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Nicholas fose, Chinese Whispers: 

Cultural Essays, Kent Town: 

Wakefield Press, 1995, $16.95, 193 

pp. 

As Alison Broinowski illustrated in The 
Yellow Lady (1992), 'Asia' has long 
occupied a pri-vileged spot in 
Australia's collective unconscious. In 
more recent times, it has actually put 
on some weight, and gained a bit of 
colour, so to speak. Whether it be the 
'brides-for-sale' schemes 'expertly 
uncovered' by the Immigration 
Department, yet another tale of 'Asian 
deceit' or simply a rowdy protest by 
ungrateful 'would-be-Asians' (are we 
not offering to send them to 'Asia'?) on 
top of a soUd Australian roof, 'Asia', 
and 'Asians', are now very real in our 
lives. Unfortunately, faced with this 
new sense of the 'real Asia' we have 
also discovered issues of'authenticity'. 
We have, to paraphrase Nicholas Jose 
in his latest work, Chinese Whispers, 
learnt to nuance our attitudes. This 
newly developed 'cultural awareness' 
now allows us to make all the 'right' 
genuflections to the real Asia, while 
putting the rest through the mincer 
(the Sino-Vietnamese, for one). 
Business oblige, and to hefl with the 
noblesse d'esprit. To cite Jose: "Like 
cultural cringe, a protean [nuanced?] 
racism comes -with the insecurities of 
AustraUan national identity". But Jose 

belongs to a group of Australians to 
whom Asia has always meant much 
more than 'Asia', and to whom the 
term Asians did not necessarily mean 
Chinese, And if in Chinese Whispers he 
chooses to address largely the People's 
Republic of China, and its people, the 
essays on Taiwan also show, and the 
references to Hong Kong confirm, that 
it is possible to speak of difference 
without immediately seeking succour 
in discussions of authenticity, 

Chinese Whispers is a deceptively 
small book, the trae nature of the 
questions it poses revealed by the 
whimsical set of facial expressions in 
Guan Wei's painting, which illustrates 
the cover of Jose's work. The query, 
"What do you do with a sausage (or is 
it a bloody sausage?)" — is in a way a 
precursor to those other, more 
complex ones, posed by Jose in a 
Preface to the essays. There he asks: 
"What do we want -with China? In a 
more-Asia oriented Australia, what do 
we want with Chinese culture?". The 
answer, as the various pieces collected 
by Jose the Sinologist, writer and one­
time bureaucrat make plain, is not 
always the same to everyone. Some of 
us would opt "for a spin in the scarlet 
karaoke palace of economic 
superpowerdom", yet others would 
undoubtedly settie for the "best roast 
duck and spicy bean curd in China", 
which, as Jose reveals, is served in 
Xichang, "with a side dish of tender 
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pear leaves tossed in oil". To many 
more, moreover, China is still a place 
of frightful customs (they eat dogs, 
don't they?), and to Australian 
politicians it is a many-headed 
monster -with which one deals gently. 
Indeed, as the recent waves of 
indignation against Monsieur Jacques 
Chirac have come to show, our 
collective displeasure -with the 
Tiananmen Square massacre was 
already curiously nuanced. 

Nicholas Jose's book is addressed 
to all these positions, and many more 
besides. With Jose we travel the length 
and breadth of modem Chinese 
society, and in this way we are 
transported to China's ancient roots 
— its poetry, its food, its rivers and 
mountains, Peking the big metropolis 
and the small villages in far away 
places. As he -writes in 'Shots through 
the bars', "The joumey to the West for 
Chinese isn't always to New York. The 
country has its o-wn land of romance, 
a potent realm of wonders far from 
Peking", It is most of all in the Chinese 
as a people that Jose is interested, 
however, and some of the most 
poignant essays are those in which we 
are offered deeply personal portraits of 
poets, acti-vists, and poets-activists, 
men and women of China. In 
'Romancers of Old Peking'Jose brings 
to Ufe the proud differences of "lao 
Beijing", in 'The beat goes on' he pens 
a tribute to the people's resilience in 

the face of the suffering at Tiananmen 
Square, 

Chinese Whispers reads partly as 
travelogue, and at times as political 
commentary. There are perceptive 
critical readings of Chinese writing, 
and detailed analyses of the love affair 
of AustraUan authors to whom the 
Orient was always more than "an 
exotic backdrop, encouraging 
enigmatic ambiguity and opaque 
understanding", such as Harold 
Stewart and Randolph Stow, It is a 
small book, and a quick read, but one 
which deserves to be read slowly, 
quietly, if we are to enjoy the loud 
whispers of Nicholas Jose's love for a 
people, his understanding of a culture. 
As he puts it in 'AustraUa's China': 
"How this particular form of cultural 
exchange serves the national interest 
may not be quantifiable, yet it does so 
by allo-wing conceptions of the 
nation's potentialities to take shape". 

Indeed, if as he puts it in his 
reading of Broinowski's work, "Artists' 
representations are taken to mirror the 
attitudes, fantasies and prejudices of 
the society as a whole", we are in a 
better position to understand the one 
instance when Jose himself reveals the 
extent of our coflective insecurities as 
a nation. Faced -with an old Taiwanese 
taxi-driver's fears of the Omnivorous 
China across the strait, Jose remarks: 
"It is hard to argue with him. It is hard 
to explain that, Australians, unlike 
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East Asians, are mostly not given to 
five-year plans or long term paranoias" 
(24), Perhaps, 'mostly', they are not. 
Yet a tourist to Australia enjoying an 
encounter with the Ukes of this 
particular taxi driver would quite 
plausibly come to the conclusion that 
Chinese Whispers could never have 
been vmtten by an Australian, 

For Jose is overaU so painfully 
aware of the cultural sensibilities of 
Chinese society, so forcefully bent on 
exposing the "protean racism" that so 
often tinges our relationship with 
China, and with Asia in general, that it 
is hard to think of the essays alongside 
the ongoing craelty to which we, as a 
nation, subject hundreds of Sino-
Viemamese refugees. When it comes 
to long term paranoias, we have 
enough to share with East Asians and 
others. One of the greatest strengths of 
Chinese Whispers is then precisely the 
way in which, as Chong-Weng-Ho has 
noted in an earUer review of the work, 
"Jose's tracings of Chinese connections 
to Australia, and the effect China has 
had on various past AustraUans" 
redefines our present dealings with 
that country and its people,^And, in 
tum, with ourselves. 

Antonio Simoes Da Silva 

3. Cheng -Weng-Ho, "The China Syndrome" 
Australian Book Review, July 95,6.6-7. 

Andrew Riemer, America With 

Subtitles, Reed Books, 1995. $17,95 
ISBN 1-86330-496-7. 

Faced -with this title, I misguidedly 

anticipated a detached, light-hearted 

commentary on various peculiarities 

of the United States — perhaps 

Andrew Riemer's venture into 

Jamesian territory (that of Clive rather 

than Henry). The book does 

occasionally offer just such moments, 

as in the connection Riemer makes 

between a pair of exquisite drag 

queens in a coffee shop in Madison 

Avenue and the e-vil stepmother of 

Disney's Snow White, traumatically 

encountered by his child self more 

than half a century earlier. For Riemer, 

it is a liberating connection, the 

conversion of a source of terror into an 

image of ludic celebration. 

On the whole, however, the book 
is sombre, Riemer exploring such 
issues as the apparently universal 
characteristic of prejudice, and both 
the persistence and fragility of 
illusions. I was at first disconcerted to 
discover that America With Subtitles is 
Riemer's third memoir in four years, 
having coincidentally greatly enjoyed 
reading the second. The Habsburg 

Cafe, a fortnight before receiving this 
book. How, I wondered, could he 
avoid becoming repetitive? 

There is necessarily some overlap 
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in the three volumes in the essential 

details of Riemer's biography: the 

traumatic end of his relatively happy 

life as the only child of a middle-class 

couple in Budapest because they were 

classified as Jewish; the perilous 

departure in 1946 for a life in 

suburban Sydney; his consequent 

feeling of being forever caught 

between two worlds, belonging fully 

to neither, notwithstanding his 

distinguished academic and literary 

career. My editorial impulse would 

have been to make slight cuts to the 

first part of America With. Suhtides in 

which certain statements are in my 

opinion unnecessarily repeated, 

whether the reader is familiar or not 

-with Inside Outside and The Habsburg 

Cafe. Nonetheless, as in the earlier 

memoirs, Riemer's writing is evocative 

and instractive. Each of the three 

volumes provides a different 

perspective on Riemer's painstaking 

'recovery' of the past — each offers 

more than nostalgia. 

On their way to Australia in 1946, 

the author's family spent some months 

in the United States, during which the 

country itself and various relatives 

fafled dismally to fulfil their 

expectations. Cousins from both sides 

of the family reacted to the obvious 

need of the refugees with what seemed 

to them an ungracious, sometimes 

unkind, lack of generosity. In 1994 

Riemer retumed to the United States 

for the first time, the visit prompting 

him to recoflect those transitional 

months and to reassess the importance 

which images of 'America' had played 

in his family's mythology. 

He describes his parents in 

Budapest as having been in love -with 

an idea of modernity, represented for 

them by technology. The family 

partook vicariously of American 

illusion at the cinema. 

In such cinemas my parents' 
infatuation with America and all 
it represented in their somewhat 
confused and rather childish 
obsession with its glamour and 
modernity, received replen­
ishment every time the lights 
dimmed and the screen flickered 
into hfe. 

As Riemer recalls, the tangible 

intrusion of American technology into 

their lives, in the form of American 

bombers destroying large parts of 

Budapest, did not diminish the 

family's enthusiasm for what they 

imagined they would find when they 

in tum landed in America, 

For this Hungarian family, Riemer 

suggests. New York stood 

synecdochically for America, The 

weeks which they eventually spent 

there, based in a modest hotel cafled 

the Dixie, were distressingly 
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disorienting. Towards the end of the 

book Riemer goes so far as to assert 

that the origin of much of the 

unhappiness of his parents' later lives 

"was located where their infatuation 

with modernity died: in a New York 

lashed by winter storms, and 

particularly in the crowded elevator of 

a down-at-heel hotel a moment after 

its metal doors had closed." 

The incident alluded to here, 

obviously deeply painful still for 

Riemer, is revealed gradually, piece by 

piece, in the narrative. In an elevator, 

accidentally coming into contact with 

a young black woman, his mother had 

recoiled in ob-vious disgust. The young 

woman had given vent to her anger at 

this insult, screaming at the family in 

front of several other people. For 

Riemer the incident reveals the gap 

between his parents' worship of 

American egalitarianism in theory and 

their inabflity, conditioned as they 

were by a rigidly stratified European 

society, to comprehend it in practice. 

In many ways America With 

Subtitles is the narrative of Riemer's 

parents, now both dead — albeit a 

narrative spoken for them, based 

necessarily in part on memories and 

hypotheses which cannot be 

substantiated by others. The story of 

Riemer's parents, as he has 

reconstracted it, is a bitter paradigm of 

lost innocence. Seemingly basic to 

most autobiographical enterprises is 
the autobiographer's ambivalent 
recollection of his or her parents — a 
resentment of their almost inevitable 
failure adequately to prepare their 
child for the future he or she will 
encounter, together with the impulse 
to seek and accept mitigating factors in 
that failure. The reader cannot help 
but notice this ambivalence in America 
With Subtitles, in Riemer's retro­
spective judging of his parents as 
"curiously immature", their worship of 
America as "self-indulgent and facile", 
their lack of foresight in regard to the 
horrors that would overtake their 
country "naive". 

They should have realised that 
there were no certainties in their 
world, that their expectations were in 
many instances no more than 
fantasies. They should have known 
that just as they had misunderstood 
the nature of their own world, -with 
disastrous consequences, so their 
-vision of America was insubstantial, 
the product of fantasies and dreams. 

Reiterating his perception that his 
parents responded to the world 
instinctively rather than intellectually, 
Riemer alternatively reproves them 
and justifies them, acknowledging 
rationally, if not -viscerally, that they 
could not realistically have chosen to 
live their lives any differently. 

At one point Riemer recounts a 

w e s t e r l y autumn 1996 
135 



r e v i e w s 

friend's unqualified enthusiasm for the 

opportunities afforded in the United 

States — a friend who had migrated 

from Australia many years earlier. 

Though not named, it is clearly Jill Ker 

Conway to whom he is referring. As in 

Inside Outside, Riemer again speculates 

as to whether his parents made the 

right decision when they chose not to 

remain in America as illegal 

immigrants in 1946, as a relative had 

urged them to do. How might his life 

have been different had they 

persevered in New York? These are, of 

course, unanswerable questions. Yet it 

seems to be the lot of migrants — 

particularly those for whom the 

unexamined life is not possible, let 

alone desirable — not to be able to set 

such questions as these aside. 

Heather Neilson 

Debra Adelaide, The Hotel Albatross, 
Sydney, RandomHouse, 1995, $14.95, 
230pp. 

A delight to read, this novel is a series 

of loosely linked vignettes faithfully 

depicting life in a country to-wn 

through the eyes of a startled yet 

bemused narrator, formerly an "inner 

city dink settled in the eighties groove" 

(200), Along with her husband, 

affectionately known as "the Captain", 

she has invested (un-wisely, as it tums 

out) in the "bold, crazy and 

magnificent venture" of the Hotel 

Albatross, Now -with the help of their 

colourful staff — from Shirl, the "de-

sexed" barmaid and Pamela, her 

"oversexed" offsider, to Wallaby, 

Rocky, Bing and Slim — they are 

stoically battling the odds to make 

their venture work. And in a comic 

and sometimes tragic way, it does. 

From the moment that Bev, who 

sells raffle tickets for frozen chooks to 

support the local football club, bursts 

unceremoniously into the hotel 

kitchen, we are drawm into the 

everyday lives of regulars like the 

Menace and the sewerage workers in 

their cutaway shirts and stubbies. 

They haunt the "holy of holies", the 

inner sanctum, the guts of any country 

town, the public bar, 

,,,an in-between space, a twihght 
zone, a thick dense margin 
marking off the worlds of work 
on the one hand, and home on 
the other. A place where real 
men, though in transit from one 
space to the next, are more real, 
more solid than anywhere else,,. 
And some men seem to be 
permanently in transit (28), 

Like the hotel itself, then, the 

customers represent a chaflenge to the 

post-feminist sensibflities of the 
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narrator, who has, she tells us, been 

reared on Greer, Millett and de 

Beauvoir (30). Despite her best efforts 

to adapt to the roles of bartender, 

assistant manager, receptionist, 

housemaid, floor-washer and of 

course, wife, she realises that she 

doesn't quite belong. This impression 

is further confirmed by a range of 

unexpected and unique house-guests, 

including old Mrs Darcy, complete 

with cracifix and rosary beads once 

blessed by the Pope, and Dr. Ivan 

Rothmann, self-proclaimed "spiritual 

coordinator" of the hotel. 

A warm, poignant and remarkably 

detailed depiction of the hopes, 

aspirations and often disillusioning 

reaUties of small-town life in central 

Western New South Wales, The Hotel 

Albatross is in fact a cameo of Ufe 

anywhere. While the reader feels 

comfortable with the host of famiUar 

characters, the glimpses given of their 

personal lives and circumstances 

nevertheless prevent us from taking 

them for granted and treating the 

novel as a charming but superficial 

tale. There are no patterns or reasons. 

People and situations come and go at 

random and rarely mean anything to 

each other, although each represents a 

precious fragment in the narrator's 

attempt to hold the pieces of her 

"broken self together (132), 

So there is a sense of pathos 

beneath the comedy. The novel 

meanders along to the strains of the 

Alexander Brothers, Kevin Bloody 

Wilson and Billy Joel (or is it Billy 

Ocean or Billy Idol?), and the poetry of 

Francis Webb, Banjo Paterson and 

Barcroft Boake, But an increasing 

frastration and even desperation 

plagues the good-humoured narrator. 

In a series of shorter vignettes towards 

the end the pace changes, becoming 

hectic and at times even frantic, as she 

wonders what is real and what is 

imagined, whether she has "invented 

these weird images,,, [and] created the 

whole mad scenario" (200), so that the 

abrapt ending of the novel leaves the 

reader regretful but also relieved. 

Nevertheless, while a seriousness 

underUes the humour and warmth of 

The Hotel Albatross, its most striking 

aspect is undoubtedly the narrator's 

and the Captain's humorous, 

optimistic and occasionally be­

wildered ways of dealing -with some of 

the famiUar problems and anxieties of 

everyday life. The result is a heart­

warming, mischievous and perceptive 

novel, which reminds us of the simple 

but often over-looked joy of reading. 

Angeline O'Neill 
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Veronica Brady, Caught in the 
Drau^t: On Contemporary 
Australian Culture and Society, 
Sydney: Angus & Robertson, 1994, 
$24.95,310pp. 

European academics who have known 
Veronica Brady for many years see her 
as an energetic, untiring, enthusiastic 
scholar travelling lightly through 
Europe with only one small bag, 
working hard on the train all the way 
from Barcelona, Rome or Bologna to 
Liege and ready the next moming, 
dapper as ever, to instil into students 
her own enthusiasm for Australian 
literature. For all her erudition and 
knowledgeableness in fields other 
than literature, there is a sense in 
which intellectually too she has always 
travelled light, equipped -with her 
sharp intellect and judgement but 
otherwise unencumbered by 
institutional conventions, prejudices, 
fashionable trends or orthodox 
positions, whether in academia or, in 
so far as I can judge, the Catholic 
Church, In a traditionally Catholic 
country like Belgium, where 
emancipation from Church authority 
is a fairly recent and limited phenom­
enon, a radical CathoUc nun was 
something of a novelty (highly 
appreciated), particularly to those 
unfamiliar with the anti-authoritarian 
slant (at least outside its own organ­

ization) of Australian Catholicism, 
This freedom of thought, aflied to 

intellectual assurance and a sense of 
discrimination based on Christian 
humanistic values rather than a 
general consensus of opinion, rans 
through all her essays whether Uterary, 
social, political or reUgious. The book 
is divided into five sections: 
Aboriginal Australia, Justice, Patrick 
White, AustraUan Poetry and the 
Poetic (notably in David Maloufs An 
Imaginary Life) and theology, though, 
as Da-vid Brooks suggests in his 
foreword, none of these is 
compartmentalized, each subject 
discussed reflecting the variety of her 
interests and what Brooks calls a 
"[blurring of] the edges of the writing 
and the living" (v). Indeed, Brady 
insists in her own introduction that 
the two are inseparable, and in this 
respect her essays are sometimes 
reminiscent of Orwell's for whom 
clear thought and above all clear 
language had an immediate influence 
on the quality of Ufe, Her sympathy for 
"the loser rather than the winners" (9) 
also recalls Orwell's unconditional 
defence of the "underdog". It may be 
in the essays on Aboriginal Australia 
that the blurring of writing and living 
is most obvious, partly because with 
uncompromising honesty Brady 
exposes the pitfalls and self-
deceptions even in policies of 
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reconciliation and atonement, partly 

also by showing how an imaginative 

perception of Aborigines in Australian 

fiction (David Maloufs, Patrick 

White's or the Aboriginal writer Bill 

Neidjie's) throws light on the social, 

political and metaphysical significance 

of the Aboriginal presence in 

Australia. 

Veronica Brady's language is clear 

and utterly free of fashionable jargon 

even when she resorts to Foucault, 

Barthes, Baudrillard or Homi Bhabha 

to sustain her argument. It may seem 

that her repeated emphasis on the 

importance of value contradicts the 

authority she grants to recent 

theorists. But one should note that 

since her essays were first wnritten, 

"value" is returning in strength on the 

critical scene and is now itself the 

object of theorization, Veronica Brady 

sees the role of theory in her own 

writing as one of the relativisation, a 

way of questioning certainties taken 

for granted, of acknowledging the 

multiplicity of world and self and the 

many possible ways in which they can 

be interpreted and realised. Her 

approach is eclectic throughout, as are 

her philosophical references. Again, 

one is led to wonder whether this 

might clash with her religious 

essentiaUsm. Her religious faith, 

however, is clearly not dogmatised by 

any kind of institutional or 

philosophical absolute even if, in the 

last resort and understandably, 

Catholicism is her referential ideology 

(as, for instance, when she watches 

with approval Anglicans moving 

closer to the "frontier" of her Church). 

Through her essays, however, the 

matter discussed and her own open-

minded individual thinking rather 

than any pre-conceived ideology 

determine her approach. This method 

of analysis is particularly appropriate 

in the literary essays, especially in her 

perceptive comments on Rosemary 

Dobson's poetry. 

In the title essay she defines art as 
essentially dialectical, intent on 
expressing the unseen, the numinous, 
"what is other" and can never be put 
fully into words. Her preference then 
clearly goes to writers who do not 
belong to the Australian realistic 
tradition, Patrick White among them, 
whose criticism of society she 
subscribes to, objecting like him to a 
prevailing rationalism and 

materialism, 'Caught in the draught' 
(rather than "draft") implies, she 
wnites, that "we are all ... dra-wn into 
the process of culture, mass-media 
culture, which flows around us and 
through us, persuading us to 
consume, compete and console 
ourselves with mostly mindless 
pleasures" (221). Of course, this 
criticism appUes to the Westem world 
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generally, as does her disapproval of a 
secular culture in her essays on 
'Questions of belief.' The basic issue 
which informs this last section is in 
fact the confrontation between a 
secular belief in man's capacity for 
progress and moral improvement and 
the con-viction that such 
improvement, as well as the way out of 
present crises both in AustraUa and 
the Westem World, Ues in faith in the 
Judaeo-Christian God, again not an 
institutional absolute but a God 
accessible through the human 
experience of love, terror and, 
importantly, creativity. Religious faith 
commands respect and is not a 
debatable issue, though one can note 
that in the history of humanity, 
religious belief does not seem to have 
made people much better than does 
secular humanism and that there is 
such a thing as a secular spirituaUty, 
Though Brady herself may not agree, 
the Christ figure who represents 
suffering in White's fiction and in her 
own essays can be seen as essentially 
human, and I would suggest that the 
compassion, urge to reconciliation 
and love that rans through her essays 
are common to both ideologies, 

Hena Maes-Jelilnek 

David Brooks, The House of Balthus, 

Allen & Unwin, 1995, $19.95, 204 

pp. 

Books about paintings often have a 
very static feeling to them, as if they 
were merely extensions of ekphrastic 
episodes in poetry; they often are too 
spatial in orientation and leave out the 
sense of progress and direction desired 
by most readers of fiction, Da-vid 
Brooks' House of Balthus is a happy 
exception to this rule. It partakes 
compellingly of the spirit of the 
paintings. But far from being merely a 
well--written catalogue raisonne of 
Balthus' work. Brooks addresses the 
spirit of the paintings, and of'painting' 
and thereby representation as such, as 
much as the physical details of the 
work themselves. 

And yet physical and spiritual are 
very much connected in The House of 
Balthus. Evocation of the physical 
details of the paintings leads to 
spiritual reverberations that go well 
beyond the immediate contours of the 
representations that are at their base. 
The book opens with a prologue, 
which is outside the frame enclosing 
the remainder of the book; here, an 
authorial figure examines the Balthus 
paintings directly, giving a primary 
response to the works whose 
suggestive, secondary affect -will 
resonate in the narrative portion to 
follow. Then the cast of characters 
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who live in the 'House of Balthus' is 
introduced. Mme. Lecault, the 
concierge, acts as the immediate point 
of perspective with respect to the rest 
of the characters, speculating about 
the inner content of their lives, and 
also encountering a mysterious ghost 
of eighteenth-century provenance. 
Therese embodies much of the overt 
sexuality of the book. Miklus, the 
artist, and the semi-mysterious 
professor exhibit much of the book's 
intellectual self-theorisation. But the 
characters seem to be intended more 
as focal points for an aesthetic 
argument than true-to-Ufe 

representations. Indeed, Brooks' 
characterisation mirrors the 
dichotomy maintained by the book 
between the physicaUty of Balthus's 
paintings, both in theme and in their 
material 'paintedness' itself, and the 
abstractness of their connotation. The 
more "real" the focus of 
representation, the more ethereal its 
resonance. "So much;" intones the 
narrative overvoice on the last page of 
the book "though there are also the 
stone flagon, the stepladder, the 
intentional scuff on the other side, by 
the white chair, as of paint flaked from 
a fresco... (204)" The corporeality of 
the implements surrounding the 
painter are complemented, not 
annulled, by the artifice-revealing 
scuff ("scuff itself being a very 
"material" way to indicate such a mark 

of self-reference). 
What is impressive about The House 

of Balthus is the way its components 
move. They glide to and fro; they do 
not stand still. The dreamlike aura 
-with which Brooks tries to surround 
his characters is thus genuinely 
earned. Though the book cannot 
quite be called, with any sense of 
generic strictness, a novel, it is 
certainly a narrative, Mme, Berri, the 
eighteenth-century ghost denizen 
with whom Mme, Lecault communes, 
is herself seeking, going forward into 
the future. She is not just an object of 
the 'modem' woman's quest, but an 
active pursuant of the 'modem'. And 
this mobility holds trae of the overall 
dynamic between frame and 
representandum, artifice and reaUty, 
the spiritual and the physical. 

The reader may ask, though: Why 
Balthus? Why Paris? Why this now. 
Brooks gives no explicit answers to 
these questions in the book, nor does 
he even pro-vide any hints that he 
intends the book to 'mean' in a certain 
way other than with respect to the 
aesthetic phenomena he describes. In 
a way, the answer is obvious: the book 
is 'about' beauty, about the nature of 
art, the power of art to illuminate life 
even as it some ways accesses a 
dimension of experience which is 
entirely other than the 'lived'. It 
might seem begrudging or surly to 
expect anything more. Yet, without at 
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all infringing upon the book's tacit 
lauding of 'pure' aesthetic experience, 
which is only to be praised and 
echoed, the reader might be pulled to 
inquire: how is the perspective of 
Brooks, as a contemporary Australian, 
on the work of Balthus different from 
a hypothetical older French writer 
addressing the same subject. It may 
take an American reviewer to hunger 
so a-vidly for an Australian perspective 
in a novel such as this, and Brooks' 
example may, as the book cover 
suggests, be Borges; yet even Borges 
was far more 'Argentinean', far less a 
deracine than we have imagined him. 
And, fortuitous as it may be, there is 
an 'Australian' undertow to The House 
of Balthus as wefl. There is-a brief 
historical passage inserted slightly 
more than halfway through the book 
discussing France in World War II, 
which, though, not really taken up 
again, does frame the book's 
characters in a 'historical' setting and 
thereby generate the image of an 
AustraUan -writer delineating the final 
images of a self-destroying Europe. 
More subtle, though, and more crucial 
is the almost throwaway reference to a 
former pupil of the Professor's "who'd 
been sent first as at a boys' school in 
New South Wales and then, after the 
war, to South America" (130). 
Australia here functions as the site of 
dispersal for imperially generated 
knowledge, as the periphery to which 

the ambassadors of European leaming 
are despatched and from which, in 
tum, the mysteriously stamped and 
decorated letters that the concierge so 
delights in passing on to the Professor 
are received. This is within the frame 
of the book; yet outside the frame the 
situation is reversed as it is Brooks, the 
postmodern Australian, who verbally 
renders French art, characters, and 
settings, who is the designer courtesy 
of whom we encounter the Professor 
and his correspondents at all. 

The book's one shortcoming, 
indeed, may lie in the way it treats 
Balthus as a metaphor for European 
art, for high art in general. Balthus, of 
course, is a very specific kind of 
painter, and although Brooks gives full 
evidence of the physicaUty and 
sexuaUty of Balthus' paintings, he 
sometimes tries to make him into a 
more abstract (or really 'more general' 
painter, almost a kind of Cezanne, 
than seems warranted. Perhaps, 
though, Brooks is once again tuming 
the tables on us, making of his Balthus 
what seems artistically important and 
not necessarily the "real" artist visible 
to us on the canvases. 

Nicholas Birns 
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