






































































































































































































































































r e v i e w s 

it himselO, a scholarly collected 

edition is very much needed. 

In the end it is hard to resist 

Brissenden's Max Harris. The last 

poems, especially those on love in old-

age, do shine very brightly. They are 

poems made almost white by a 

closeness to the end of life. The 

impulse towards a precise lyricism 

may have been as much a function of 

mortality as Ern Malley. 

Lucy Dougan 

Chris McLeod, The Crying Room, 
South Fremantle, Fremantle Arts 

Centre Press, 1995. $14.95, l48 pp. . 

Early in Daddy, We Hardly Knew You, 

Germaine Greer records a discovery 

in an official file on her late father. He 

had spoken to an interviewer of 

nightmares in which there was 

"danger impending for his daughter 

due to cars rushing at her at incredible 

speeds". This moment of emotional 

crisis in Greer's narrative — proof at 

last of her father's love — came 

unexpectedly to mind as 1 was reading 

Chris McLeod's collection of fifteen 

stories. 

Dreams feature often in these 

stories, which speak predominantly 

— as I read them — of fear of loss, fear 

of imminent disaster. Two of the 

stories, 'Our Room' and 'The Sky 

World', hint at the deaths of children 

in road accidents. The narrator of'Our 

Room' watches his sleeping wife 

(lover?) and recalls the death of his 

son, the result perhaps of his own loss 

of concentration at the wheel. The 

narrator of 'The Sky World' seems to 

have lost his wife and daughter when 

a truck, out of control, careened into 

his wife's car. 

In 'Darkness' a man has moved to 

a rural town with his fourteen-year-

old daughter, and recoflects how she 

nearly died at the age of five, from 

pneumonia. His marriage has ended, 

he has recently lost another 

relationship, and now he fears danger 

to his daughter, outside in the dark. 

Atypically, this story appears to 

conclude reassuringly, with the sound 

of his daughter's radio in her bedroom 

indicating her safety. In the title story, 

conversely, the focus is upon a 

daughter who fears that her ability to 

foretell the future has somehow 

caused her father's death. 

In two stories which could be read 

as companion pieces, 'The Crow 

Season' and 'Promises', the loss 

suffered is that of children whose 

parents break up the familial home, in 

order to start new lives with other 

partners. Set in Greece, 'Dust', one of 
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the most accomplished of the stories 

in the collection, portrays a boy whose 

mother has been forced into 

prostiturion to support him, after the 

disppearance of his father in war. 

I have been referring to McLeod's 

writing as 'stories' but this is for want 

of a more precise term. A number of 

these pieces eschew narrative 

development and closure, reading 

instead as meditative sketches on an 

image or idea. 'Nights in the Forest' is 

more properly a brief prose poem, 

using as its starting point the myth of 

Artemis and Actaeon. In 'Chrysalis', a 

woman named Shelley appears to be 

talking to a therapist. A piano teacher 

in an unsatisfying marriage, she seems 

to be experiencing trance-like states, 

which she associates with a hive of 

bees in her garden. The story ends 

without resolution, Shelley recounting 

a dream. 

The mode of 'Ether' is closer to 

'Absurdist Theatre', the narrator being 

driven out of his own home by his 

large wife and her cats, a tree 

spontaneously growing in the centre 

of what was the marital bedroom. 'The 

Way Things Are' is spoken by a 

deserted wife, who is expected to cook 

for her revenant husband every 

weekend, and who exacts a careful 

revenge, the precise nature of which is 

left open to speculation. 

This is writing which is often 

crypric, sometimes enticing, and 

which asks the reader to enter the 

realm of the irrational. Sometimes the 

effect is horrific. In 'Promises' a family 

stops its car to move a cat which is 

sitting in the middle of the road. 

in fact, you move closer as 

the man places his hands beneath 

the cat, lifting it, trying to; but its 

underside is rotten, is filled with 

worms. The man's hands slip from 

— through — the body and you see 

him step back, gag. 

(That McLeod changes the worms to 

butterflies a moment later doesn't 

help.) 

Occasionally frustrated with this 

collection, I nevertheless enjoyed its 

unusualness, and do not intend to 

damn McLeod with faint praise by 

saying that I hope he is intending to 

move on from very short fiction to a 

more sustained project. 

Heather Neilson 

R.J.B. Bosworth, Italy and the Wider 
World 1860-1960, Roudedge, 
London and New York, 1996. 252pp. 

Dr Johnson once lamented that "A 
man who has not been in Italy is 
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always conscious of an inferiority, 

from his not having seen what it is 

expected a man should see. The grand 

object of travefling is to see the shores 

of the Mediterranean ... almost all that 

sets us above savages, has come to us 

from the shores of the Mediterranean" 

(Bosworth 160). 

Bosworth's book (or books, since 

there are several between one set of 

covers) is by a professional historian, 

written for historians, but, like Sam 

Johnson, we are all interested in Italy, 

and the book has much to offer the 

general reader. Do not, however, 

expect a history of Italy between 1860 

and 1960. You are supposed to know 

that already — who beat whom at 

Caporetto, or Adowa, or Vittorio 

Veneto, what the Ten Thousand were 

up to, and what the March on Rome 

was about. The bulk of the book is 

about the interpretation of events. 

There is also a critique of 

contemporary historiography, and 

this is surprisingly good fun, 

conducted rather like a western shoot 

out, with a great deal of ducking and 

weaving, quick shots, rapid 

withdrawal, taking cover behind 

inverted commas, and fancy 

footwork. Other disciplines, and 

many individuals, also come under 

fire: the economists, for example: 

"From a naive refiance on the 

"market", by its very nature never a 

source of free competition except in 

the self-interested illusions of some 

contemporary monetarist economists" 

(85). Gabriele D'Annunzio is drilled 

between the eyeballs: "that/in de siecle 

world expert in self-dramatisation" 

(95). The sociologists sustain several 

direct hits, as does poor Harold 

Nicholson, "minor English diplomat, 

politician and litterateur" (15), whose 

comment that Italian foreign policy 

was one of "incessant manoeuvre" is 

dismissed as a "battery of confident 

and even peremptory conclusions" 

(16), although the point seems to be 

iflustrated by the two succeeding 

chapters. 

This book airs most of the popular 

cliches about Italy and the Italians, 

First, the cliche is viewed with mild 

distaste, then taken apart. In the end, 

some of them are endorsed, others 

qualified in very interesting ways. 

One of the latter is the view that the 

Italians are not a war-like people, or at 

any rate, not good at it. This gets the 

full range treatment. The extreme 

contempt comes from the Germans: 

Goebbels noted in his diary that "the 

Italian people is not worth a row of 

beans" (53). Field Marshal Keitel said 

that "the only Italian army which 

cannot betray us is one which does 

not exist" (73). Bosworth's own 

observations and turn of phrase often 

endorse this view "In the First World 
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War, too, the na\'y would prefer 

inaction, a preference which changed 

Uttle thereafter" (65), but he is not 

alone; a colleague writes that "for 

twenty-five \-ears, the Italian naxy had 

been preparing for the wrong war 

with the wrong enemy in the wrong 

way" l65). In Ethiopia, the Italians 

had "a military victory whose rapidity 

astonished most foreign observers and 

all Italians" (48). But, then, the 

Italians still remembered their 

humiliating defeat in 1896 at the 

hands of the Emperor of Ethiopia at 

Adowa. Mussolini, we are told, didn't 

know what to make of German allies 

who 'meant what they said and did 

what they meant'. Mussolini had 

promised Germany in the Pact of Steel 

that he would be 'ready' by 1943 — 

"what he actually meant, of course, 

was that 1943 was a long time off and 

that many things would happen 

between now and then" (52). 

The Americans thought that the 

Italians were an army of opera singers. 

But Bosworth has three qualifications. 

One is economic: the armed forces 

themselves were grossly under-

resourced, pay pitiful, equipment 

antiquated. But it strikes far deeper. 

Until the last few decades, Italy was 

not an industrial power, but a poor 

agrarian society, with a meagre 

inftastructure and none of that huge 

productive capacity of the other 

combatants. Another is that Italy was 
so new as a nation state — loyalties 
were still regional (one wit said of 
Garibaldi's invasion of Sicily that "if 
one vfllage welcomed him, the next 
rejected him out of hatred for the 
welcomers" (19), and such loyalries 
were slow to change, A third 
qualification is, however, that the 
great defeat at Caporetto, and World 
War I in general, had a unifying effect 
in forcing a sense of narionality: "more 
Italians found their identity than ever 
had before" (67), Some Australians 
might make a comparison with 
Gallipoli, although Bosworth does 
not. The impact of television has done 
more to spread standard Italian and 
the sense of a national identity than 
anything from 1860-1960, but that 
lies outside Bosworth's time frame. 
His final qualification to the cliche is 
part explicit, and more implicit, 
Italians are individualists, as was 
Garibaldi, They do not lake well to 
discipline. But they do not lack 
courage, as the many who risked their 
lives to care for Allied personnel 
caught behind the lines showed so 
magnificently. They do not make a 
disciplined army. Why should they? 
ItaUan loyafties are often more 
intimate, to those they encounter as 
individual human beings, be they 
children, neighbours, aUied soldiers, 
tourists... 
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Another set of cliches taken apart 

relates to Italians as migrants. The 

continued mass migration from Italy 

during the century under review is 

seen as the "most obvious failure of the 

nauon state" (116). With rapid 

increases in prosperity, it came to a 

halt rather suddenly in 1970, when 

the birth rate also fell sharply, and 

Italy became itself an immigrant 

destinarion. The ifl-fated forays into 

empire' in the preceding century, in 

Eritrea, Ethiopia and Libya, had been 

futfle attempts to 'solve' the emigration 

problem by finding space for the 

unemployed proletariat and poor 

peasants, but Italy got 'the bone of the 

joint' in Africa, the colonies lost 

money hand over fist, and poor 

peasants very sensibly continued to 

emigrate to France or Germany, the 

Americas and AustraUa instead. 

They found a mixed welcome. 

Germany and Switzerland classed 

them along with the Turks as 'guest-

workers' unul recently; as late as the 

1960's, signs saying 'no dogs or 

Itafians allowed' could appear in parts 

of the Germanic world, and in 

Australia, social scientists could define 

Itafians as one of the black races (132). 

They could also be despised at home. 

Prezzolini, an Italian intellectual, said 

of his countrymen in North America, 

that "they are not ItaUans because they 

have never been Italians. Here they 

have taken on certain American 

habits, but at base they have remained 

southern peasants without a culture, 

without learning, without a language, 

people for whom the moment of 

'italianitd' has never arrived. They 

leave Italy before being ItaUans. They 

have settled here but have not become 

real Americans" (137). Against the 

exclusivism of this understanding of 

Italy, Bosworth explores 'the Italics', 

and sets against the intellectual, the 

story of one such migrant, Emma 

Ciccotosto, who settled in Western 

AustraUa. Her story is told in brief, 

with the conclusion that "she still 

radiates a certain sort of 'ItaUan 

culture'. It mingles materialism, 

generosity and hospitality, good or 

abundant cooking, a willingness to 

touch and to sing, to argue and to talk, 

a fierce determination, a truthfulness, 

a narrowness, a literalness, a loyalty, a 

power, a love, and, above all, a sense 

of her own human value" (143). 

This book covers a lot of ground, 

as a review cannot. It has a range of 

Western Australian references. It has 

a strong subplot. There are good 

stories. There are two brand new 

historical laws, v/hich make it 

remarkably good value for money. It 

has some key questions. It has an 

implied conclusion, which I like and 

share. Of the local references, we hear 

of the Italian communities from 
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Molfetta and Capo d'Orlando, and of 

Emma Ciccotosto, The book, 

moreover, begins "In Perth, Westem 

Australia" in Kings Park in which "can 

be found the unique fauna and flora of 

Westem Australia — raucous parrots, 

nocturnal marsupials, tortured 

'kangaroo paws' and giant gums" (1), 

WUat this has to do with Italy (or 

rather, 'the Italics') I leave you to 

discover; but note the language. The 

only 'gums' are Eucalyptus citriodora, 

an east coast species, and E, 

cladocalyx, the sugar gum from South 

Australia, And how can those elegant 

velvet flowers of Anigozanthos, 

designed by Jacques Cartier or 

Versace, possibly be seen as 'tortured'? 

Clearly diis is NOT the author's 

village, although he has lived here for 

ten years. He shows sympathy, 

affection and understanding for 

attachment to place, like that of the 

'Italian'paesano, so long, it seems, as it 

is not this place. He sees himself, in his 

own words "as a small boy with his 

nose pressed against the window of 

the sweet shop cafled Italy" (x). 

The key question of the book is 

complex, '"Why was it that a nation, 

whose poUcies, instructive in their 

crass bmtality and cynicism or 

exemplary in their manipulativeness 

and corruption, which was frequently 

defeated and more often scorned, 

should nonetheless prosper both in 

the direct economic sense and in the 
minds of those who, in so many ways, 
were influenced by its cultures? 
Through most of the century under 
study and in the three decades since 
1960, Italy (or perhaps 'Italy') has 
been 'm crisis'. And yet, amid the 
troubles of dictatorship or depression, 
war or ideological battle, most Italians 
somehow preserved, at least some of 
the rime, an atritude of love and 
charity towards their neighbours and 
themselves and thus well embodied 
what Jonathan Steinberg has so 
wonderfully defined as the 'banality of 
good'"(13). 

The answers to this question are 
the whole of the book, but the positive 
conclusion runs right through it, 
beginning with Bosworth's own image 
of "that sweet shop called Italy", It is 
beautifully expressed by Samuel 
Butler. "Who does not turn to Italy 
who has the chance of doing so? 
What, indeed, do we not owe to that 
most lovely and lovable country?" 
"Nothing struck me more than the 
easy terms on which everyone, 
including the waiter [at the inn where 
he stayed] appeared to be with every 
one else" ... "because the general 
standing of good breeding is distinctly 
higher than it is among ourselves" 
(58). What the Italians value are 
'rapporri umani', we are told. They are 
world leaders in design; lake food 
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seriously; their special skills are in the 

arts of living, especially the minor 

courtesies that make the days pass so 

pleasantly in Italy. These are the 

values the book endorses and evokes, 

at rimes wistfully, from Nedlands and 

Como (alas, it would seem, the wrong 

Como). 

George Seddon 

Charles Edelman, Shakespeare's 

"Hamlet". Sydney: Sydney 

University Press and Oxford 

University Press, 1995. $9.95, pp. 73. 

Shakespeare's Hamlet in 73 pages? Is 

this book the product of an antic 

disposition, or is Charles Edelman 

really mad? Neither, as it transpires. 

It is a pithy, witty, and penetrating 

book, perfectly pitched at thoughtful 

high school students and university 

undergraduates, the intended 

audience of the enterprising series. 

Horizon Studies in Literature. It wfll 

also gam the respect of more hard­

bitten Shakespearian scholars for 

some provocative and lively 

suggestions. 

UnUke many books of its kind, 

Edelman's is not primarily a survey of 

the ideas of others, but an original 

argument. The bases of the argument 

are buflt up carefully and 

unobtrusively, allowing readers to 

enjoy the scenery and learn a lot along 

the way, but it snaps shut with the 

precision of the mousetrap. It 

centrally involves establishing that 

Hamlet does not delay, and that there 

is virtually no evidence in the play that 

he does, Edelman writes, "We find no 

delay, in the sense of procrasrinarion 

or hesitation, in Hamlet ... Miflions of 

words have been wasted on what 

could perhaps be considered the 

greatest red herring in the history of 

literature" (35), First, the history of 

the play's reception shows that up to 

the Romantic age Hamlet was seen as 

"a man all too ready to act" (5), 

precipitate and even rash, and that the 

Hamlet who was incapable of decisive 

action was an invention of Romanric 

critics as late as the nineteenth 

century. The dominance since 1800 

of the novel as a form over the action 

of the stage, contributed to a 

psychologising and intellectualising of 

the prince of Denmark, all but 

obliterating the man of acrion known 

to earlier playgoers and readers. 

Secondly, Edelman examines the 

history of the textual transmission of 

the written versions of Hamlet, and 

cogently argues that the Folio text is 

the one that represents Shakespeare's 

most mature theatrical intentions. 
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This makes the play considerably 
shorter than the one usually studied 
today, and more theatrically compact 
and compelling, and, conveniently for 
Edelman's central argument, 

eliminates virtually all internal traces 
of Hamlet's self-condemnation for 
procrastinating. Thirdly, the vexed 
question of Hamlet's 'madness' is 
swept away by a studied concentration 
on the text, which reveals that his 
errafic beha\'iour is unremittingly a 
product of an assumed, antic 
disposition, a political strategy to flush 
out e\ndence of Claudius's guilt. As 
such, it fails, for Claudius does not 
stumble. Fourthly, the critical 
problems' about the hypothetical time 
schemes and Hamlet's age are argued 
away as the construction of critics who 
know too litde about the theatre and 
too much about novels, 

Edelman's applicarion of common 
sense and close scrutiny of the text are 
refreshing, and provide an ideal 
approach for students first 
encountering a sacred cow like 
Hamlet, or rather like the twentieth 
century crirical tradirion of the play. 
Eyes are fixed firmly on its proven, 
riveting theatricality. Of course, in the 
process, some questions linger. How, 
and why, did the incriminating 
soliloquies creep into the textual line if 
not into the theatrical? Are we just to 
forget that Shakespeare ever wrote 

some of his most remembered lines? 

Why is Shakespeare so explicit about 

Hamlet's age, if he intends the 

quesrion to be totally irrelevant? And, 

on another tack, what is the force of 

the feminist arguments about the 

streak of misogyny in the play, or 

about the centrality of Ophelia's stage 

affectiveness? This play about revenge 

has a curious habit of taking revenge 

on critics who are categorical about 

anything in it, and its radical 

ambivalence and inconclusiveness will 

guarantee that the quesrions will keep 

being asked. 

In dealing with Hamlet on stage 

and in fflm, Edelman sustains his 

admirably debunking stance, and 

draws to good effect upon his own 

practitioner's experience of acting. He 

opens up possibflities for new 

versions, unencumbered by the 

cobwebs and distractions of older 

critical traditions. This, in itself, is a 

remarkable contribution. 

R.S. White 

Brenda Walker (ed.). Risks, 
Fremande: Fremande Arts Centre 
Press, 1996, $16.95. 324pp. 

The riskiness that gives impetus to this 
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coflecuon of wriring brought together 

by Brenda Walker is both rule-

bending and ethic-challenging. In 

both cases, but in quite different ways. 

It IS the quality of opacity that defines 

riskiness. There have to be blocks 

which cannot be slipped over, around 

or under. They must stop the reader 

in the reading track and force a 

consideration that is larger than the 

writing itselfi Entertaining reading is 

at pains to remove these blocks. They 

are the sign of trouble in that the last 

thing the writing intends is to set up 

stumbling blocks. A piece of writing 

that is closed in its function has no risk 

attached and the writer who 

introduces risk will confuse the 

audience, anger and irritate them. But 

a piece of writing that sets up the 

stumbling blocks as part of its 

structure is a more complex and 

potenrially more fruitful exercise in 

reading. That is why such writing 

wins Uterary prizes and is studied in 

literature courses, instead of the well-

written entertainment that is read for a 

different kind of pleasure but which 

has no blocks upon which to stumble 

and then bufld. 

Risks opens with Brian Castro's 

Shanghai Dancing', a piece that 

intersperses photos with blocks of curt 

but evasive narrative into a sequence 

the nastiness of which is disguised by 

the obliqueness of its glance. I always 

have trouble with Castro's particular 

style of risky writing because it works 

from the masculine mode for the most 

part, and in exploring the territory it 

seems to enjoy the dirt of the terrain. 

In this story about a man 

remembering his family alongside a 

sexual affair with a Chinese \. 

photographer during a return stay in 

Hong Kong, the details have the odd, 

off-centre, sUghtly drug-induced kind 

of import, as though if you don't get it, 

it's because you're not tuned in to the 

at the edge vision. The images are 

never exoticised, a la William 

Burroughs for example, but flattened 

beneath a tone that is a parody of beat-

style credibility: "Later, over a cognac, 

Carmen told me she was capable of 

anything. She had left Shanghai for 

Beijing, she said, with the intention of 

never returning, but here she was. 

Back again." 

Castro uses an elliptical form of 

description as his stumbUng blocks to 

tease the reader with an incomplete, 

elusive meaning. A complex story, 

with dark family things, secrets, 

violence, sex, betrayals, the whole bit, 

is packed into one of those plastic 

snack trays — the ones with little 

compartments to keep the celery 

sricks out of the avocado dip, and the 

biscuits dry. I want to be nasty and 

say that if you're into substitute 

snacking, then you'fl enjoy the 
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riskiness of 'Shanghai Dancing'. But I 

know It's my unease at stories that use 

new ways to rework old attitudes that 

IS causing this reaction. And this 

makes it interesring to compare 

'Shanghai Dancing' with Tom Flood's 

piece, which starts with a photo, too. 

Like Castro, Flood reduces the soup in 

which the chunks of meaning float, so 

there's not a lot to wash down the 

meaty bits. To work out what's going 

on requires patient, cautious, slow 

reading, a shanghai dancing reading. 

Called 'Apostrophe', it's about a 

"pickled fucking foetus", a twin never 

bom, and the obsessive trinity she 

forms with mother and sister. I think. 

It opens with a description of 

Barbara Stanwyck seducing poor old 

sucker Fred Macmurray in the movie 

Douhle Indemnity, but I have the 

feeling I'm just not clever enough to 

work out why. It's a great start, 

nevertheless, and the rest is just as 

word-by-word impressive; there's 

even a good joke about how short 

stories "don't mess with the story like 

in a novel". The topic is pretty nasty 

here too, with its opening photograph 

of two women sitting on a couch, the 

older woman holding a jar with a 

foetus in it on her lap, and glaring at 

the photographer with a look that I 

can't exactly read. Tom Flood reads ft 

as obsessive defiant tragic angry hurt, 

I think, and that's what his carefully 

anarchic piece is about. 
My acceptance, you see, is 

grudging. I do admire what Flood's 
done here, and am grateful for the 
risks he takes, satisfied that he is 
melding content and form for the 
sculpture to express his idea. And yet 
I turn with greedy pleasure to the 
stories of Joan London and Gafl Jones. 
They are about women from history; 
they are written with confidence, and 
they have the energy that is less risky 
than urgent. In this matter of risky 
writing, is it the driving force behind 
the meaning, the need to 
communicate, thai makes it work, 
perhaps? Joan London works within a 
convention, in the same way as Brian 
Castro does, the convention of a story 
that is part-mystery, a narrative about 
the most banal and fascinating topic 
known to human beings, sexual 
infidelity. Photographs again here too 
(this is definitely the innovation that 
has stuck the fastest from the 
ouireaches of new narrative form), 
and used with dexterity by London. 
What writing teacher does not know 
how ferule is the photo to provide for 
the growth of an idea, and the two that 
frame Joan London's story, cafled 'The 
Photographer', are gloriously rich. 

Gafl Jones' story is cafled 'The Re-
incarnarion of Madame Tussaud'. It 
has the matter-ofifact charm that 
comes from a topic so good as to be 
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irresistible. What makes it risky is the 

jaunty way it makes dangerously arty, 

consciously poetic turns of phrase 

sound perfectly natural, as though 

artifice really were nature's own 

device: "She was like a battlefield upon 

which large forces sweep and recede. 

She was like the lunatic for whom 

objects like scissors have special 

interest. She was like the moon, a 

restless shape, and sometimes a 

blackness..." 

There's humour, too, in Gail Jones' 

risky writing, as there is in Simone 

Lazaroo's piece, 'Fragrant Harbours'. 

Here the humour is Castro-esque, a 

kind of bold hard dare-you humour; a 

risk in itself, I suppose, but probably 

not of the kind I've been trying to 

understand, since it shifts the 

challenge over squarely onto the 

reader, and thereby provides itself 

with a haven from which to send out 

the message. The stumbling blocks 

are manipulated too knowingly for 

there to develop that cautious 

sympathy between reader and writer 

which is, for me, the most intriguing 

kind of riskiness. Interestingly, none 

of these stories make the banal 

response to the idea of'risk': none get 

into the oohs and aahs of frothing pink 

bits and the most flamboyantly 

energetic side of human desire. 

Which is to say, there's no sex, per se. 

Sex, per say, there is, especially in 

John A. Scott's 'Paris', written in his 

characterisric skinny column down 

the middle of the page, which has the 

immediate effect of making you think 

you're meant to focus just a little more 

carefully on which words go with 

which others. This is not risky so 

much as pushy. 

Even pushier is Beverley Farmer's 

'Notes towards The Scream'. This 

starts with a paragraph describing how 

one viewer might read Munch's 

painting, a visual description of the 

colour and then form, and goes on to 

string together snippets about 

painting and writing, and musings 

about nasty things. Among all the 

pieces here, this one makes the most 

fuss about distancing the reader, 

closing in on itself and speaking as 

though the only reader is the writer. 

Such a risk became fashionable in the 

wake of stream of consciousness 

experiments — and here we are back 

at Joyce. The pleasure for a reader 

must come, if it comes at afl, from 

your being absorbed into the writer's 

pool: "If 1 am absorbed in Munch, it is 

not through any great love of the 

work, whose incarnate hysteria repels 

me — the willed excess and cerebral 

fevers that insist on imposing 

themselves like a rash, a pulpy 

outgrowth on the canvas, in the 

pigment — impure, an affliction. 

Drawn in against my will?" 
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Frivolous though the observation 
may be, it is a fact that Paris and 
France are more associated with risk 
than any other place in this collection. 
Scott's Parisian love affair is very 
Seine; David Brooks loves the place 
and its crazies, like \'an Gogh; Gail 
Jones lingers on the Quai for a glimpse 
of Voltaire, and Gillian Mears hangs 
out doing louche things against the 
historic walls of the Latin quarter. It 
may be de rigueur for Australians 
aiming at risque to absorb the Gallic, 
simply because it was Paris that was at 
the eye of the storm of change 
throughout the first half, say two-
thirds, of this century, writing wise. 
Gillian Mears has a go at under­
standing the Australian relationship 
with risk in her piece, 'Southern 
Hemisphere Human', and although 
the form of the writing is very 
different, there is something of 
Beverley Farmer's demand on the 
reader happening here, to allow that 
osmotic process of absorption into the 
pool of the writer's self. This is the 
chancy game of confessional that has 
become so popular in AustraUan 
'fiction' at the moment, its popularity 
drawing strength from the fact that 
readers have given it the nod. Drusflla 
Modjeska is the leading proponent of 
the form, but think, too, of Efizabeth 
Jolley, Dorothy Hewett, Andrew 
McGahan. And here we are, again, at 

Helen Demidenko, to remind us that 

there are rules to the risk in this genre. 
Both Mears and Kim Scott, in his 

extract from a work-in-progress, work 
at a crossroads; you have to keep 
checking the direction you want to go, 

towards the writer or towards the 

wriring. One of the puzzles of literary 
criticism, never to be solved as far as 

I'm concerned, is why the uncertainty 

matters, and how it matters. Does it 

matter whether Gillian Mears' real 

sister really did have an affair with her 

brother-in-law, causing a real rift with 

her mother who really died without it 

being resolved? Strangely, the story 

hangs on this extra-textual question, 

and that infuses the writing with either 

an extra set of criteria for judgement, 

or a set less. 

Why it matters less in Carmel 
Bird's composite piece about events, 
their meaning and their recording is 
crucial to some understanding or 
other about the reading experience. 
The something might be that old 
fashioned thing called authorial 
tmstworthiness. The other might be 
the element in writing that makes a 
reader sign on the dolled line of the 
contract to say, yes, I'fl listen, really 
Usten, to my best ability, to what 
you're saying and in the way you're 
asking me to listen. This is not always 
acknowledged in risky writing, and it 
is, 1 would say, where the line between 
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success and failure, even good and 

bad, must be drawn. But of course, 

that line is drawn by the reader, and 

what people are prepared to sign up 

for and to is bewilderingly wide-

ranging. 

Using the same stumbling block 

technique as others in this collection. 

Bird's 'As high as an elephant's eye' is a 

collage of observations, structured 

around a conversation between two 

people and prompted by reports and 

photos about 'Oaklahoma'. It has the 

appearance, then, of being discursive, 

free associative, a cosy fireside chat 

between a couple of friends. Again, 

the benefits of genre smudging can be 

seen here; one of the best examples of 

the form that tells a story in a bright 

light while in the shadows can be seen 

gradually the profile of the narrator is 

Julian Barnes's Flaubert's Parrot. By 

using the colloquialisms of a narrator, 

who could be her, and her interlocuter 

Ken, Carmel Bird provides the frame 

for her picture, so that the tragedy and 

dilemmas she is exploring are at least 

contained in a space that has some 

limits. It is a device that invites and 

prevents free fall. 

I've not even approached, in this 

attempt to understand the risk in 

writing, on the elegant sadness of Sara 

Dowse's 'Sass', the surreal parable of 

Marele Day's 'A Man and His Dreams', 

or David Brooks' slyly humorous slip 

into the mind of Van Gogh. Brenda 

Walker's own story, 'The Arabesque', 

fllustrates neatly the risk of resonance, 

and both the seductive compactness of 

the form and its dangerous elliptical 

ease. That's a whole new topic in the 

nature of risk, which shows, I suspect, 

what a prescient notion it was to offer 

up such a topic to a group of writers 

such as this. It works much better 

than the useless epithet 'new writing' 

and it's probably time to put to pasture 

the once helpful idea of 'experimental' 

writing. So let's risk again please, 

Fremantle Arts Centre Press, et al. 

Rosemary Sorenson 
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