends
I've often thought about murdering him. I've gone through all of the usual options:
guns appeal (especially machine guns), bombs are not without their attraction, and
stabbing holds an element of drama - I'm not sure which I'd choose for him. Yet
I'm a kind human creature and would hate to see the life drain from his dark eyes,
the wit leak from his lips, his hands stilled like a folded butterfly. Even his death
could not end my hope. He is carved on me along with the stubborn belief that all
of my desires will be met - this is the supreme cruelty of the world of obsession.
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ROSE MOXHAM

Waiting In The Parlour

I'll do my eyes hot tomato, I think, to brighten them up. I walk down the hall of
the place where I live and the dust is lit up by the yellow pane of glass in the front
door. I used to think it made the hall look warm, like autumn sun, even though the
damp is rising and smelly. But one day I caught a look at myself in the mirror on
the wall and I thought, that's what you will look like after you've been dead a week;
there's a streak of green in that yellow making me walk through my own rotting
process. These days, how I see the light depends on my mood. And the plumcake
lipstick, I decide. It makes my mouth look fatter.
I never meant to work here, of course. I woke up one day and there was
nothing for me to do. My cafe friend Thomas said, "you have lost interest in things,
Wanda."
"What things?" I asked, and went home to bed. I stayed there for weeks,
reading; the parlour wanted a girl just as my money ran out. It seemed no more
than a swing of the bed poles, from inertia to simulated movement. The boss started
me on the afternoon shift with the business men. No drunks, no perverts, nothing
kinky. They say, these men, they just want someone to move a bit more than their
wives. They come between directing their meetings and catching their planes. It
makes me wonder about them, the way they want to pay, it must be blood money.
I think they must feel guilty for not being able to make their wives want to move;
a lack of imagination, or of love. But it's just as well they pay me, or I wouldn't
move either. It's a job; I'm in the habit of it now. But I don't tell them that. If
a customer asks me what I'm doing here, I tell him I'm saving up for a bookshop.
They like to hear that; it makes them feel better, to think they are contributing to my
future happiness.
But now I work the nights. It's harder, and I was put there because the boss
doesn't like me. He thinks I'm too cool, too polite. He'll fire me as soon as he gets
another girl. There is no shortage of them, but they come off the street and don't
know how to dress as if they haven't. He wants us to look sophisticated and
innocent as though we were born that way, but not to act as though we know it. I
comply with the boss's preferred image, but walking to work, demure in my
scrubbed face, a lot of men pick it up, what I do, even before I leave the suburban
avenues and hit the loud and dirty streets. They sniff it out, give the knowing eye,
jangle their change pockets. I don't know how they do it. Maybe we've been
around so long our presence has entered the instinctive process.
I arrive at the parlour. Its narrow door, between a strip club and a pharmacy,
shrinks the street noise, unifies it to a single muffled screech, broken intermittently
by a voice, a half uttered phrase hitting the space as it passes the doorway. The
sounds bounce off the walls and jerk up the corridor, all the way to Karen, the
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receptionist, who sits behind the counter at the bottom of the stairs. She does no
more than nod at my greeting, the same way she nods at the customers when they
leave. Upstairs in our reception room Carla and Monique are early like me. I
change, put on my face and we sit there, in the brown vinyl armchairs, in our over
worked evening dresses. Carla scratches her arms and stares at the television which
sits on the laminex bar instead of the glasses and bottles of whisky for the full
paying customers. There's a recession on, says the boss. They will understand,
being businessmen themselves. There's a quiz show on and Carla answers most of
the questions, though her eyes are glazed.
I read somewhere that everyone has been innocent once. I look back, as far as
I can go, for my innocence and I am disillusioned. Unless illusion is innocence.
There was a time when my brother and I were let loose in the wrecker's yard while
our father tinkered with his car. We found compressed slivers of silver, with
mysterious geometric designs carved around the edges, and translucent when we
held it in the light. We pulled the stuff out of already plundered engines, found it
on the rotting floors of the cars, or in the dirt beneath them. It was treasure. We
could not believe it was dumped, thought we must be stealing it, this mica, and
fought with each other for its possession. People were different. I knew they were
only people, that they wanted things, had motives for kindness: here's a chocolate if
you clean up your room, go outside, stay outside. It was the things people had
which counted: the small mosaics Mr Tileman who came to tile our bathroom put
on display; you can have some if you look here, touch me here. Treasures were
either stolen or were bribes.
Tonight is my tum to wash the towels. Between customers I run up the back
stairs to dump more of them in the washer. Each time I pass the toilet beside the
laundry I can hear Chloe in there. I know it's her, she's crying with that watereddown treacle voice transsexuals have. I call her name softly as I knock on the door
to swing it open. She's sitting on the bowl, peering over her new cricket ball breasts
and looking down between her legs as though she's forgotten how to piss. "Plastic,"
she whimpers. She does this at regular intervals. Part of the process, she says, but
it doesn't seem to get any easier for her, this adjustment, accommodating new lacks,
new bits of body. She's not a worker; she strips in the club next door, but comes
to our back 100, between shows, for the privacy. On stage she gets the bits of dazzle
off in the ftrst three minutes, but never takes off her spaceman's helmet. She says
that's what makes it an art form.
"Don't worry about the parts," I croon. "Your head's always been in the right
place." She looks up from between her legs, surly.
"My head is not the thing that wants to feel the fucking."
I back off, don't want to get personal.
Back in the reception room we slouch in the chairs and wait for business.
think about Chloe and what she wants, and what I have and don't care about. I'm
sure I used to care, used to think sex was love. I'm sure I will care again. This
work is some kind of purging I tell myself. Paying for some earlier priggishness.
But I worry I will pay for this, too; get found out when I'm about to marry the love
of my life, or worse, wake up one morning with the morality of a born-again
Christian.
There is a customer wanting someone to piss on him. We look at each other
and see that none of us wants to do it tonight. Carla, always hanging out for
whatever it is she shoots into herself and, therefore, the most strident of us, goes out
to the hall where he's waiting at the top of the stairs. "No go," she says. "Try the
place across the road, they'll do anything." Monique doesn't want to do anything
except her astrology charts. We give her the straight jobs: the massages and hand
reliefs. If the boss found out he'd ftre us. Equality in the workplace is his creed;
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the democracy of rot. It means Monique earns less than us, doing straight jobs, but
she swears it's all she needs with no habit or boyfriend to support. She wants to be
a professional astrologer and does our horoscopes for us while we're busy in the
rooms, pushing the punters into the showers. She tells me that my closest friends
will be of the scientific ilk and that I'll never travel unless it's for a specific reason.
"What reason?" I ask her. She can't say.
"But it will be a good one," she assures me. We never talk about our past. We
never talk about the future either: we can recognise fantasy when we hear it told,
as though it were a plan that could be carried out. We only talk about the
immediate thing, like whether our stars say we will travel.
The guy who wants the piss is back, complaining loudly. "Where's the fucking
service here," he yells. "I want someone to piss on me! Now!"
"It's a shit he's not drunk," I say. "We could throw him in the shower, tell him
its all of us, showering gold on him."
"Charge him treble for it," says Carla, and lets out a cracked giggle. The noise
of it brings the boss down from his room upstairs. He's drunk; he's been with a
rough bunch, "a police conference," he says, wielding a red corrugated dildo.
Behind him is a girl wearing tight shiny leather boots. They are wide, fluted like
an urn, at the top of her thighs. We all ignore her, even the boss. I look at the
dildo, instead. It's so big it's almost funny, but I'd never let him see me smile at
it. "Like it, Lulu?" He waves it in my face and I keep it looking bored, stare at
the wall, at the floor.
"Just a joke," he says. "But it won't be if someone doesn't do this guy." He
glares, trying to bully us. "Whose tum is it?"
"I've just been to the 100," I say.
"So have I, but I would've held on if I'd known." Monique gets in before
Carla can open her mouth - her craving body keeps her fierce, but not quick. He
smirks at me and says to Carla on his way out the door, "Then you do it," She
follows him out, to the customer in the hall. She can't afford to lose her job.
The boss comes back and leans against the doorway. "By the way," he says,
"I got some gossip at the conference, should interest you lot. Your friend Angie
jumped off the Gap last night." He shakes his head slowly but keeps the skirt on
his face. "You just never know, do you?" He lurches off again, leaving us silent,
me and Monique. 1 look at her pretty blonde face, which suddenly seems so
anxious and mousy that 1 almost ask what her real name is.
She is frightened by it, I don't know why. It's always our reasons for being
here that catch up with us. Carla has a habit to keep; the hours suit Monique's star
study and I'm here because the job is, can't say no. Only guilty Angie was here for
some punishment. Poor Angie, the youngest of us, who had a fairy tale rescue. A
customer took her home and married her. He was fiftyish, a bit sleazy, a bit
crooked, and besotted by her nineteen years and her guilt for her sinful life - so short
it almost wasn't there. She came to visit us, more often than a rescued princess
should, to show off her real jewellery and cry on one of our shoulders: about how
hard it was, but how she deserved it, having to live with, make love with, someone
so old who she did not love, who seemed to love her so much.
"It had to happen," says Carla when we tell her. "She was unstable, that girl.
She should have stayed on working here." Carla's pupils are huge, taking over her
pale irises. She has shot something into herself. Between her and Chloe, the toilet
out back barely gets a break.
"We are all unstable," says Monique. "It's just that she happened to be at the
Gap."
Carla scowls. "The worst place to be tottering."
"She must have had the wrong star in the wrong house." Monique reaches for
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her horoscope magazine, ''I'm going to look it up."
"I bet she never told old Larry when she came visiting here," says Carla, "I bet
he'd beat up on her if he knew. Love or no love, there's always jealousy." She's
scratching her arms again. "Maybe that's why she killed herself."
"Because of his jealousy? No. She'd just leave him." Monique is insistent.
"And go where?" asks Carla. "Back here? I'd kill myself too, if 1 thought 1
got out of here and then had to come back."
"But it must have been worse than that," I say. "To have only this place to
come to. To have only us to talk to. You can die of disappointment, you know."
1 don't understand why the things some of us are taught to revere - beauty,
youth and a rich man to love you - are not enough to stop you looking into the void.
And then to jump into it.
There is a silence between us, becoming horrible as we search for something to
say, to ease our own anxiety.
"She must have been Catholic. All that guilt," 1 finally say. 1 want a reason
to leave the room. "I'm going to tell Chloe." As 1 walk out of the room I cannot
resist pausing to tear off some strips of the peeling red flock wallpaper. And 1
suddenly feel mean: "If a job comes in, you'll have to do it, Monique."
On the way out the back, 1 look in the mirror in the toilet. My tomato eyelids
are no longer hot and the plumcake lipstick has cracked. 1 decide, looking into the
mirror, that I won't tell Chloe, not yet. I'll wait till she gets over tonight's plastictrauma. Instead 1 sit on the toilet bowl and smoke a cigarette. 1 think about the
other day, the last time 1 saw Angie. Because she took the trouble to find out where
I live, and come there. All 1 can see is my sick yellow corridor as I try to picture
her walking through it to my room. Her expressions have already gone, but 1
remember her distress seemed absurd when she said,
"I wasn't doing anything to attract him."
"Who?" 1 hadn't been paying attention, 1 was admiring her latest ring.
"The man who jerked off in front of me."
1 broke in, impatient: "you laugh at them when that happens."
"I did," she said. "But there was nobody around to hear me."
"It happens all the time, Angie," 1 said. "It can happen to anyone."
I knew I was patronising, but 1 couldn't help it. 1 was getting annoyed at her
- she's an ex-prostitute, she wasn't going to be ruined.
"I know, but 1 took it personally - the guy was an old customer."
"Oh." It was God Getting Back at her. "So why did you tell Larry?"
She didn't say she had told him, but I knew she would have; it was why she
came here. She likes things to be difficult.
"I didn't mean to, but later I saw the guy on the beach. I said 'that's him' and
Larry went crazy, abusing him. The guy just sat there, with his wife and kids, and
took it."
"Well that really turns you into a homebreaker, doesn't it?" Angie didn't hear
me; she wasn't really talking to me.
"What else could he do?" She was whimpering. "All the time Larry was
kicking sand at him, he just sat there."
1 pictured the sand, wet and landing in clods on a wanker's belly and
wondering if it was a hairy belly. This was a tragedy to Angie, but I was giggling,
could not take it seriously - I bl;une this on her whimpering: it always leaves me
cold. I was wondering if mica was made from sand while she said,
"I stood there looking at him while his wife sat there looking at me. At first
she looked like she couldn't believe what was happening, then she looked angry.
Then she started crying. But soft, so you couldn't hear her. You could see her
though. She knew it was true - he looked so guilty."
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I know that look. How their eyes flicker when they panic, when they're caught
out. Like myoid Mr Tileman, undone by an open zip and the bag of tiles I
clutched. Angie was still going on, but I wasn't paying a lot of attention. I was
remembering it was silicon which was made from sand: the same as Chloe's new
breasts.
"Their lives are ruined, I know it. And it's my fault." She was crying.
"I can't adapt to feeling gUilty any more. I've run out of ways to adapt."
I think about this now, on the toilet, because I didn't think about it when she
was there in my room. It did not seem so terrible to me then, and I wonder if this
is a good enough reason to kill yourself. How can you run out of ways to adapt?
You do things like go to the Gap in a fit of pique, not because you mean to jump
off. It's always an accident. You just hover there, on the edge: yes, no, yes, no,
yes... Like pulling the petals off a daisy and not enough of them or too many.
What happened was not a good enough reason to kill yourself - but it is, at least, a
reason.
Not that I'm mourning - she's not one of my dead, she had a husband. But I'm
sorry that she had no family, no community where she could store the old, innocent
bits of herself; that there was only us, the transients in the parlour. But as an
institution we are as permanent as a community of graves.
The cigarette has burned down and I leave the toilet. I go into the laundry, get
the towels from the washer and put them in the dryer. We use so many of them,
the boss should let us send them out. He likes making us our own washerwomen.
I go back to the reception room and see that Carla and Monique are back to normal
- at least they don't talk about Angie. But they don't talk to me either. Nobody has
been in for a half hour, and I take off my face, ready to quit for the night.
I stop to pay my rent to Karen. She takes the phone from her ear, and doesn't
look at me directly.
"The boss says not to bother coming back."
"Found another girl, has he? That one in the fishermen's waders? She'll catch
something if she keeps wearing them." Even in this job, I feel shame for being
fired.
"Or is it because I didn't like his dildo? Didn't know it was a cast of his own
cock?" She does not answer, of course, and her eyes are still avoiding me, annoyed
she's had to do the dirty work. She should be used to it by now.
"Don't flicker your eyes like that," I tell her. "It makes you look like a freak."
I take back my hand with the rent still in it and walk out, putting the money into my
bag. At the door I can hear that she has forgotten me, giggling on the phone again.
But as I step into the street I feel light, relieved of something - I wasn't saved by
anyone. That could have been a real problem.
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ALAMGIR HASHMI

Napoleon's Clock

Two centuries ago, but it is news.
For the pendulum swings this side,
as the Mediterranean and the Gulf wait
with bated breath, lean-tide
and oil-thick with natural abuse.
Some bugger will necessarily
make money from it, pull at
a time that we thought was gone off-shore
to drill elsewhere, perhaps the Alps.
But, no; there they're looking for more
of the same, while universities teach fat
courses on how to change soiled sheets;
the Emperor's hotel bills are finally settled.
He burrowed into the mountains for a knack
of Europe, as if digging for China
or Egypt, rattling Helvetic streets,
not sabres, for a lonely muesli.
Would you like a pound of his flesh now?
Its sallow time is not American.
Alarm's off. Put that clock back.

The Nation (Lahore), 16 April, 1991 (page 1), cited AFP and photographed "this
pendulum clock that was owned by Napoleon [was] sold at an auction for 700,000
Swiss Francs (US$511,000). Napoleon used this alarm clock during the Egyptian
battle in 1799". During a rare visit to Switzerland by a French President, Fran~ois
Mitterrand is known to have paid the Swiss a hotel bill in the mid-1980s for
Napoleon Bonaparte.
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ALAMGIR HASHMI

E. F. L.
(Evading the Futility of Language)

Charlotte Bronte taught in Brussels
a bunch of Belgian girls "joyous, healthy and routinely obtuse;
also arrogant";
the silences between the lessons so long,
she had to make up her novels
to have someone to speak with,
someone who could provide, if not the pudding,
some proof of taste and fancy.
Now I cannot deny I understand her
in the same way I followed her books as a youth.
Since Herr Joyce missed his job in ZUrich
and went on to Pola and Trieste,
to do it there and write his tome,
I had to do it for the tribes in der Schweiz.
A Pakistani for an Irishman in the Deep Middle,
whichever side-band you approach it from.
No language is much help after all
when the heart is not in it, and the place,
Mademoiselle/Fraulein/Sefiorita,
has much to say itself, no matter how
it is said, about what it wants.
I see Charlotte with her shining blackboard,
with a thick crayon of white chalk
"for the convenience of elucidating
any grammatical or verbal obscurity",
and the wet sponge to enable Mademoiselle
Charlotte "to efface the marks
when they had served the purpose" besides a continental passion
rising inside her fond tutee, Monsieur Heger,
who could never have enough of a lesson,
always dreaming of a nuptial flight abroad,
viz. outside the classroom, in serious Franglais,
hoping the word will get through.
In such messages, silence sibilating
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like a thought on crosswinds, the object is clearer
than its styled subject.
And timing's the only difference. Something was in the air.
I worked the electric overhead-projector,
words and figures all up the whitewall
in a shaft of inexorable light;
all gone overhead, when switched off.
Could she leave behind a salary of £16 a year?
Switch back to England with settings intact for her books?
How much can one do with that imparting her light-toned lessons in consensual English?
Too little, alas, to keep the illusion warm.
"If you could see and hear the efforts I make
to teach them to pronounce like Englishmen,
and their unavailing attempts to imitate,
you could laugh to all eternity".
Can you imagine "such a torture
to the ear to listen to their uncouth mouthing
of their native tongue?"
I can't, I have lived through it.
We must make language when nothing else will be made
up in the aspirated syllables
stopped by kisses during the period-breaks.
School-bells ring now and interrupt nothing.
The past is a house leased us for good,
so that we can pray together for our eviction
at least five times a day.
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DIANE FAHEY

Icarus

The sea's turquoise skin, unbroken by white,
mountain-spined islands, minute cities
huddled on hilltops... Sometimes, clouds veil
my vision, in a trance I imagine gliding
over the world's edge, looking down,
or plummetting into the underworld
through a volcano's core. What I long for
is to hover like a falcon in the wind:
how furiously, delicately, it works
to be still, the point which sees all else.
I struggle against the unwieldiness
of wings, climb into purer and purer air,
my body dissolves, my spirit floats a golden wraith drawn into the heart of light.
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DIANE FAHEY

Orpheus in the Underworld

'Singing in the dark shapes the space to be moved in.'
- Nor Hall

Invisible, but there, in the starless void:
all manner of creatures from the daylit world,
an animal breathing beneath lyre and voice.
Slowly becoming present, tree, blade of grass,
closed wings compressing gold, obsidian.
Pollen moves through warming air, bees
from unseen flower to flower. What hour of day,
what season? murmurs Persephone, as in dream.
Eurydice's feet touch grass, pass by
the sleeping snake. However high or deep,
each note she hears is at the centre,
draws her towards it. She pauses,
(so many turnings, returnings), at the edge
of the meadow she can almost see.
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SATENDRA NANDAN

Nationalism and Literature*

On the subject of 'Nationalism and Literature' I wish to make general, political and
personal points. Those interested in theoretical considerations will perhaps fmd
more satisfying stimulation in Benedict Anderson's Imagined Communities:
Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, Homi Bhabha's Nation and
Narration, and Timothy Brennan's Salman Rushdie and the Third World. l : I
mention only a few of the most relevant texts concerning post-colonial literatures.
The term "post-colonial" is now in common currency in literary parlance. Yet,
increasingly we aren't sure if we are really living in a post-colonial world.
Language, culture, politics and aesthetics are never really able to exorcise the ghosts
of the past. And the past is full of colonial layers embedded in our personal psyche
and national, regional mythologies.
Think: for a moment of the religious
movements: Hinduism, Buddhism, Christianity and Islam - all are colonising faiths.
When and how do they become chthonic?
European, and for us British, colonial experience, though brief in time, was
vast in space and impact. We have all got caught in that web. Indeed we are all
burnt by the colonial sun: the darkened descendants of the Commonwealth. Let me
quote a passage from "The Ceremony of Farewell", the last section of Naipaul's
most recent novel The Enigma of Arrival:
There were interruptions. A bad molar. It was extracted - quite suddenly,
it seemed. An extraction wasn't at all what I had been expecting when I
went to the dentist, who usually saved things; and there came to me a sense
of decay, ineffaceable, as I felt, through the anaesthetic. the dentist's strong
fingers pushing at the painless tooth; a sense of death. Two days later, with
a salty rawness in my mouth, there was a prize-giving lunch for an old writer
friend in London - this occasion mixed up with looking for a new flat in
London, and the special gloom of looking at old flats, other lives, other
views. Then Mrs Gandhi was shot dead by her bodyguard in Delhi.
Immediately after that there was a visit to Germany for my publisher in that
country: the shock of East Berlin, still in parts destroyed after forty years,
seedlings grown into trees high on the wrecked masonry of some buildings,
a vision of a world undoing itself: new to me: I should have gone long before
to look. On the morning, of my last day in Germany, in West Berlin, I
went to the Egyptian Museum. I returned to Wiltshire to the news that my
younger sister Sati had had a brain haemorrhage in Trinidad that day: just
at the time I was leaving the museum. She was in a coma; she was not
to recover. For more than thirty years, since the death of my father in 1953,
I had lived with grief. I took the news coldly, therefore; then I had hiccups;
then I became concerned. 2

*A talk given at the Perth Writers Festival 1991, which was convened under the title, "Old Lands, New
Writing". One session at the festival was devoted to the issue of Nationalism and Literature.
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For me this passage brings into a pattern the interweaving themes of the personal
and the political, the literary and the literal, the immediate and the ancient, arrival
and farewell, the national and the universal, the migration and transmigration. And
perhaps for me, a recent migrant, the illuminating darkness of my own life.
Illuminating because I can still read these words. I assure you it is not a small gift.
I read that novel the day after I had come out of six nights detention in Fiji's first
coup. London, Delhi, Germany, Egypt, Trinidad, dividing walls, a rotten tooth, and
brain haemorrhage, all part of the same paragraph, as if all were part of Fiji, too.
And "Sati" - a word, a name with immense, painful, traditional, and personal
connections. I read all this by the sea-shore of the largest ocean in the world in one
of the smallest nations which had suffered, like heart attacks, two military coups in
less than six months.
I was catapUlted into politics on the death of another politician: 'from death to
death' a wag had noted. Fiji is, in many ways, a crucible of the colonial experience:
both in its benign and its brutal forms. In Fiji we are referred to as "Indians",
although my ancestors have lived on that archipelago longer than half the total
population of Australia have lived here. They say from grave to grave you may
belong. It didn't happen in my country. Coolies were not conquerors, but like
grass, after many a fire, they will survive. About thirty countries in the world, as
they gained independence, changed their names to accommodate all their peoples
under one citizenship. In Fiji if you use the epithet "Fijian" you immediately
alienate more than half the inhabitants of the country - and not the Indians alone.
This, of course, was the deliberate policy, first of the colonial government, then of
the feudal hierarchy; it kept the descendants of the indentured labourers and others
from a sense of belonging, a sense of a country. A feeling of deep and enduring
alienation was deliberately fostered, promoted through acts of political and racial
discrimination enshrined in the Constitution. One was compelled to challenge that.
With the newly proclaimed apartheid constitution they are really killing the mocking
bird. The colonial rulers, who for a century, had the monopoly of both power and
freedom, didn't have the problem: they could, at the appropriate time, migrate to
Australia, New Zealand or England. For them the options were many and varied;
most of my ancestors knew only one land, where they, and I, were born.
In a situation like that where does the writer begin? To be in exile you need
a country to be exiled from; for a migrant, there's always the possibility of return,
a hope for a revisit of a loved village or town. But we had to create a country - our
fundamental reality. I think the question of defining people is important, particularly
in a crisis: during the two coups the Indians remained Indians, the chiefs and
colonels were all Fijians.
Cabinet ministers with names like "Mahendra",
"Bavadra", "Satendra" didn't help either, and, to top it all, there was one called
Baba, pronounced BAMBA, but spelled Baba in cold print. The world saw the
'Indians' as dominating both the political and the divine landscapes! Perhaps there
is a lesson somewhere there for us: Australia too tends to define its people in terms
of Arabs, Asians, Migrants, Australians and Aborigines. In times of crisis these
categories may become both crucial and fatal. Not that I posit any special or higher
value to "Fijian" or "Australian". Indeed I feel deeply ashamed of much that is now
called "Fijian": just as I feel a sense of shame in being called 'Indian" when I read
what is being done in the streets of Ayodhya. I think if all of us knew our countries,
or cultures' history better, we would feel much to be ashamed of. Indeed as a
politician I've never ever said that I'm proud of being a Fijian. That is one thing,
I suppose, I can be proud of! But the name of the land is a significant point of
definition, just as is the name of an individual. We were the land's before the land
was ours. Geography may turn out to be more important and enduring than history.
Nationalism is about politics: it is a fairly recent phenomenon; literature is
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about people, from time immemorial. When one becomes a religious, racial,
ideological or national missionary, one loses the sense of one's unfinished humanity
- and humanity has to do with the heart: 'thanks to the human heart by which we
live, wrote Wordsworth. He felt and knew the French Revolution better than most.
Because literature is so individual, it is universal. Nationalism pursues a sense of
purity, and therefore of superiority. It monopolises even the idea of truth: mine is
the only way, the only vision. But didn't somebody say: I can gladly give my life
for someone who is searching for truth; but I can happily kill one who claims he has
found it. My society, my country are huge claims for any individual to make. Here
the idea of multiculturalism rears its controversial but, to me, its attractive head.
Think of all the writers and artists we admire most: how many are monocultural,
monolingual or belong to just one nation? Even Shakespeare, it has been pointed
out, was not a little Englander. Imagine the cities in which his plays are set, the
legends and myths from which he borrowed the plots of his plays. How European
is the Bible? How Dravidian is the Ramayana? The point is that human beings are
like rivers flowing from innumerable sources, gathering riches and debris from
tributaries along the way, and they flow into an indivisible ocean. Terrible things
have been done under the banner of monoculturalism, monotheism, monolingualism
and monoracialism. Multiculturalism is a way of life, so various, vast and
vulnerable; so individual, undivided and, therefore, so universal.
The writer as an outsider or as living in an ivory tower, so prevalent in the
European tradition, does not seem so meaningful to our situation. This does not
mean that he or she should not be detached. Distancing and detachment are vital the detachment of one from the many is the necessary pre-condition of all original
thought. The danger in Old Lands and New Writing for the artist is that he or she
may be tempted to mimic the attitudes of artists from the old literary traditions.
There the talented individual has a tradition, although it is profoundly limited and
limiting, like most traditions; in our situation the individual is involved in creating
that tradition and more. In the Pacific if the artists fail to make injustices visible, to
give faceless people a feature, voiceless people a whisper, if they fail to move us
towards a synthesis, an integration and new orientation, then some communities will
continue to suffer from this lack of a country of the mind and consequently see their
achievements mainly in material terms, while others will move deeper into the well
of the colonial past. And the past can kill: indigenous racism is no better than the
imported variety: it can trap us into thoughts which have no real bearing on our
contemporary lives and we will tend to romanticise the past because we're unable to
confront the realities of today. This fascination with a nostalgic, shallow past is not
confined to the South Pacific. It is becoming a worldwide phenomenon where the
countries grappling with the bits from their colonial wrecks have not been able to
grasp the present and are falling back into the myth that the old was gold, that the
old world was whole. As V.S. Naipaul said:
The 'Third World' notion is itself a cliche. I feel there is a great universal
civilization at the moment which people would say is Western. But this
has been fed by innumerable sources. It's a very eclectic civilization and
it is conquering the world because it is so attractive, so liberating to people.
What disheartens me is that there are certain cultures where people are
saying 'Cut yourselves off.... The Arabs, the Muslim, some Africans [some
Pacific Islanders] are doing this. I think it's a disaster. The great Arab
civilisation of the seventeenth to twelfth centuries was the world's most
eclectic civilization. It wasn't closed to outside influences. It was endlessly
incorporating the art of Persia, the mathematics of India, what remained of
the philosophy of Greece. The mistake of western vanity is to think that
the universal civilisation that exists now is a purer racial one. It's not the
preserve of one race. one country, but has been fed by many.'
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This, of course, requires a radical reorientation in more than our literary thinking. It
demands a decolonisation of the imagination itself. That, I think, is the most
important point of Rushdie's The Satanic Verses: the book questions the validity of
a colonising faith and its eternal verities based on myth and the oral revelations
which appear so incongruent with out contemporary understanding. Like little
Kuwait, it got lost in the widening gulf and now the falcon cannot hear the falconer.
We applauded Rushdie for his courage on our behalf but few dared to do that about
our own sacred cows. Rushdie was certainly giving art, especially literature - the
expression of our empire of the imagination - a greater, more creative role where
religion and nationalism had failed. Literature, with its little words, keeps nibbling
away at the monoliths of Truth, Nation, Religion, Ideology: little words challenging
the big words like ordinary lives fighting the dictators.
One of the sacred cows of post-colonial literature is this quest for national
identity. I'm not sure if identity is the most exciting adventure of the mind or spirit.
If it were so, we'd probably like Shakespeare's history plays more than King Lear
or Hamlet or The Tempest. Perhaps, as one born in the colonial world, I've been
bequeathed fragments of several literatures and landscapes. It would have been
terrible to be clad in caste, nursing one's ideas of Brahmanism while envying the
banias (the economic rationalists) all around you. In Australia, more than any other
country, we have the opportunity: we are at the crossroads of the contemporary
world. For me Canberra is the centre, incredible though it may sound to people in
Perth; maybe because I come from the periphery of the periphery. They say it is the
least Australian city: how wonderful, I feel! Because both the idea of Australianness
and Indianness is still in the making, just as our sense of our unfinished, inseparable
humanity, too, is in the making. The imaginative architect of Canberra, I believe,
is buried in Lucknow, a truly multi-cultured city of India.
It is said that in the beginning was the word; we are not told what will be at
the end; if we're not careful it may be wordlessness: silence.
National
narrowmindedness has never served us well. It is quite devastating for literature.
We all know the road from Things Fall Apart to The Anthills of the Savanah. 4 At
one time it took generations; in our context it can happen in a single lifetime.
Better than the concept of nationalism is the idea of nationism. Nationalism is
often of the primordial tradition-bound groups and is propelled by ethnicity. While
many post-colonial nations (for example, Fiji and Papua New Guinea in our region)
are going through the pangs and pomp of that birth as a reaction of colonialism,
Europe has gone through several successive transmutations from ethnicity to
nationality, from nationality to a larger nationality, then the empires within and
outside Europe. It is such a pointless price to pay. When Eliot, from the colonial
world, wrote about "the mind of Europe", he was presenting a colonial view. What
we have seen since that essay was written has often been the mindlessness of
Europe. We do not have to travel that road. One way of avoiding it may be to
accept the colonial layer of our lives as integral to our condition, essential to our
being and becoming. The Taj Mahal, St Paul's Cathedral, the Parliament House in
Canberra are really colonial inventions. They speak of human ingenuity and of a
creative acceptance, synthesis. Literatures in English make the point most
imaginatively. They help create our sense of nationism: a more enlightened concept
of belonging to a place, physical and spiritual.
Any writer, I think, is aware of the unifying and dividing dynamism of
nationalism: it transmutes not only people but the places they dwell in: hills, rivers,
stones, trees cease to be merely familiar. They become ideologically significant,
places of pilgrimage, commemorative sites, ancestral grounds, burial places, holy
shrines. We are prepared to kill and be killed for these. Think of what happened
in Ayodhya, Jerusalem, near Mecca and even at Gallipoli, and what these places
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have become in our imagination. But the cathedrals of words have to be different.
Literature has to be subversive to that concept of nationalism. To forge national
identity through it is, I think, to devalue it; it is certainly to be as pretentious as
Stephen Daedalus claiming to "forge in the smithy of my soul the uncreated
conscience of my race" unless he meant by "forge" what I think Joyce really meant.
Or to claim like Patrick White: "There is a possibility that one may be helping to
people a barely inhabited country with a race possessed of understanding".5 That
was in 1958; in 1988 it all came down to "We", the last word in White's last
published creative work. 6
It is a long journey, the longest when it turns inward, and literature helps us to
make it with some sense of hope since "hope" is only another word for life. No
ideology can snuff it; no truth can contain it. It manages to squeeze itself out like
a blade of grass through a crack in the concrete, like a young student in front of
tanks in Tiananmen Square. That image, I think, symbolises the difference between
nationalism and literature.

NOTES
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Narration (Routledge: 1990); Brennan, Timothy, Salman Rushdie and the Third World
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LAWRENCE BOURKE

Hunting

Over the rooftops above the shop the sign
begins to flash BLUE MOON BLUE MOON
to the sky and further back in the west
the sun deflates in a lurid sunset.
The season turns. Summer withdraws into space.
The last draft of wannth rises from the bitumen
as cool air draws in draws out
through half-opened windows the sound of tvs
where a street-light broken hums.
I am walking along the streets of my childhood
being a stranger, and think I might be walking back.
Each step recovers another landmark.
Take the next left if you want to come to
the playground, that hedge, that door, gutters
still there, I find is still here.
I have escaped the murderhouse
Maria, it is mercury in my hand
I am running round the lamp-post and will catch
my breath in frosty air
I am caught and thumped
I am thirteen and my words come out clumsy
I am invented by outrageous lies
The broken street-light flutters.
A cat disappears and azaleas rustle.
The rustling is the dark
settling, the invisible thickening into form
as two gardens ahead earliest memories
have their roots.
To be three
and a half in pyjamas and slippers
and in the yard looking up
who could sleep under such a night
the sky so close, the air so still and sweet
so wann, unseasonal and see
a small owl in the pepper-tree sits
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one eye blinks
and the other
and it shuffles the feathered cloak
it will throw out to muffle sound
when it glides low
talons swinging down
to lift mice.
Ages later, the mind learns stories
where the owl means death
until it means an owl glides through memory
becoming a psychopomp to bring
that night and the death that followed
years later.
This is not coming home
it is returning to where I grew away
from childhood - carried away
too little (too much).
I am coming back for things left behind.
One garden ahead and across the fence
leaf litter cracks. Eyes shine.
Flare and shut off.
The cat is hunting its wild self.
What's the phrase that will lay the ghosts?
What words will bring you ease?
Grown-ups would know how to see the world right
as children have faith.
The tree shakes and something hoots.
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HAL COLEBATCH

Thoughts In Canberra

Once, travelling to Jericho by night
I saw outside the window in the dark
a pale reef of ruins, a wrecked honeycomb
of crumbling buildings standing stark
and empty, rank on broken rank.
In every five hundredth or so was a green
glimmer of pale light, where dim
and ragged figures crouched. A scene
from science-fiction of the gloomier kind
those ghostly ruins, spreading far and wide
from the road's edge. Did the bus speed up
as on they went, lightless on either side?
In daylight our group returned to see
a famous site: the excavation of a stone
wall and tower, the oldest in history.
There, the colour of decaying and dirty bone
was that empty ghost city in sunlight,
looking worse than in the night before:
a howling maggot-land, death-filled.
Take some disgusting septic sore
from some corpse and make it a city:
it would be like that. Built, our guide said
by arab refugees who squatted there
for 20 years or so and were long dead.
Why was it still standing? That, it seemed
was another story. Those who sheltered there
had evoked compassion. You could smell
compassion, or something, hanging in the air.
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The United Nations ran them for a while
but in the Six-Day War they had fled
to Jordan. There most died in Black September.
It was time to go and see the tower instead.
Behind the ruins was a Biblical wilderness
where Christ had prayed. Sand blew in seas.
I tried to enter one house to take some pictures,
but they were, the guide said, full of fleas.
The Israelis wanted the lot pulled down
as crumbling filthy eye-sores. But the UN
still cared for them. Its administrators kept
the ghostly city firmly in their ken
and lived in pleasant villas, we were shown,
located a pleasant distance down the road
administrating ghosts. Responsible work,
with a rewarding challenge in the work-load.
And here I find I think of that foul place
where corruption in its various kinds held sway,
and of these buildings here, and how they may present
in the light of some now unknown future day.
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DEBBIE ROBSON

Passion

Passion like a growth invades dark
places, bums on alcohol lips
and ignites the impatient needs of
slight acquaintances. And with
sly cunning and acute business sense
(choosing mainly the young as a
viable market) has built up
an indisputable reputation as the
most sought after experience.
But timing is everything the hour, the place, the mood
must be tirelessly orchestrated.
Passion knows the crescendo of desire
will fall flat on a companionable walk
down a familiar road and clash
with swift glances of happiness
between proud parents. Faced
with similar situations Passion
will fIre and hear the violins
warming up somewhere
else, closing down symphonies
played over and over with
little variation to the score.
Laughing at the absurdity of
a golden wedding anniversary,
hating the love poems
and tragic plays its presence
has inspired, Passion sighs with relief
and returns to home ground cars parked on deserted hillsides,
lunch hour desk-top liaisons and
parties alive with sexual tension.
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JOHN MALONE

The Auction

Thirty years have come to this:
a hot day, strangers milling around,
dollars in their eyes
up and down the passageway, examining cracks,
assessing the woodwork, eyes clear of
the cataracts of memory
neighbours drop by
busy with chatter, brows crinkled against
the future
anytime now ...
the house is called to order
strangers gather on the lawns, lean
against the fence and gates; wary
as students on that first day of school
they hang back, hesitate
a joke
breaks the ice - the auctioneer as
compere, and the bidding begins:
tentative, cautious, half-heartedly
the price edging to the reserve
like mountaineers struggling
to the top ...
it is done
relief, guilt, pride jostle
for pre-eminence
I sign the forms
nod to the buyer, a stranger who's
exchanged his future for my past;
the crowd thins out
I climb in the car so much has changed so quickly - and
drive off, the road closing behind me
like huge iron gates.
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JOHN KINSELLA

Hoppers and Gargoyles

A screw drives the lupins towards the chute,
lupins spill into the hopper, an auger drags
them upwards towards the spout, lupins spill
into the silo. These are the facts, or facts
as they seem to the farmer who follows
the tried and true procedure, believes
what his eyes tell him, and is satisfied
with the end result. These are the facts
as his father has told him, neighbours confirm.
Another view, another set of facts: the gargoyle
masquerading as a spout draws all into its mouth
and spits it back, the hopper - its belly endlessly
fuelled by the reaper, (disguised as a farmer) cannot be content with endless death, but rather
gains its pleasure from the neighbours who believe
what they tell the farmer, who stare at the spout
and see no more than lupins filling the silo.
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E.A. TRAVERS

On The Philosophical: An Interview
With David Foster
David Foster was born in Sydney in 1944 and is a graduate of the University of
Sydney and the Australian National University. He was a research scientist before
becoming a full-time writer, in 1972. He has published poetry and short fiction but
is best-known as a novelist. David Foster has won a National Book Council award
and other prizes, and is widely regarded as the leading satirist writing fiction in
Australia today.
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Do you think that culture and philosophy are shaped by inherited ideas or
does the physical environment have a part to play?
Speaking as an Australian, we probably have a smaller burden of inherited
ideas than most Western people insofar as that we are not raised in a
particularly rigourous educational system and we tend to go out in the world
with remarkably few preconceptions. I'm not conscious of growing up in
any intellectual or philosophical tradition.
I'm trained as a physical scientist and I extracted a bit out of that. It would
be true of most Australians, that they more or less come to their own clumsy
conclusions about things.
You seem drawn to the classical works that have some philosophical depth.
Examples are your allusions to The Chymical Marriage and Fama
Fraternitatis in The Adventures of Christian Rosy Cross, Mann's Dr Faustus
in Plumbum, Candide in Moonlite and The Venetian Twins in Testostero.
I'm interested in alchemy for the same reasons as lung was. It seems a more
profound way of looking at the problems of the divided self than in an
intellectual way. Alchemical emblems say more than reading a treatise by
lung.
I'm not particularly well-educated in the humanities - I read mostly for my
own amusement, but I never read in a way where I was forced to take a
particular attitude towards it. I recognise certain affinities but I think that
they were there in the first place - temperamental affinities rather than a
body, or corpus, of work that I'd been instilled with.
As a working class Australian, I was brought up with that intense scepticism
and sardonic humour that seems to be characteristic. When that wants to
find some intellectual expression it will tend towards certain traditions rather
than others.
What is it that makes your work uniquely Australian? Is it purely language?
I haven't really stopped to analyse it myself. In many ways Australian
attitudes are counter to my innermost artistry. I suppose that there's a
tension between the Australian-ness of the language and the attitudes versus
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the, perhaps, un-Australian-ness of the philosophies and the subject matter.
But I, like most Australians, have an ambivalent attitude to my own culture.
I think that you write within a tradition and you don't fully see it yourself.
To a person exclusively involved in creative writing it doesn't help to analyse
yourself. In fact, it is more of a hindrance.
What is it that gives you an interest in the journey or quest novel?
I see my own or one's life as either a quest, or nothing. It's always
interested me to explore through my fiction - my only hold on an intellectual
world here. As you see, I live in a very isolated situation.
Trips and journeys provide one with notes to take, and add colour to your
fiction, without which it is not only tedious to read, but tedious to write. My
main problem when I'm writing a book is to keep myself interested enough
to keep myself working at it for a year or two, here in an atmosphere that is
not necessarily conducive to writing and intellectual thought.
I maintain a strong connection with people for whom ideas don't mean
anything, really. It keeps my feet fmnly on the ground but it also leads me
to be interested in the sort of things that interest other people, for example,
travel.
What is the attraction of travel in fiction to you?
In a sense, it is a way of enlivening yourself. It is a poor substitute for
religious experience, or falling in love, but if you put yourself in a strange
environment it has the same effect of revitalising your state of mind ... there is
an immediate revision of attitudes that tend to get a bit stale.
Plus, people read fiction partly to learn about things, places they have never
been. It hasn't been entirely conscious, but most of my novels have exotic
settings one way or another. Places like Calcutta or St Kilda are interesting
places - it is as simple as that.
Cultures like Australia's that are not confident are always looking to other
cultures. Emerson, in one of his essays, admonishes Americans for always
running around the world staring at what other people have done instead of
staying at home doing something for themselves. Just as Americans in his
day used to rush over to Europe to have a look around, Australians still want
to get out and measure themselves, and gape at other cultures, and I was a
fairly typical Australian in that regard.
There are some direct references to Zen Buddhism in your poetry. How
strong an influence has Zen had on your personal philosophy?
Not as much, perhaps, as I would have liked. I'm attracted to the concept
but Zen is a very anti-literary tradition, of course. I'm trained in the martial
arts and I think that Zen has far more interest to me in that connection. As
a writer it hasn't had the influence on me as it had on someone like Robert
Gray. Basically I'm intellectually more inclined towards a school like the
Tendai which is based on study and scholarship. I think that what interests
Westerners in Zen is the Taoist and not the Buddhist aspect of it. I'm
certainly a Taoist.
You seem to espouse a different brand, if you can call it that, of Taoism than,
say Randolph Stow, who uses it as a very reclusive philosophy.
I think that Taoism is basically just a constant awareness of the duality of
everything and I'm aware that for any attitude the converse is usually there
as well, in my mind. I find it hard to not see the opposite point of view in
my mind to everything that I'm saying and that type of Taoism certainly
exists in my work.
You also seem drawn to afundamental anti-capitalist view of Christianity. Is
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this another strand of influence?
DMF I was raised as a high church Anglican. It is difficult not to think with
sadness of the lack of impact that Christianity has on Australia now. We
claim that we don't have many unique attributes but Australia must be the
most irreligious country on earth.
It is a surprise when you go and live in America, which I did as a scientist,
and observe how devout the suburban Americans are. Not only does this
country not have a religion, it doesn't even see any need for one.
But, I'm also convinced intellectually that Christianity, in the way that it has
been formulated, is not the answer any more.
EAT I understand that you have read Capra's works. How strongly have you
either been influenced by or identify with his view of the world?
DMF I would put it that physical science has reached its limitations. No further
useful information seems to be obtainable, either from astrophysics on the
large scale or from particle physics on the small scale.
This apparent emergence of mysticism in physics is simply a reflection of the
fact that we have transcended sensible experimental barriers and all we are
seeing are reflections of our own consciousness. Which means that we may
as well walk out of the laboratory and go and sit in the desert somewhere
because that may be the way to do it. You can justify introspection at this
point. I suppose that fiction is a form of introspection.
EAT I feel that there are similarities between the duality of Taoist philosophy and
the Hermetic tradition including alchemy that has been suppressed by a
dominance of Cartesian thought. What do you feel on that?
DMF It is known now that Newton was an alchemist who spent most of his
experimental time on straight alchemy. Alchemical thought is the purest
statement of Taoism in the West.
But at the same time, you can sympathise with orthodoxies that regard any
type of dualistic thinking as totally heterodox. You get into serious
difficulties in a moral sphere with a Taoistic approach. Because the West has
never been formally Taoist it means you can't say that this is right at this
time and this is wrong at this time but next year it might be different. You
end up with a situation where people can be taken out of context and appear
to be espousing what is the inappropriate course of action for that point.
This is why alchemy, in the context of a rigourous Christian orthodoxy, had
to be regarded as evil by the Christians. The Taoist would have laughed. So
I'm conscious that that leads you into a secret tradition. If you want to
propose these philosophies and you don't want them to be misunderstood, as
is going to be the case if looked at in an orthodox frame, you keep them
from the people. You find that even the New Testament is full of secrets.
EAT In your understanding is there such a thing as truth. and if so. what is it?
DMF To refer to Toynbee - I'm reading him at the moment. He talks of the head
and the heart and by that he means the intellect and the religious sense. Both
come in truths and it has never been possible to reconcile the two visions of
the truth. But, nevertheless, each agrees that his truth should be true for the
other fellow. So, they are both unanimous in agreeing that their system
should be total and yet when it comes to the fine detail it is not possible
really to reconcile them.
But I suppose, in a sense, Taoism, with its constant reliance on two opposing
systems, is a cop-out. It gives heart and head equal weight but it remains the
most useful way of looking at things. I have had moments of intense
religious feeling when a truth strikes in an imminent way. The truth of the
intellect is very different. There is one truth for any given point, I think.
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The Australian way of finding truth is through experience, through the
senses. Australians, I think, don't have a very well developed head or a very
well developed heart. They have very well developed legs and eyes and
anns and that is the Australian way, the barbarian way, which is not to be
dismissed either. When I write I'm trying to keep track of my conscious self
too. We all see things as one truth just as there is one God.
EAT Harry in The Adventures of Christian Rosy Cross says that 'You should
never believe your own bullshit to the point that you think everyone else
does'. How strongly do you believe in self doubt?
DMF Self doubt is forced on you when your work falls on deaf ears and fails to
generate a living for you. Australians always doubt themselves; it is a
national characteristic.
EAT Because of self doubt, or do you think it is almost a cultural insecurity?
DMF I don't think that you can separate them. Perhaps I still retain a certain
amount of artistic doubt, in a sense. There are occasions when any kind of
doubt is a total disaster, of course. Martial art is a very useful corollary to
literary art in that it puts you in situations where any kind of doubt is
absolutely fatal to you and where you have no choice but to eliminate doubt
from your mind.
EAT If humans are doomed to entropy, is there any room left for selfdetermination?
DMF Both life and knowledge go in the opposite direction to entropy. I wrote an
article in the Australian Book Review, April 1990, the Telecom series, where
I discuss entropy. As you are aware, life up to this point at least has defied
entropy and we have to be unnatural in many ways.
I think certain religions like Buddhism go with the flow of energy rather than
entropy and they don't really care if civilization disappears, or if life is
extinguished. You talk of reconciliations and opposites, well, Nirvana and
Paradise are very hard to reconcile. If you can look with equanimity on the
extinction of life on the planet then I suppose you can't really call yourself
fully human.
You have got to take a stand against entropy even in your own life and
you've got to discipline yourself in some way, shape or form. That again, is
very un-Australian. Australians don't like discipline of any kind and just
want to do what comes naturally. That is why we are in the state we are in
as a culture, I think.
The other thing that emerges from a reading of history is that philosophies
don't change anything, religions change things. All a dominant minority,
such as intellectuals in a country like Australia, can do at the moment is
come up with a philosophy. Now Toynbee points out that the Stoics, like
Seneca and so on, were saying the same things as the apostles in exactly the
same words but the Christian religion caught on in a way that the
philosophies never did even though they converged at that point. Art and
thought don't transform the world, only religions can do that, but they can
prepare the way. When the Christian religion did emerge it expressed itself
in the language of these philosophers.
If one could do anything productive at this point as a Western person or as
a citizen of a dying world, which I have no doubt that we are, we can prepare
the way. I think that Australia plays an interesting part in the West as it is
very much a fringe-dweller. If you see it as essential that a new philosophy
with a new system of ethics need to emerge, it needs to take into account
necessary changes. Obviously, I think that the environmental movement is
indicative of the kind of ethical changes that have to come about, and won't
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come about from an examination of Judeo-Christian religion because man is
the centre and the being of existence in the book of the Judaic peoples.
The new ethics that will have to come about will be so revolutionary they
may discount the value of human life. Perhaps the life of a tree might come
to mean more than the life of a man. But, just by propounding the necessity
for it you won't change the world. I mean, we've already got the
philosophical movements that see the need for change and know what the
changes should be, but they won't be able to change people. Only an avatar
or a higher religion emerging from the ground up ever changes things.
Basically, I feel that only a new higher religion can really change the course
of the way we behave. I have some intimations of what kind of changes
would be necessary, but it's a fictional task for me.
Do you believe in reincarnation in your life?
No, I don't really see the need for it. The generation of new human beings
has never been a very difficult process. Why is it necessary to recycle old
souls? It is so easy to make new ones. To be made up of the same
molecules as the rest of the earth might be adequate and to return to the earth
might be seen as no bad thing.
The journey that several of your main characters take seems to be the
consequence of circumstances beyond their control. How much do you think
of life is predetermined? Do humans have much control over their lives and
does it matter?
Indian philosophies say that you are responsible for being here, responsible
for being where you are. That is probably the most productive way to look
at it.
Sometimes I wonder if I should have stayed in America, but I just feel that
there is nothing I can do about it - I'm here and this is it. Then I look out
that window at the forest l and I think that there would be plenty of Germans
and Americans and Poms who would envy me.
This is a frontier of a kind, insofar as there are parts of Australia that are still
relatively unpolluted and that is more important. It is an honour and a
responsibility to be in a place where perhaps some movement could be made
before the rest of the world, but then the tendency of Australia to follow in
the footsteps of the rest of the world rather than establish any trends leaves
you in despair.
In your interview with Candida Baker she refers to your remark 'my despair
is beyond political despair. It's almost theological despair'. You have
answered this question in part, I think, but what do you mean by theological
despair?
Any religious impulses I do have, have no means of expressing themselves
in a conventional way, and as anyone knows it is very hard to hang on to any
religious insight without a ritual. A few years ago I had a strong religious
experience which faded away. I think you need to have a book or a ritual
in which you can express and hang on to your insights. I don't make a
distinction between religion and philosophy. I see religion as a way of
legitimising philosophy - all of the higher religions have existed to do so.
But the philosophy that we have now hasn't got a religion to legitimise it.
Do you think that that is partly one of the problems with Australian culture,
that denial, and almost fear, of ritual as part of the social existence?
Australians have got severe problems, partly, I think from their convict
ancestors. There is an intense rejection and scepticism toward anything that
is the establishment - and that means throwing out religion as well. We've
cleared the decks pretty well but the problem now is to find something to
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replace it. I can't go along with the Christian church but, at the same time,
it is painful to have a religious impulse that you can't really express. It
doesn't happen all that often and it seems precious when it comes.
The Greek community in Fremantle have an annual blessing of the fleet that
takes on a great deal of significance. We may have a procession or
celebration but not with the vigour and colour of that event.
Their religion is a way of retaining their culture. All that has survived is in
a religious form. Virtually that is all that it's got left. But when we2 came
to Australia, in a sense, we had to reject the Protestant forms of religion. We
need some way of restoring our sense of community which is hard to do
around here. What is coming up here now is something that I may try and
explore in any future fiction that I may write.
In The Adventures of Christian Rosy Cross you make several mentions of
The One being The Two and the complete unity of cause and effect. This
seems to indicate some kind of duality in the God figure. There are a
number of traditions that I'm thinking of - not only the Platonic tradition but
the Miltonic tradition of the devil being a fallen angel. That good and evil
are part of the one but not part of the one. Do you mean it in those terms
or in the Taoist terms where all good contains some evil and vice versa?
I see it more in terms of time. What is appropriate in one time may be
inappropriate in another, frankly. Tomorrow that might be right and this
might be wrong but, at the same time, people have to believe in an eternal
system. It all translates into community ethics. This is where the alchemists
got into such trouble in that they shrugged their shoulders at certain things
that were obviously treated as sacrosanct by the religious.
There seems to be a Celtic tradition of certain people being fey, and thus
open to a greater spiritual existence.
I suppose that is why Finbar in Moonlite lost his soul. He put it all behind
himself and made the usual Faustian deal of accepting material interests
instead. But these are not factors that influence me explicitly when I'm
writing. They're just going around in my head and tend to come out at a
sub-conscious level.
You have said that satire draws a fine line between humour and anger.
I wrote an article in the Phoenix Review, No.2, 1987-88, in which I discuss
satire.
Do you think that you are developing specifically Australian archetypes?
Yes, in a way. AP. Riemer described me as presenting European high art in
exclusively Australian terms and, in a sense, I feel that I'm entitled to these
larger themes of science and religion and so on. I like to take possession of
our cultural heritage of the West and at the same time I have to translate into
terms of the language that I use and the language that I hear. This,
unfortunately, has completely destroyed me in the marketplace because
Australians are not interested in higher themes and foreigners can't
understand the vernacular that I put them in.
This seems to be a general opinion at the moment but there is also that
whole tradition of the bush philosopher that does enter into areas of
fundamental philosophy.
Certainly, as you say, there was at one time a tradition. We were made of
sterner stuff. We were capable of pulling down our Thucydides after a day
of clearing virgin timber but these capacities seem to be well beyond us now.
I still live that way a little bit. I'm a subsistence farmer and I go out fishing
in boats. Physical work does keep your attitude fairly tough and cynical,
unfortunately. But that is not altogether a bad thing.
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In Moonlite, light, and its varying degrees of darkness, plays an important
part. Can this be interpreted in the traditional Taoist terms of yin and yang?
My main reason for using light was in order to explore the phenomenon of
the Glory - looking for areas in which the heart and the head go their
different ways. In other words, areas where modem science is incompatible
with physical science as presented in the Bible. I thought that the Glory
would be a different example instead of using the rainbow - using optics to
say that this could not have been. It is quite impossible for the physical
system of the world as portrayed in Genesis to have occurred in terms of
modem science. I actually saw the Glory when I was at St Kilda, and I
thought that this would be a convenient way of showing that as a case where
a devout Christian can find himself exploring a physics which is
incompatible with the Bible.
That, of course, is the great undoing of modem Western Christendom where it has persisted in maintaining its Babylonian cosmology in defiance of
modem science. Christianity is doomed because it has set itself up in a
particular way which is no longer pertinent. Yet it can't be reformulated
because anyone capable of reformulating an ethics in a religious way now
must come upon a different ethics. It wouldn't be Christian the second time.
The idea that man is right and proper and everything exists for his
convenience and he should go forth and multiply and develop civilizations
and so on. That's the yang definition of Judaism, but it's no longer relevant.
Anyone who sets out to reformulate Christianity in terms of modem science
would not end up with Christianity, we would end up with something else.
The New West Highlands in Moonlite seem to be a macabre reversal of
Europe in that the characters take on an almost opposite role.
Yes, an inverted role.
Did you see that in terms of a yin/yang duality?
Yes. I actually had an inversion point where the boat rolls over the equator.
That is meant to indicate a transmogrification rather than anything else. I do
regard it as significant that when we move from one hemisphere to another
we retain the inappropriate days for all the festivals of the Church. That is
another reason why it has been so difficult for Australians to cling to
Christianity, that we celebrate Christmas at the summer solstice and we
celebrate Easter in Autumn. Very few people have taken me up on that, as
it seems to me crucial that if you are celebrating the birth of the sun god at
the summer solstice you are celebrating absolutely nothing. I think that this,
perhaps, is another reason why Australians so quickly feel out of the
Christian fold. They weren't able to hang on to their religious faith because
they weren't reinforced by the traditional festivals which go right back and
are well and truly pre-Christian. There should have been an inversion made
there too but there wasn't and it was taken over uninverted. In a sense,
we've been ripped off. I think being forced to divest themselves of
Christianity long before the rest of the West gives Australians an opportunity.
There is an opportunity here of formulating a different system unencumbered,
perhaps, by some of the chains that still shackle Europeans and Americans to
the old world.
Which is closer to the Utopian garden, if you have a sense of Utopia, in
Moonlite; the initial settlement on Hiphoray and its precarious but savage
balance with nature, or the New West Highlands, where man seems to battle
himself!
Both of them have attributes that we have lost today because both of them
are real struggles. I think that in either circumstance men would have a sense
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of being fully alive. The proper anthithesis would be life as I lead it with
either one of those realities. The aim of civilization is to divest our lives of
spiritual meaning, which it does all too successfully. There was a lot of
spiritual meaning on St Kilda where people were aware of continuity at least,
they planned ahead, they weren't interested in short term gains.
More often, in fiction, Australia is the setting where the battle with nature
occurs and the war with man takes place in Europe. In Moonlite it seems
to be a reversal. Was there a conscious reason for that?
No. The basic idea of Moonlite was to show the ironic parallels of the
dispossessed Scots in their tum dispossessing the Aborigines, and anything
else was subsidiary to that. But no, I suppose you are right that it gave it
some poignancy to set it in Paradise, but it is not something I thought about.
In The Adventures of Christian Rosy Cross you have Christian entering
Damascus on a donkey and, later, being stoned for 40 days. It seems to be
a parody of Christ. Was that the intention?
Again, if you read Toynbee you will find that there are many, many passions
similar to that of Christ in the Hellenic world. It wasn't only Christ it was
versioned on but Plato and Heracles and, in order to present Christianity to
the Hellenic world, it had to be presented in Hellenic terms. By putting
Christian Rosy Cross in the same terms I don't believe it is all that
blasphemous.
I have a theory that there seems to be a real conspiracy amongst leading
academics and publishers to actively suppress things, like intellectual satire
within the Australian comic tradition, that don't fit the image of things that
they are trying to portray.
Obviously, the combination of intellectual difficulty and offensiveness is not
calculated to win you an awful lot of prizes or to have you taught. But then,
as I said, satire must offend, it must be intellectual, it must be philosophical,
it must be humorous, and all these qualities are designed, as it were, to
antagonise people, so you can't be surprised if you end up doing what you
set out to do.
Although you have an obvious distaste for the dogmatic do you consider that
there is a strong moral tone in your work and do you consider that you can
be didactic without being dogmatic?
As you have probably gathered, I do have a strong moral sense and I think
that without it I probably wouldn't be writing. But, at the same time, I'm
forced to produce it in a twisted sardonic way by virtue of my cultural
upbringing and so forth. But if often occurs that someone who treats a
subject as a satire is as much impressed by that subject as someone who
treats it as a tragedy. So what you should be looking for in writers is their
themes and not what they do with those themes. Fiction has to be interesting
and glowful and I think that the more dogmatic that it becomes, the less
effective it is as fiction. I'm not writing theology or writing philosophy, I'm
trying to write fiction, so as best as I can I keep that firmly in its place.

2.

NOTES
David Foster lives in the southern end of the Blue Mountains and his study window has an
almost perfect picture postcard view of the mountains.
Migrants from the United Kingdom.
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PHYLLIS JAGER

So Goes the Day

Some words can slice
the innocent air
that holds two people
on a twisting stair
that leads to nothingness
and there are words
can halt you
in your tracks
and lead you
to a place
surprising in its aptness
but there is one word
spoken softly
a word to seek
it sings around
the comers of the mind
in slow refrain
a word I speak
you speak
again and again.
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VIRGINIA BERNARD

The Mr Whippy Route

I have moved to a lean street
On the Mr Whippy route
It seems to be the same truck
That beat a path around Albert Park
In nineteen sixty-two.
It's certainly the same old crackly tune
That bleats the forlorn familiar chords:
Fiir Elise, or is it Clare de Lune?
An ancient impulse takes me to my balcony
To watch for children summoned by the pied pipes
Taking their positions in the queue (as I used to do)
Mothers' change folded in graffitied palms
Lamenting the extra seven cents for nuts
Then back to yards in twos and threes, exchanging licks
And catching drips and biting off the end of the cone
To suck the icecream through.
But no children come
And Mr Whippy turns his music off.
He lights a cigarette and reads his racing guide.
A skateboarder glides by, too cool for cones
And inside, hordes of children, uncharmed
Remain glued to TVs or PCs
And Mr Whippy folds his form into a square
Starts his truck
And seeks his luck elsewhere.
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FRANCES HEALY

Little Things

It's little things, small
silly things, mis-placed
steps and parts of words
or a careless look which bring
down Gods and break up empires
and unseat kings, which come
between lovers and friends.
Little things, meanderings easy, lazy fingerlings of
names in the dust on a mirror
or bench, idle thoughts or a
half formed hunch that finds
swift, surprising sound even
as your mind just sought to test
and throw it round it gets out
and oh, having been said, how
your heart aches to trap and
chase those little killers
back into your head.
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SAXBY PRIDMORE

Kaesong River, 1952

He found
the bandy little bugger
on the other bank
in his telescopic sight.
God knows why
he waited for him
stumbling from sleep
to kneel at the frozen edge.
Lowering his killing cross
to the chest
he held it there
afraid to breathe a cloud. Till
the fellow on the other side
splashed icy water on his face
and never knew
what took his breath away.
Forty years on
a sniper died
dreaming of Korea
and got what he deserved.
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SELWYN PRITCHARD

Joining the Imperial Bourgeoisie

Bright as their regimental cap badges,
morning sun shines on crop-headed conscripts,
officer-cadets, temporary gents,
oiling their rifle bolts and easing springs.
It is all good chappery: some brown-nose
instructors making up teams ... "Flower of
the fucking country!" the RSM screams
back on the square. Oh it is just 'not on'
not to be keen on shooting, hitting the bull.

The wind cracks red flags down the range;
snatches officerly cant; details march:
under the cloudy mystery of Wales,
beyond the bucking company marquee,
esturial lawns run emerald down,
ravined and mollusced, to the Irish Sea.
Smartly we slip away, employ the fieldcraft
we have been taught, below the rims of streams
build dams, play like kids all day: Max, destined
soon in Penang to charge into his own
covering fire, a farmer's only son;
myself, poet, gagging for thirty years
on thoughts 'not on' before Australia;
both eighteen, enjoying the higher talk
of God and Englit while the brine wind blew and
bullets flew
then sliding back like spies from
the estuary of the Dee, scruffy as
the keenest shot amongst the rank and file.
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RORY STEELE

Romany

I wish (I think I do, I hold
In hand a brassy wish-distorting telescope
Through which we see our climber-daughter bold
Cling to the cliff) I had her hope:
Despite the overhang she trusts the rope,
Swings, reels in, is up. And from our cold
Further reach we stare down the slope
And see her not come on to us, unfold
Instead Icarus-wings and launch
Unsteadily first down then
In some gasp of God lift
Skyward, a lark, a swift
Borne careless singing
Out across the valley.
We had plans for greying on and old
Conventionally, drifting into soap
Opera characters. The sun glints gold
On her, a flash of heliotrope,
Purple-scented,
Oiling our canvas,
Hilling our flatness,
Streaking our laughter
Out across the Valley.
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DONG JIPING

Three Grass Leaves from Japan

I. Shadow Warrior
Putting on my master's shadow
I am then the master of my shadow
My sabre sounding in its sheath every night

II. Ukiyo-E
Falling cherries, wandering swallows' wings
Flashing past on every face
White chrysanthemum blossoming under parasols

III. Tea-Ceremony Master
When I rise to go
The stove still with a slight warmth
I leave my clogs' tooth imprints behind in the snowfield
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REVIEWS
Van Ikin, Glass Reptile Breakout, Centre for
Studies in Australian Literature, Nedlands,
$14.95.
In this post-modem, post-industrial, end of
millenium world we should expect the emergence of new genres and critical categories.
Glass Reptile Breakout represents the genre
shift from 'science fiction' to 'speculative
fiction' . Van Ikin, the editor of this collection
of short stories, maintains in his introduction
that
Most of the stories are science fiction, some
science fantasy, and one or two are (strictly
speaking) fantasy; others blend elements of
science fiction, science fantasy, or fantasy.
The designation "sf', or the term "speculative fiction", is used deliberately to mask or
elide these sub-divisions, thereby reflecting
the writers' willingness to draw upon
different modes. (p. 5)

The word 'speculative' first appeared in
the sub-title of Van Ikin's magazine Science
Fiction: A Review of Speculative Literature
(June 1977). 'Speculative fiction' is a refinement which is useful because it points up a
valid and growing literary mode.
After all, the 'science' of early science
fiction has altered so radically that it is no
longer recognisable. The so-called objectivity
of Newtonian physics has given way to a
quantum paradigm which recognises the role of
the scientist as participator in experiments rather
than a mere observer of them. In quantum
physics the world outside the observer is no
longer separate because it consists of the same
sub-atomic structures as the observer.
It would seem to me that the 'science' in
earlier science fiction was essentially Newtonian.
Protagonists developed or manipulated technologies created from the laws of Newtonian
physics in order to enter new realms or
dimensions. In the newer, speCUlative fiction it
is very often the mental phenomena of the
protagonist or the protagonist's attitudes or
responses that have become the subject matter
rather than technologies and their effects.
Speculative fiction, in making the paradigm
shift to sub-atomic or quantum physics, makes
the protagonist the participator in, or even the
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creator of, realities which are no longer reliant
on supposedly 'objective' phenomena. The
modem physicist (or post-modem physicist?)
speculates about possible outcomes and realities
and then sets up experiments which produce
those outcomes. The physicist may be dealing
with the same phenomenon but, because of the
approaches taken may reach radically different
conclusions. Thus the approach determines the
result and 'reality' takes on new meanings and
represents more possibilities.
Modem science is grounded in the uncertain and the unpredictable. Stephen Hawking
describes the unpredictable nature of quantum
physics in this way:
In general, quantum mechanics does not
predict a single definite result for an
observation. Instead, it predicts a number of
different possible outcomes and tells us how
likely each of these is. That is to say, if one
made the same measurement on a large
number of similar systems, each of which
started off in the same way, one would find
that the result of the measurement would be
A in a certain number of cases, B in a
different number, and so on. One could
predict the approximate number of times
that the result would be A or B, but one
could not predict the specific result of an
individual measurement. Quantum mechanics therefore introduces an unavoidable
element of unpredictability or randomness
into science.
A Brief History of Time, p. 60

In encompassing the quantum paradigm, sf
has become far less predictive and much more
speculative. As in the case of quantum physics,
reality in speculative fiction takes on new
meanings and represents new possibilities. The
discourse of meaning and possibility has become the trope of speCUlative fiction.
Van Ikin refers to this shift away from
prediction and towards speculation about reality
when he states in the introduction to Glass
Reptile Breakout that
the function of sf is not merely to say: This
is what lies on the road ahead. Sf has a dual
function, part of which is to say This is what
MAY lie on the road ahead IF we proceed
in our present direction. In this respect its
role is to coax us to understand that the
future is seeded in the reality of here-andnow (which means that the way we shape
our own lives and society and attitudes is
significant and consequential). Paradoxically, the other aspect of its function is to
break down any monolithic sense of "the
present" and to question "the reality of the
here-and-now". (pp. 8-9)
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As lkin points out 'such questioning of
reality is apparent in every story in this
collection'. While some stories certainly work
better than others, there is a shared attempt to
creatively explore the nature of accepted phenomena.
The title story is a good example of the
exploration of present cultural phenomena by
introducing strange possible futures.
Glass
Reptile Breakout is the name of a 'miracle'
band that plays in a St Kilda disco for
flickdancers who wear fins implanted in their
backs. The shamanistic aspects of the dance
music scene are developed with weird but
credible results. Leanne Frahm's 'Supramarket'
takes a similar approach to societal values by
contorting the recognisable cultural icon of the
supermarket into a new, sinister construct which
has implications for the present as well as the
future.
'Vanities' by Terry Dowling is interesting
for its projection of existing Australian mythologies and ancient practices into a future world.
The story is clever and the allusions are
informed. ' Vanities' parodies the dealing in
Aboriginal artifacts and extends aspects of
Aboriginal lore like bone pointing and 'singing'
into a future where cultural and mental powers
are increased rather than diminished:
The mind-spears killed Halon the spot.
faster than being sung, faster than any other
mind-death I had seen, probably faster than
a bullet or a sword thrust. (p. 59)

The mind and mental states are also the
battlegrounds in Van Ikin's 'Combatant'. A
stunt man has his mind taken over by aliens and
the outcome of the story is unusual in its use of
anti-climax.
The two best crafted stories in the collection are Sean McMullen's 'The Colours of the
Masters' and Lucy Sussex's 'The Lipton Village Society' . Both stories depend on an
imaginative central concept which is made
believable through effective characterisation and
skilful first person narrative technique.
In 'The Colours of the Masters' Rico, an
expert in computerised sound processing equipment, is asked to work on an early nineteenthcentury invention called a pianospectrum which
converts sound to colour. The inventor's daughter developed a method of recording sound, and
by using computers to access this sound, Rico
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finds himself actually listening to the likes of
Paganini and Liszt. The story is a nice variation
on the time machine motif in which the
protagonist returns to the past, as here it is the
machine itself which has survived in the
present. The sounds from the past can only be
heard by applying modem systems technology a product of the new physics - to an earlier
technology. The story creates a nexus between
two worlds, a nexus which underscores the
differences between them in a poignant way.
'The Lipton Village Society' juxtaposes
the milieus of the middle class and the
permanently unemployed.
The latter have
moved so far outside accepted bourgeois values
that they have decided to invent their own
reality and then live in it. The narrator - a
stereotypical enlightened new woman transposed to the future - is a suitably prissy foil to
the younger, desperate members of the unemployed sub-culture who have names like Thursday October, Linear and Goosegirl.
The story is successful because of the
chilling way it reflects on present day political
approaches.
Sussex's message is that one
offshoot of economically and socially 'dry'
policies may well be the development of new,
totally unpredictable forms of alienation which
lead to bizarre attitudes and outcomes.
'The Lipton Village Society' and many
other stories in this collection encompass
speculative approaches to reality which may be
as important in terms of the new physics and
chaos maths as were the conjectural aspects of
science fiction to pre-quantum physics. As
Stephen Hawking observes
The uncertainty principle had profound
implications for the way in which we view
the world. Even after more than fifty years
they have not been fully appreciated by
many philosophers, and are still the subject
of much controversy.
A Brief History of Time, p.59.

At least collections like Glass Reptile Breakout
demonstrate the degree to which writers, if not
philosophers, have understood the implications
of the new physics for 'the way in which we
view the world'.
John Maddocks
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Gerald Murnane, Velvet Waters, McPhee
Gribble, 1990.
Melbourne and Victoria are the settings for
much of Murnane's writing, their topography
set out with mathematical, historical and geographical precision. Mapping in this collection
of stories is the record of perceptions of various
narrators but none is ever named - at the most
we get the "A." and "the man who writes this
story" of two stories. One can see the relation
between precision and an attempt to fix an
identity. The title story, for instance, which
opens "During the last two hours of the last
Saturday before Christmas day in 1959 and then
during the first four hours of the Sunday
following that Saturday, a man aged twenty-one
years and seven months walked up and down
the footpath of the Lower Esplanade in St.
Kilda, opposite St Moritz skating rink" (p. 175).
But while moments may be fixed, time cannot,
and identity of both self and place is undone.
This story, as do an amazing number of
Murnane's narratives, time-travels among several and separate blocks of years: 1959; 195155; 1945; 1987. Lifetimes are spread out like
the sheets of maps: the diachronic becomes
synchronic. ("Velvet Waters.")
But Melbourne and Victoria are not the
only places of the fiction. "His inner life, if it
could be so called, is a continual wandering
through a maze in which the walls are images
of the places he has never travelled to" (p. 149).
Foreign places like Patagonia are the setting of
some stories; in this collection we find America,
England, Malaya, Nova Scotia and Arabia. In
this particular story it is Romania, known from
an American weekly for its people's fondness
for sexual perversions.
In the narrator's
mindscape he is merged in a peasant's identity,
with his fellows "sipping ... murky plum
liqueurs while sunset reddened the Carpathian
peaks above" (p. 122) and viewing a young girl,
a white shawl half-hiding her troubled face,
"besmirched already by the ruling vice of her
race" (p. 121 ). ("There Were Some Countries. ")
In the story the narrator wonders if his
uncle realizes that in their discussions of poetry
he is thinking of free love when he talks about
free verse: "only in free verse could a poet
reveal his deepest feelings," and if he perceived
"that I saw a young woman at the heart of the
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landscape I was hoping to write about" (p. 109).
The uncle is unmarried and has had three
sweethearts but nothing has lasted. In other
stories there are wives, women from literature,
but always they are figures of the unattainable
just as the narratives themselves embody the
unattainable, the narrative whose completion
fails the desire for completion. All of us know
that the desire for possession which we embody
in fictions of place, of selfhood, of the other of
sexual desire must ultimately be denied, but few
face this as unflinchingly, as evocatively or as
obsessively as Murnane. All we know of
anything is metonymy or metaphor: both of
these are implicated in what is known as fetish
and the gaze, our means to a perilous ontology.
("And Cotters Came No More.")
Murnane is a writer who celebrates small
pleasures. Drink is one of them, "the amber of
beer or the autumn colour of whisky" (p. 102).
Books are another, in their finding in secondhand stores or on a neglected shelf: citations
and reading recollections help create gratifications
as well as mindscapes. But nevertheless the
plangent dominant is the unrecoverable. In the
story he buys Mary Webb's Precious Bane
from an alcoholic second-hand book dealer. He
recalls his own tippling Saturdays and attempts
to write on hung-over Sundays, and broods on
the fate of his writing, with Webb's once wellknown and now unjustly neglected book in his
possession.
Brain-cells like the rooms of
Carthusian monks, crowded with books, fight
alcohol, time, and the coming barbarians,
wedded to electronic circuitry, who will not
read, who will make obsolete the bookstores,
storm the monasteries. ("Precious Bane.")
There is a kind of fixity in Murnane, a
kind of hovering over, circling around central
themes, most embodying non-consummation,
sexual or artistic. It is an obliquely implied
centre, reminiscent of the implied and also
unconsummated centres of Henry James. The
difference, of course, lies in the self-consciousness, a post-modem mode which defines itself
by its anti-Jamesian, anti-modem stance. But
even here there is implied the finality that there
are no finalities. In this magnificent story the
author declares his intention to write in the
present tense, since "It is the present now all
over the world. It has always been the present
and it always is the present" (p. 155). There
follows a sequence of scenes of writing, scenes
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about scenery before him, in which the present
defies re-presentation, first from the compartment of a railway carriage, then from the
landscape itself, then from his room in a house
in a suburb of Melbourne, and further from
associated settings, about the landscapes of
Victoria which become the landscape of childhood love for the wife of a man with faintly
Chinese features named Clarrie Long and
finally the landscapes of fiction, of Nabokov's
First Love and W. P. Hartley's The GoBetween. ("First Love.")
Paradoxically, it is always the present but
the present is never presence but already past.
Some of the past in Murnane is public history,
resisting deconstruction. But the past is more
often family relations in Murnane. History is
not usually a given from the public archive but
reconstructed from a private one.
In this
archive human feelings of compassion, affection, loyalty and love survive a relentless
displacement of subject and object in space and
time. Murnane's stories constitute a unique
space, part labyrinth, part vista, part mindscape.
They are the product of a rare transmutatory
talent.
Ian Adam

Judith Wright, A Human Pattern: Selected
Poems, Angus & Robertson, Sydney, 1990, pp.
12 + 242, $12.95 pb; Shirley Walker, Flame
and Shadow: A Study of Judith Wright's
Poetry, University of Queensland Press, St.
Lucia, 1991, pp. xviii + 228, $29.99 pb.
It is twenty years since Judith Wright published
her mid-career volume Collected Poems; so her
new selection, A Human Pattern, spanning
nearly forty years' writing, is most welcome.
Here is an opportunity to see what she most
values in her work and to assess her poetic
achievement afresh. The balance of what she
has chosen to include is particularly important:
the early poetry is heavily represented; great
swathes have been cut to lighten the middle, i.e.
the 1960s; and the later poetry stands virtually
intact. This weighting alone forces a new
reading of her life's work. The more natural
and lyrical poet, so early admired and only
occasionally glimpsed in the middle period,
reemerges in the later poetry more strongly than
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ever before.
Her foreword suggests that "poetry should
be treated, not as a lofty art separated from life,
but as a way of seeing and expressing not just
the personal view, but the whole context of the
writer's times. For me it has been a way of
searching for understanding of my own life and
of what was happening to me and around me".
As we read, the layers of meaning in the title
become apparent - her life's pattern; that of her
times; of man's impact on the landscape; and,
reflexively, the pattern of her poetry itself.
The poems follow her life. They range
from the heroic tales drawn from her pioneering
family in New England, through her experience
of love and pregnancy (Woman to Man),
thoughts on her daughter, grief after her
husband's death ('The Time Alone"), to her
acceptance of passing time and old age (Phantom Dwelling). Major themes run throughout:
her passionate love of the Australian landscape,
its beauty, fragility and menace; her fear that
man is in danger of laying waste the whole
planet through a suicidal greed ("Eve to her
Daughters"); concern for the aborigines (from
"For New England" to "The Dark Ones");
struggles with poetic inspiration and language
("For Precision"); and a preoccupation with
time (classically stated in "The Cycads").
A number of the little-known late lyrics are
brilliant. "Smalltown Dance" has the vivid
image of women performing the ancient ritual
of folding sheets, "those wallowing white
dreamers" which have to be "compressed into
the smallest space". Women too are restricted
by the "scale of possibility/the limit of opportunity,lthe fence". The metaphor is reinforced by
the metre and line-length, emphasising the
rhythm of the dance and the sense of restriction
and finality, perfectly fusing image and idea. In
"Half-Dream" a boat tugging on its fraying
moorings parallels the edge of dreaming and the
"strand" of death, and in the rhythm we feel the
boat rock, "all night long! sidling, slackening",
and sense an undertow of sexuality. (Both
poems achieve a precision and a natural unity
that I think in her earlier work was marred by a
too-conscious striving for a systematic symbolism.)
Many other late poems deserve attention.
The series "For a Pastoral Family" places her
family and her whole generation of pastoralists,
with sharp wit and no punches pulled, in social
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and political context. "Entertainment" "Beach
at Hokitika", "For M.R.", "Falls Country" and
"Platypus" are remarkable. Then come the
ghazals, descriptions of her everyday life at
Edge, all meditations on time and change. I
like the gentle humour in "Skins":
This pair of skin gloves is sixty-six years
old,
mended in places, worn thin across the
knuckles.
Snakes get rid of their coverings all at once.
Even those empty cuticles trouble the
passer-by.
Counting in seven-year rhythms I've lost
nine skins
though the gradual flaking isn't so spectacular.
Holding a book or a pen I can't help seeing
how age crazes surfaces.
Well, and
interiors?
You ask me to read those poems I wrote in
my thirties?
They dropped off several incarnations back.

In A Human Pattern we can read those
poems she wrote in her thirties; we can
experience all of the different incarnations of
Judith Wright as woman and poet. And for me
the first and the last incarnations are the best.
Shirley Walker's Flame and Shadow: A
Study of Judith Wright's Poetry is a penetrating
study of the central core of Wright's ideas and
symbolism through detailed analyses of the
important poems. It is a revised and expanded
version of Walker's previous book (The Poetry
of Judith Wright - A Search for Unity [1980]),
with an added chronology and a new introduction which place the poems in personal and
social context.
The book opens with an
invaluable overview of Wright's main philosophical ideas, including the Romantic doctrine
of the organicism implicit in the creative
imagination. Walker discems in Wright a
"insistent, even obsessive, set of literary and
philosophical beliefs", and details her conscious
use of archetypal symbols, often of Jungian
origin. For Walker Wright's poetry is essentially a quest for union or fusion as Wright tries
to reconcile the physical and spiritual, the
conscious and unconscious aspects of her being,
especially via the imagery of the regenerative
power of the seasonal and vegetative cycles.
This thesis is particularly valuable for Wright's
middle period and has the endorsement of the
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poet herself.
Flame and Shadow is an
illuminating study of Wright's complete poetic
works which excels at analysing Wright's
abstract symbolism and does not shrink from
bold critical judgments.
A Human Pattern will gain Judith Wright's
poetry a new generation of admirers and
Walker's book is the best critical guide to it.
Jennifer Bridge

Christopher Richards, There Were Three
Ships, University of Western Australia Press,
Nedlands, 1990, 210 pp.
The attempt to establish a settlement at Camden
Harbour in the eighteen sixties while derided by
some, and based on conflicting reports, did not
seem quite the impractical venture it did in later
years. Farmers and pastoralists were looking
for new land. By the eighteen forties some of
the earliest settled areas around York and the
Avon Valley showed perhaps inevitable overstocking, pastoralists were already moving northwards, by the end of the decade to establish
Champion Bay and the later properties beyond.
It was widely felt that if those at the Swan
River did not move towards the largely unknown country further north then people from
other places would. It was from Champion Bay
much of the initial interest in exploration and
settlement of the northern area was planned, and
ironically an expedition that helped influence
those from other places.
There Were Three Ships gives an account
of the attempt by a group of people from
outside Western Australia, unfamiliar in the
main even with that outpost, to attempt a
settlement on the remote northern coast. The
Camden Harbour venture held in itself enough
romance, colour, improbability, hard work and
disillusion to satisfy any writer of fiction or
history.
The writer here is interested in
providing a narrative, a story he admits he does
not want to slow down. His opinions on
various aspects of the venture are stated clearly
enough, and, as he says, he has offered his own
interpretations of what might have been said or
thought on some occasions by those involved.
This is reminiscent of some of the work of
Frank Clune or at times Malcolm Uren. Clune
made accessible to a great many readers
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historical facts, journeys and expeditions, those
readers would have been unlikely to discover
for themselves, including an account of another
attempt at a northern settlement not far from
Camden Harbour in his small publication The
Forlorn Hope.
These accounts relied on
commentary, explanation, and an insistence on
narrative, offering the thoughts and feelings, the
ideas and supposed actions of those involved
when such thoughts and feelings may not have
been provided by the protagonists themselves.
The attractions of this kind of narrative and this
kind of consideration of historical events are
obvious. The difficulty of course lies in the
writer's own selection, interpretation, and personal view.
Interpretation of fact may quite properly
vary, and in some historical writing judgement
comes to be offered very strongly, in effect
replacing one climate of opinion with another.
It seems fair to say this has become a popular
method at the present time. The late twentieth
century may be a rather insecure base from
which to judge history, though interesting
enough as a point from which to view it. Later
historians may just find it all a little confusing.
However, facts themselves do seem to need to
be established in any kind of account, popular
or bleakly factual. Part of the impetus given to
the Camden River settlement idea came from
the report of Dr Martin, which There Were
Three Ships describes. Martin was a rather
vague figure, well enough known apparently to
a good many in Western Australia, and in
Adelaide, at the time, but much less known in a
later period. Some present interest in him and
his career may give a more definite view. His
journal of the voyage to the Glenelg River and
North Coast was criticised at the time as
offering a too favorable view of the country
explored. There were other journals by those
who accompanied him and who organised and
sponsored the expedition. The originators of the
expedition did not in fact believe the country
they saw to be worth attempting to settle. There
was some dispute and legal action as a result of
the private reports and the financing of the
expedition. If there was a glowing account of
the country such as attributed to Martin it was
not backed by the more experienced members
of the expedition. There Were Three Ships
shows that later doubts expressed by some West
Australians and people in Victoria were availWESTERLY. No.1, AUTUMN. 1992

able but ignored. "The warning was there for
those who would read it and consider. None of
those who eventually sailed for Camden Harbour apparently did so." Even the settlement at
Victoria, Port Essington, in the forties, in many
ways a prophetic forerunner of this attempt at a
northern settlement, seemed too little known or
forgotten. Some of the settlers at Camden
Harbour might well have echoed T. H. Huxley's
words of Port Essington - "It is about the most
useless, miserable, illmanaged hole in Her
Majesty's dominions."
Martin listed the members of the expedition to Glenelg River, and some of these were
given in this book:
Martin's journal listed his companions as
including K. Brown, A. Brown and S.
Hamersley. Land and Survey Department
records show that Kenneth Brown and
(Aubrey) Maitland Brown, of Champion
Bay, and E. Hamersley, of York - the Perth
social and pastoral Hamersley family had
sons named both Samuel and Edward applied within eight days of each other in
April 1863 for the right to proceed to the
north district to take up land.

The problem is that A. Brown is Aubrey Brown
but he is not Maitland Brown. Rather like the
Three Ships, there were three brothers, Kenneth,
Aubrey and Maitland, sons of Thomas and Eliza
Brown of Grassdale and Glengarry.
They
formed for many years a loose partnership as
pastoralists, dealers in farm products, buyers
and exporters of horses for the horse trade with
India. Maitland Brown was also a politician
and magistrate, well known in the colony. He
did not go on the expedition with his brothers
and Martin, nor does Martin record him as
doing so. There Were Three Ships places him
in the expedition, and suggests his opinions on
aspects of it. Over many years in politics and
public life he became accustomed to the
accusations attached to public figures, and was
quite able to meet them as part of a vocation he
had chosen. It would probably have seemed a
little hard to be saddled by a later generation
with views on and involvement in matters such
as the conflict with Aborigines during an
expedition in which he was never a participant.
Life and history offered him their own ironies.
He might not have foreseen this.
Some aspects of the origin of the settlement at Camden Harbour appeared to owe more
to fiction than reality. Western Australia has
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recently gained a certain fame for creative
entrepreneurs, but it had a forerunner in Henry
Wildman. Nothing in the later famous hoax of
Louis de Rougemont was stranger than Wildman,
so aptly named, a convict, being able to
persuade government officials and would-be
private investors that there was gold in the
Camden-Glenelg area.
His story, despite
warnings and ridicule, seemed plausible enough
to persuade officials to mount an expedition,
during which his willingness to help ran out. If
he intended to gain a brief period of relative
freedom he succeeded. If he hoped for a
genuine escape, perhaps the country itself
deterred him. The whole adventure, as the
account in There Were Three Ships shows, may
have had an influence in persuading others with
a closer knowledge of gold finding to join the
more unfortunate venture to Camden Harbour.
There Were Three Ships gives a narrative
of a settlement that seemed later, and to some at
the time, quite unlikely to succeed. And the
book shows the effort and courage, and the
tragedy, that attended early attempts to settle the
north west of the continent.
Peter Cowan
ElizIlbeth Jolley: New Critical Essays, edited
by Delys Bird and Brenda Walker. Collins/
Angus & Robertson Imprint. 240 pp. $14.95
I have read several reviews of this new
collection of essays on the work of Elizabeth
Jolley, and gained no impression of the book
apart from the irritating effect of its theoretical
approaches on the reviewers. I also heard a
bemused Elizabeth Jolley launch the book with
a quote from Maria Suarez-Lafuente's essay: 'It
is only within the boundaries of contemporary
literary theory that Jolley's work becomes
meaningful.' All this is perturbing to a reader,
admirer and teacher of Jolley's work who
welcomes any help in uncovering and enjoying
the richness to be found there.
Let me begin by assuring other Jolley
admirers that this book contains essays which
do offer perceptive readings of her fiction, and
celebrate her achievements. As well, it offers
one or two essays which dare to question the
nature of those achievements. But it also
includes work which shows all the weakness of
the postgraduate thesis where, through sheer
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lack of confidence, the writer feels it necessary
to cite at least three major theorists before
offering her or his own small contribution to the
discussion. Where some reviewers see this as a
sign of the dreaded theoretical takeover of
literary studies it is, I think, the sign of the
dreadful nature of thesis writing and the
contributors' lack of experience as writers.
There is a paradigm for these kinds of essays,
no matter what the subject: they all begin by
quoting an international theorist or two (usually
French) then proceed slowly and carefully,
peppered by 'as Derrida [or whoever] has
written' until finally they establish some slender
ground on which to make a minor illumination
of the subject at hand. They are not theoretical
discussions so much as discussions cowed by
the need to pander to authority. That's what
academic life can do to the timid.
There are seventeen essays in this book,
and a bibliographical survey. It would, I think,
have been a better book if it had contained the
bibliographical survey and only nine or ten
longer essays. For, while the incompetent
essays are irritating, the good essays are so good
that the reader looks for more, just as the 3000
or so words allotted to each contributor are
coming to an end. On the other hand, the book
does offer a range of approaches - from
postgraduate student to established academic
(but they are all academics), from Spain and
Italy to Canada and Australia. And the essays
are all new, though it would have been helpful
to have Helen Garner's Meanjin essay, or some
of the more controversial reviewing responses
to leaven the mix. But I am asking for a
different book - the kind of book which selects
the best of the already available material on the
subject.
This collection is, at least, noncanonical in that it treats all its contributions as
equal.
So to the good things. The two editors
provide models of clarity in their essays.
Brenda Walker's 'Reading Elizabeth Jolley'
goes straight to the problems and mixed
messages which the texts present to the reader.
She acknowledges that there have been some
negative critical reactions to Jolley and seeks
out the qualities in the work which may confuse
some readers. She is one of the few contributors to notice the novels' refusal to take
themselves seriously - one of the ironies in
reading a generally po-faced critical book.
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Delys Bird examines the manuscripts held in the
Mitchell Library and explains some of the
mysteries in the career of a writer who couldn't
find a publisher, then broke through to publish
thirteen novels and story collections in fifteen
years. Many aspiring writers might be encouraged by the fate of 'The Cardboard Diary' sent
to Angus & Robertson in 1963 and rejected as
'Merely Neurotic Not Lifelike' only to tum up
in 1980 as part of the acclaimed Palomino.
Lucy Frost offers an elegant reading of
Milk and Honey, which effortlessly alludes to
theories of the Gothic and desire in the text
while acknowledging Jolley's resistance to
stable positions. A. P. Riemer's essay on
musical structure in the fiction balances Tom
Tausky's survey of musical references and their
place in it. Riemer, cited in Walker as one of
Jolley's few critical doubters, argues that Jolley
displays extraordinary control over the seemingly random elements in her narratives; Tausky
prefers to examine the way musical allusions
suggest cultural levels and power games in the
work.
In the introduction, the editors comment
that Jolley does not consider herself to be a
feminist writer while most contributors assume
that her feminism needs no explicit examination. A number of essays take up the Freudian
implications of the absent fathers in Jolley's
writing. Joan Kirkby and Veronica Brady play
around with Kristeva' s ideas to elucidate the
undeniable importance of fathers in the novels,
in such a way that it is a relief to read Maureen
BettIe worrying about the implications of
Jolley's portrayal of motherhood and lesbian
love. Sue Gillett explores Jolley's experiments
with, or as she puts it 'departures from', realism
but spends too much time setting up her terms
so that, like several other essays, hers only
begins to get interesting as it ends. This need to
spend most of an essay on spade-work suggests
that the contributors would have benefited by
reading each other's work. It might have been
a more exciting book if they had taken issue
with each other, or allowed one essayist to do
the theoretical groundwork so that others could
develop their own extensions of it more fully.
Jolley has published a substantial body of
work, but this collection concentrates on Milk
and Honey, The Well, Foxybaby and Miss
Peabody's Inheritance with some reference to
other novels and a few short stories. At times,
WESTERLY, No. I, AUTUMN, 1992

it seems as if the essays are really saying much
the same thing in different ways - that Jolley
takes conventional fictional modes and situations, and skews them in ways in which can be
read as subversive, feminist, metafictional (and,
dare it be said, funny); or that Jolley's fiction
refuses to be categorised as experimental or
realist, as comic or pathetic, as narrative of
lyrical. This is worth saying, but a sense of
development or debate about the issues might
have made a livelier collection.
There are obvious absences, too, in the
coverage of Jolley's work. For this reader, The
Well and The Sugar Mother are relatively slight
works which can be explained as a preparation
for the novelist's painful self-exposure in My
Father's Moon. No critic here examines the
autobiographical power of this novel, perhaps
because the volume pays half-hearted lip-service
to the fiction that the author is dead. (Cabin
Fever was published too late for inclusion.) On
the other hand, her photograph beams out from
the cover, and a reading of the small print in the
bibliographical survey reveals the tantalising
information that drafts of My Father's Moon
and Cabin Fever were the first novels she
wrote. It also suggests that we may expect a
third autobiographical work from an author who
is very much alive.
Susan McKernan

Rosemary Dobson, Collected Poems. Sydney:
Collins/Angus & Robertson (A & R Modem
Poets), 1991. $14.95.
Rosemary Dobson's personal selection of nearly
two hundred poems from all of her previously
published volumes allows its readers fully to
appreciate the strengths on which she has
secured for herself an eminent place among
Australia's modem poets. It includes the short
verse-play "The Ship of Ice", not hitherto
reprinted, and work from an as yet uncompleted
sequence, "Untold Lives", but omits the translations from the Russian done in collaboration
with David Campbell.
Although she is often considered to have a
classical sense of tradition and a style which is
European in its emphases, her poet's voice and
her subjects are entirely her own. For all the
obvious delight in European culture, her work
remains grounded in the personal experience of
93

a life lived with great sensibility and an alert
mind, in Australia as well as overseas. Despite
the wide presence, especially in her early
volumes, of European artefacts, the local features strongly in such poems as "Cherrypicking", "Australian Holiday, 1940", the lively
"Country Press", or "Family Progress":
And here's the gate, much as it always was,
The wire between the fence posts still awry,
While up above the crows in steadfast flight
Over the paddocks mock our crooked way.

That there is more here (as always with
this poet) than meets the eye is implied in the
contrast of "steadfast flight" and "crooked
way". The concern with ordinary living and its
hazards, evasions, dreams, continues throughout
her career, and is conveyed in language often
deceptively simple, as in "The Young Girl",
"The Step-daughter", or "The Cry", which
explores the artist's predicament:
All day I walk in other worlds
that intersect and meet in mine
And yet one part of me I keep
In silence waiting for a sign.

Silent waiting may well be one of this
poet's basic attitudes; it has its own rewards in
such sudden "intersections" as that in "Dry
River", one of the strongest poems in Cock
Crow. The suggestive play of the literal and
metaphorical meanings of the title focuses
interest on the central paradox that absence may
in fact signify plenitude:
The road, the blunt-nosed monster,
Thrust at the aching grasses blown the wind's
way,
Shouldered fence-posts, ate up miles, exhaling
Dust and the stalks of grasses, smoke and
thistles:
Riding its back I came to the Dry River.
It was my river. My spirit's destination.

Abstract of water, a dried depression,
Holed and bouldered and raked with fissures [... J
Strange illusion that such a creek-bed
May seem to brim and shine at dew-fall,
Or ripple with shadow, or sound like water
With the cool, clear notes of the bell-bird's
making.
Mirages deceive: I wait with longing
A flood of poems, a rain of rhymes.

private ones to be found in this collection. The
simplicity of "Waiting for the Postman" or
"Folding the Sheets" is moving, the reticence
powerfully effective. Poems on child-birth, on
the joys, mysteries and sorrows of motherhood,
later on ageing, illness and death, all testify to
this strong implication in a network of human
responsibilities which, as "Cock Crow" searchingly shows, it is impossible to steal oneself
away from. Frequently structured towards a
poignant insight, these poems nevertheless make
their points lightly, in a language at once crisp
and transparent, and which avoids both the
flashy and the portentous.
Art and (European) culture are seen as a
natural part of this experience of living; they
may nourish and sustain but are not set off as a
world apart:
Schooled in the miracles of Fra Angelico
I await the Angel of the Annunciation

[... J
Await the bird in the bough, the tremor
Of life in the veins, another springtime.
("Out of Winter")

Where the burden of the cultural heritage
threatens to overwhelm, it is debunked by
Dobson's wit. There is a certain playfulness
and lightness of touch about much of her earlier
poetry, while in the later one it is the "almost
Chinese clarity" that seems particularly striking
(Philip Martin in ABR, Nov. 1984). This, too, is
evidence of her conscious and careful attention
to the artist's craft and responsibility, thematized
in many of the poems on art.
"The Artist's Wife" contains an exemplary
statement of the poet's commitment both to art
and life (no less!) when offering her poetry as
consolation to a friend in mourning:
a gift, a gesture of my own creation
revolving in my mind how I will take
the sparest, simplest words as a notation
for that grave dance in which we all take part.

Werner Senn

The creative activity remains anchored in
everyday life; "Daily Living" is in fact the title
of a series of eight poems in The Three Fates,
some of which are among the most personal and
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NOTES ON CONTRIBUTORS
IAN ADAM is a prominent Canadian critic and recent editor of Ariel: An International Review.
ERIC BEACH has just edited a book of poems by people in wheelchairs, Steps & Stairs, and is about
to work on a theatre project with people who declare 'I'm not intellectually disabled-they like that
too much'.
DIANE BECKINGHAM was born in Western Australia, has published two volumes of poetry, a
children's story, her father's reminiscences and two anthologies of prose and poetry.
VIRGINIA BERNARD is a Melbourne poet and book editor.
LAWRENCE BOURKE'S book A Vivid Steady State: The Poetry of Les A. Murray is to be published
this year.
JENNIFER BRIDGE is a Post Graduate student at the University of New England
HAL COLEBATCH is a journalist and lawyer. His fifth book of poetry, The Stonehenge Syndrome
was published in 1991.
PETER COWAN has written novels and short stories, most recently The Hills of Apollo Bay.
FIONA CRAGO is a solicitor working in Perth and a graduate of UWA in Arts, majoring in English.
BRUCE DAWE'S most recent books are This side of Silence: Poems 1987-1990 (Longman Cheshire)
and Bruce Dawe: Essays and Opinions, ed. Ken Goodwin (Longman Cheshire, 1990).
DIANE FAHEY'S collections of poetry are Voices from the Honeycomb (Jacaranda, 1986),
Metamorphoses (Dangaroo, 1988) and Turning the Hourglass (Dangaroo, 1988).
SUE GILLETT teaches in the English Department, University of Wollongong.
PAM HARVEY was born in 1965 and lives in Bendigo, Victoria where she works as a
physiotherapist. She writes short stories and children's fiction.
PHILIP HARVEY works in the library at the University of Melbourne. The two poems in this issue
are part of a long sequence of personifications.
ALAMGIR HASHMI is a Pakistani poet and critic. His latest books are The Commonwealth,
Comparative Literature and the World (1988), Others to Sport with Amaryllis in the Shade (1992),
and his collected poems, The Poems of Alamgir Hashmi (1992).
FRANCIS HEALY is presently researching a thesis on the Southern Tasmanian Lesser Striated Short
Tailed Red Throated Reed Warbler. As the species is extinct, and no specimens seem to have
survived, the work is proceeding slowly.
PHYLLIS JAGER lives in Sorrento, Western Australia.
DONG JIPING is a Chinese poet and translator. His translation of Octavio Paz's Selected Poems was
published in China in 1991 and he won a 1991 Canadian Study Award for Literature.
ANNE KELLAS had a book, Poems From Mt Moono published in 1989 and is currently working on
a second. She works as a librarian.
JEAN KENT'S first book of poems, Verandahs, won the Anne Elder and Mary Gilmore Awards.
Practising Breathing, her second book, has just been published by Hale & Iremonger.
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JOHN KINSELLA'S first volume of verse Night Parrots (FACP) was published in 1989, a further
volume Lilith was published in 1991, followed by Eschatologies in 1991. He is editor of Salt
magazine.
ANTHONY LAWRENCE lives in Carnarvon, where he is hunting the elusive Cobia. His next book
of poems, Three Days out of Tidal Town, is due out soon from Hale & Iremonger.
ROLAND LEACH teaches Literature and English at Presbyterian Ladies' College, W.A.
JOHN MADDOCKS was educated at Sydney University and is now a school teacher in the Blue
Mountains of N.S.W.
JOHN MALONE is a South Australian secondary school teacher, adult educator and writer of text
books on poetry writing.
SHANE McCAULEY is currently teaching with TAFE and Edith Cowan University. Three books of
his poetry have been published by Fremantle Arts Centre Press: The Chinese Feast (1984), Deep-Sea
Diver (1987) and The Butterfly Man (1991).
SUSAN McKERNAN is one of Australia's best known reviewers and critics and teaches at the
Australian Defence Force Academy.
ROSE MOXHAM is a Sydney writer of short stories, and is working now on her first novel.
SATENDRA NANDAN has studied at the universities of Delhi, Leeds, London and the Australian
National University, Canberra, where he completed his doctoral thesis on the fiction of Patrick White.
He is currently a Senior Lecturer at the University of Canberra, and President of the Canberra branch
of International PEN.
SAXBY PRIDMORE is Senior Lecturer in Psychiatry at the University of Tasmania. He has
published two novels, a children's book and a collection of essays.
SELWYN PRITCHARD left the UK in 1980. He teaches in Victoria and has published Homage to
Colonel Rainborough (1984), (NZ), Being Determined (1990), Stirring Stuff (1992) (UK).
DAVID REITER is a lecturer in professional writing at Canberra CAE and has published in a number
of Australian journals and magazines.
DEBBIE ROBSON lives in Narrabeen, N.S.W.
WERNER SENN is secretary of the European Association for Australian Literature and teaches at the
University of Berne, Switzerland.
RORY STEELE was born in Perth, 1943, joined the Australian Diplomatic Service in 1969 and has
served in Ghana, Korea, Egypt, Switzerland and Iraq.
ERICA TRAVERS is currently completing a Master of Arts at Monash University. To cope with
reality and survive financially she works full time as a Residential Youth and Child Care Worker.
BETH WATZKE completed her Master of Philosophy degree in Australian Studies at UWA in 1991.
She is currently working and writing in the north eastern United States.
ISEULT YEATES lives in Hobart. She is fond of cats, wine, and daffodils.
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