

























































































































































































































































































































































































meanings that is demanded of the
reader. A novel is likely to be a
holiday, in comparison, of the kind
where vou can lie back and let it
happen to you.

Jones’ narratives aren't interested
in plots, though they do have a great
many stortes embedded in them.
What they are usually about is desire.
Maybe all literature is, maybe all art; 1t
is desire which makes us human and
which we long to see expressed In
forms that delight or frighten or
enlighten us. Most of these stories are
derivations, they take an historical
event, sometimes literary-historical,
and turn it into a contemplation of
Jones' own purposes, from an
impulsion of her own fierce intellect.
Chekhov visiting Ceylon. Eleanor
Marx reading and then translating
Madame Bovary, choosing to kill
herself by the same terrible means.
Teresa the Elvis impersonator with her
hair in ‘a teased boofy arc like a cat’
Mata Hari ‘the false Asia that every
man wanted: feminine, collectable,
brazenly voluptuous’. Freud giving
Virginia Woolf a narcissus. The
chosen stories are wonderful in their
own right, but their point is not the
pleasure of repeating them, although
that is teal; they are there to tell us
about art and life.

Marion Halligan
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Motherlode edited by Stephanie
Holt and Maryanne Lynch Sybylla
Feminist Press, 220 pp, $19.95.

All plots end in death. So writes
Campbell
DelLillo in her essay ‘Spectacular

Marion quoting Don
Motherhood’, the entry point to an
anthology of writing about mothers,
mothering,  both  literal  and
metaphorical.  Motherlode
widely, and will (hopefully) be
shocking at times as the selected

ranges

writers track around different ways of
thinking through ideas of mother, of
bodily presences and societal limits, of
joyous  celebration and  new
definitions. Give a project boundaries
like this one — the very idea of mother
— and watch the sparks fly. Trust me.
And every woman published here is
either a mother or a daughter.

Sybylla Press, working as a
collective, has been making good
books, usually challenging ones, since
1976, and should be marked out for
attention more often than it is. Their
work covers the risky side of female
expression, of current concerns and
ancient matters. Feminist publishers
so often do the groundwork for the
rest of the market: if you don’t believe .
me lock at the work produced by
presses such as Virago and Women's
Press in England since the seventies
for the spaces they open up in both
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form and content, the boundaries they
bend in
biographical writing, popular history,
theory outside of the
academic realm. Important stuff that is

approaches to  auto-

ferminist

taken up much later by mainstream as
well as academic publishing.
To this book,
Motherlode. Not just about mumrmnies
and babies, either, but as the words on

latest then,

the cover suggest is inclusive of

mother
m/others,
motherboards (we all know about
them, don’t we?). A swingingly poetic

motherships, tongues,

motherlands, and even

introduction sets the tone for the
playfulness within, with metaphors of
digging and excavating, of exploring
possibilities, of the gigantic, all-
consuming interest in the subject.

with
anthology I have ever read, an uneven

It is, as almost  every
selection. And that's alright, because
you don't have to like everything or
even read it all. Pillage the contents for
intriguing titles and favourite writers,
and go for it. For me there were many
pleasures: a recognition of how much
good work is being made currently in
Australia through hybrid elements. A
mixing of forms, a breaking down of
the niceties and codes between
different expression. In Motherlode
there is work made for this project but
there is also extant work made in the

essay [orm, the theoretical essay form,
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as work for performance, fiction and
poetry,  as  politics/propaganda.
Whimsy and as serious as your life. |
like this span of voices.

Some of the delights are finding
published versions of works 1 have
encountered and admired elsewhere.
They include the essay by Marion
Campbell that mixes up the personal
and the political, the mythic and
deeply felt and does it with her usual
extraordinary grasp of the stretch-
ability
language. And a work by dancer/

and playful potential of
performer Debeorah Pollard enttled
“Mother Tongue Interference” that 1
saw a version of on stage in 1995, An
essay by Zoe Sofoulis, previously
published in 1990, about consumerist
flourishes and postmodernism. And,
most excitingly for me, selections from
the script of Wesley Enoch and
Deborah Mailman'’s performance piece
The 7 Stages of Grieving, seen across
1995/6. A remarkable
work, a one-woman piece, of identity

Australia in

and family, of mourning and
recoveries.

These familiar works and the
array of writers | actively admire made
me a very good reader. Open, and
generous. It's fine, too, to get angry
with the irreverent work contained in
here. It is, after all, meant to provoke.
Such a loaded space this area of

motherhood. So much still sacred, so



much invested, so hard to cut through
the institutions and the personal pain
of being mother or daughter (or son)
and work out new ways forward, For
this 1 am happy for such unevenness,
that mix of funny and sad, reverent
and otherwise. Some deep expression.

As the book’s producers write,
“mother as noun, appendage and
agenda 1s mined for meaning in the
context of contemporary Australian
society.” Baoks like these, made under
duress and often scraped together
(this one over a four year gestation)
with scant resources and on kitchen
tables, should be looked at at the very
least for their commitment and their
passion, for their catching together of
ideas and a purpose.

Terri-ann White

Gordon Matthews, An Australian
Son, William Heinemann, 230 pp.
$16.95.

When 1 read An Australian Son by
Gordon Matthews, [ became drawn in
by its intensity and tried to consider
the plot in terms of a novel: an
adopted child grows up happily in his
well-adjusted family until the bubble
is burst by racist taunts of ‘Abo’ from
his fellow students at a Melbourne
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private school. Enter a benevolent
university academic who encourages
the searching Gordon to acknowledge
his Aboriginal identity, a new identity
which becomes connected to a
diplomatic passport and a blossoming
career in the foreign service. But
Gordon discovers ~ that  his
Aboriginality is in fact without
foundation. As the plot unfolds, there
are lies told and mysteries solved,
international  flights and exotic
drinks  with

discovered brothers in mid-western

locations, newly-
bars, and a tempest of emotions to
keep even the over-titillated turning
the pages. It's the kind of plot which
makes even the teratologies of soap
tediously  plausible.
Fortunately, though, this is the stuff of
autobiography. The look-you-in-the-
eye photograph on the cover is
honesty itself while hinting at the
ractal ambiguity of the author.
Sounding like a recommendation
from Jill Kitson, the line beneath the
photograph that  this s ‘an
extraordinary true story’ is all the
support that the literarily naive reader
could possibly require.

A couple of years ago Robert
Dessaix wrote A Mother’s Disgrace
which recalls his own life as an
adopted child and the search for his
natural mother. Unlike the overtly
disingenuous Dessaix, who urges at

opera look
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the close of his book, ‘T have told you
the truth. Now trust me’, Matthews
has written an unsophisticated
narrative. In contrast with Dessaix’s
less hurried reccllections, Matthews'
adventures carry the narrative at an
energetic pace and are all the more
evocative for being unadorned. The
situations in which Matthews finds
himself are so emotionally intense that
it is very difficult not to render them
banal through clichés and over-
statements, to which he occasionally
succumbs.

The story that Matthews has to tell
makes captivating reading.  After
embarking on a successful career as a
diplemat, Matthews decides that the
time has come to verify his Aboriginal
identity. The shock that he is not
followed by the

discovery that his natural mother and

Aboriginal  is

father had married a couple of years
after his birth and had emigrated to
the  United States.  Matthews’
reluctance to uncover his origins turns
Lo terror as he arrives in lowa to meet
his natural parents for the first time:

Suddenly [ could make out
the airport, then the silhouertte of
the terminal, its lights dancing
across the tarmac. It was difficult
to believe they were waiting
inside, these people 1 had never
met. The parents 1 had never
known.
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Now escape was impossible.
My sense of sell began to
disintegrate. I was about to be
changed irrevocably and I knew
it. No way 1o reverse the aircraft
and thrust upwards again into the
wintry night. Finally I was about
the find out where 1 had come
from; to meet the two individuals
who had given me life. (144)

The imbroglio of the extraordinary
predicament facing Matthews is
palpable. Having crossed the globe to
meet his parents for the first time,
Matthews is only too aware of the
peculiarity of his situation: “It seemed
ludicrous that now, as a direct result of
my racial problem, ! found myself
driving through rural lowa, preparing
to explain to my natural parents the
story of their ‘Aboriginal son’ 1
couldnt imagine
bizarre” (148).

His family, he discovers, lives in

anything more

“quintessential middle America” and
their house looks like every other in
the street with “scarcely a blade of
grass out of place”. Inside, Matthews is
given his very own housekey complete
with a leather and gold ring bearing
his intial, and there is a photograph of
himself displayed in the bedroom of
the two people who had been
strangers to him only a few hours
before. In an excruciating scene which
captures the tensions which are to



define their relationship, his mother
urges her husband and son, “Why
don't you two guys give each other a
hug? {...] You haven't had the chance
yet” (149).

As Matthews’ narrative develops,
many equally worthy stories are told
along the way. Jurra, an Aboriginal
friend who grew up on the mission at
Wreck Bay on the New South Wales
coast, describes how the children
would frequently hide in the nearby
hills for fear of being taken from their
parents. Another Aboriginal friend,
Neville, recalls the miseries of his
childhood and the fascism of his foster
parents. Neville also describes “his joy
when at eighteen years of age he finally
met his mother [only five years before
her death] who had pleaded with the
authorities for more than a decade and
a half for his remurn” (98). Margaret,
who helps Matthew to find his natural
parents, has her own traumatic tale of
adoption to tell. Her adoptive parents
gave preferential treatment to their
two natural children while Margaret
and her adoptive sister were forced to
leave school and join the workforce.
Finding her own mother is a turning
point in Margaret's life: “After I first
spoke to my mother 1 felt reborn. 1
could lift my head up and tell people
who [ was™ (118).

An Australian Son is also about
silence. Gradually it becomes clear
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that the sudden arrival of another
child has created tensions for which
neither Matthews nor his natural
parents were prepared. Despite the
love and attention which Matthews
receives, his newly acquired parents
and siblings are in no rush to publicly
acknowledge their new relation. Their
reticence is part of the cause of the
antagonism which develops between
Matthews and his natural parents.
While the initial contact with his
parents is a success, Matthews realises
on his flight back to Australia that
“something had gone wrong”, that “1
had not been as open and generous
emotionally with my mother as I had
wanted or she had hoped” (196) As
Matthews confesses to his natural
parents soon after their first meeting,
his search for them was motivated
predominantly by questions of race.
Filled with guilt and confusion, he too
15 unable to be reconciled.

An Australian Son 1s unpretentious
and convincing. It is a demonstration
of the ramifications of the obsolescent
moral prejudices of the fifties and the
genocidal policies of  Aboriginal
assimilation adopted by this country.
More importantly, these issues are
seen not as history but as concerns
indissoluble from all Australians living

today.

Tim Bowers
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Bruce L. Russell, Jacob’s Air,

Fremantle Arts Centre Press, 288 pp.,
$16.95.

That night 1 dreamt 1 was
God. [ took a kind of managerial
approach to heaven, which
looked something like Henry's
bed with an infinity effect... The
ladder stretched
down to a street scene where
some earthlings moved about like
fruit-flies  Climbing wup the
ladder was Jacob, wearing a kind
of gas mask .. | had the feeling he
was going to [all off, 1 couldn’t
bear it, | had to turn away. When
1 turned back, he had the mask
off and he had Henry by the heel,
Henry looked scared and Jacob
had become a kind of devil (42-
43).

interminably

Jacob’s Air by Bruce L Russell, is an
enjoyable and mostly satisfying novel.
As a tale it is earthy, simple and at
times, playful. 1t is the story of Glenys
Waghorne, a twenty-seven year old
reforming alcoholic and self-confessed
“psychochondriac”, who moves in to
Octavia, a decaying bungalow on
Glebe Point Road tenanted by the
Metcalfe brothers. The novel begins
with Glenys reinventing herself as
Delmarie Fairbridge, an aspiring artist.
[t is 1984, “the vear everyone was
dreading — Orwell and all that”, and
Deli believes that she has found the
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stability necessary to complete her
recovery and satisfy her craving “to
have the things happy normals have”.
In this frame of mind she moves in
with Henry and Jacob, whom she
describes as “unusual, middle-class
boys, who'd come down a peg or two
and had turned their poverty into an
adventure” (17).

The action takes place in Glebe, a
bohemian, inner city suburb of
Sydney. Russell does full justice to the
suburb and its eclectic community,
which

challenges its

depicting it as a place

stimulates  and
inhabitants, who respond in their own
peculiar ways. Here, for example, we
encounter Theresa; an earth-mother
with “spangly suspenders and no
knickers” and a husband and twins
waiting for her at home. Then there is
Deli's

confidante and Alan, her lover, as well

Basiewski, counsellor and
as Ros and her “sizzling” sister Trish,
and Jake and Ada Metcalfe. In the
background there is also the
mysterious Rosalie, Henry and Jacob's
sister who went to Poona five years
ago to discover herself and hasn’t been
seen since. Deli finds herself entangled
in the problems of her new friends and
acquaintances, and in this context she
begins to unravel the complex and
ultimately tragic relationship between
Henry and Jacob.
The novel

attempts to move



subtly beyond the maze of streets and
trendy cafes  which frame the
characters’ daily lives. In particular, it
challenges Henry's “glittering vision”
of communal living and Octavia as a
sort of “Camelot in Glebe”. In so
doing, it focuses on the relationship
between the Metcalfe brothers, the
nature of which is suggested by the
print of Gauguin’'s Children Wrestling
on the novel's front cover. Henry and
Jacob  have spent their lives
psychologically wrestling and the
narrative centres on this, their final
contest. Russell draws such a fine line
between love and hate and between
the mentality of the victim and his
persecutor, that often the reader is
unable to determine to which brother
these  terms  apply.  Perhaps
predictably, questions of identity, time
and place loom large. How have
Henry, Jacob and Deli been shaped by
past and present relationships with
family and friends? We have glimpses
of them at other times and in other
places; Henry reading Erich Fromm in
Mumbuilah, Deli
Alcoholics Anonymous, Jacob carefree
in London and San Francisco. As the

previous  to

narrative proceeds each is forced to re-
evaluate himself/herself. During these
moments we see them as they see
themselves and also as they are seen by
each other. However, the question of
what the protagonists are really like is
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left unanswered and the reader is
asked to contemplate its validity in the
first place.

Russell's writing 1s simple and
readily accessible. It effectively
conveys the protagenists’ constant
struggles to make ends meet,
financially as well as emotionally. The
rhythm of their days has been
determined by outside [forces, to
which they must respond as best they
can. The return of Jacob's asthma is
just such a response to a situation he
perceives as inevitable and in-
escapable. After all, as Basiewski has
told Deli, asthma is a matter of trust:
“You [can] breathe in all right, but
once you [have| your lungs full, you
[don’t] want to let it go. You can never
be sure youlll get a chance to take
another breath” {158). In this way,
Jacob’s increasingly desperate gasps
for fresh air parallel his efforts to
define himself and establish his place
within the framework of life with
Henry and Deli at Octavia in 1984.
Literally and metaphorically, his is a
quest for “air” and “space”.

Several of Russell's other pro-
tagonists are also plagued by
uncertainties, which seem to prevent
them from belonging anywhere for
any length of ume. This notion of
transience is reinforced by the novel's
circular structure. So, although the
final chapters leave the reader with a
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sense of hope for Deli's immediate
future, there 1s also an uneasiness
springing from the knowledge that, in
the long run, the problems and
conflicts embodied by the Metcalfe
brothers’ relationship can never really
be resolved. They are at the centre of
too many other lives; lives lved
beyond the written text.

Ultimately, Jacob’s Air is a well-
crafted and eminently readable novel,
which depicts believable characters
reacting to the stresses and strains of
contemporary  living.  In  their
apparently commonplace lives we find
vibrant colours and a fineness of detail
reminiscent of Gauguin’s painting,
Children  Wrestling, the

brothers engage in an embrace that

in  which

could be tender or threatening or
both. In effect, Henry and Jacob are
these brothers and the tension of their
relationship reverberates throughout
the novel, touching all who come in
contact with it. Not surprisingly, the
final chapters resonate with the pain
and damage suffered by Deli during
her time at QOctavia. However, we also
see Jacob’s influence on her as a source
of inspiration for her most recent
artwork, in which she deals with the
question of both his and her own
identity. In this there are echoes of her
earlier comment to him that “maybe
all these people [around us] are living
your

as artistically as precious
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Gauguin. Maybe I should be painting
them instead of houses. Maybe we're
artists too, Jacob” (67). Such, then, is
the direction of the novel. 1f Deli and
Jacob are artists, each 1s also the
other's work of art. [n their distinctive
ways they blend with and emerge from
the shadow of Henry and Jacob’s
brotherly conflict.

Angeline O'Neill

Rod Mengham, Unsung/New &
Selected Poems, Folio/Salt, 108 pp
$16.95.

Rod Menghain, a Cambridge UK poet,
is part of what is being promoted as
the British avant garde. Although the
poets grouped together under that
loosely useful term would probably
not use it, it is a practical cover-all for
a new experimental field of work that
is only now becoming known in
Australia. If lain Sinclair's Conductors
of Chaos is a fair guide, as the publisher
of Equipage Mengham is one of several
pamphlet publishers who have played
an important part in encouraging and
sustaining the new British writing that,
but for some support from Paladin,
has remained far removed from the
publishing mainstream. The emerg-



ence of this work is a welcome relief
from the stultifying conservatism of
the New Generation poets and their
promoters.

Reviewing Mengham's Unsung
presents me with several problems. 1
am uncomfortable with the pretension
of being able to assess his work within
its context as [ would have to rely on
the very limited contextual material
available to me in John Kinsella's
magazine Salt and a few other
accessible articles and reviews. Also, [
[eel that the urge to ‘theorise’ about
this type of work is very strong,
excessively so.

What interested me aboui this
work was that, despite the difficulty of
‘comprehension’ (for those more
speculative readers, the difficulty of
finding 1ts ‘reading frames’ or ‘mental
models’), [ found that its conventions
were persistent. If 1 may use a term
that in the post-Structuralist situation
now seems redundant, the poet’s voice
is very much that of the English poetic
tradition. Much of
linguistic subversion depends on an
understanding of the English
Tradition of poetry reading in which a

Mengham'’s

moderating voice emphasises or de-
emphasises the ‘connotations’ of
words and consequently regulates the
energy of the convention-subversion
dichotomy. This surprised me because

[ was expecting Mengham’s manip-
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ulation of linguistic conventions to
undo the cohesion of voice, to unsing
a generic, moderating self.

Since that wasn't the case, my
approach to reading the poems
changed. Rather than paying too
much attention to my urge to interpret
(to in- and de-scribe) ‘meaning’, |
found myself reading for the dynamic
of the voice and the mood of the
imagery. This was more absorbing; the
work was reminding me less of other
poetry, English or post-war European,
and more of other arts. The unfolding
of the sentences, the particular
monochromatic tone reminded me of
Beckett. The musicality, detached and
existential, brought to mind certain
moments in works by Xenakis. And
some of its imagery had me recalling
the early installations of the Pole
Miroslaw Balka.

These impressions made me
curious about that Old Bogey Man,
authorial intention. It may be
reasonable to characterise Mengham’s
poems as “motivated but in-
determinate”, as the critic Anthony
Mellors has the work of that other
Cambridge poet J.H. Prynne, but as 1
found that several of Mengham's later
poems partly function as
commentaries, perhaps even state-
ments, on poetics. [ enjoyed tracing
relationships between his comments.

How can the reader not take the
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bait when it is written:

...'Someone shine a torch on

the elemental night; not the pin
but the web, you go first

in the smokeless halls of Kiefer'.
(‘Neutrinos’)

The synthesis of humour and
seriousness 1s striking. The Teutonic
gravitas of Anselm Kiefer's monu-
mental paintings of The Shoah, its
Germanic haunting, is undone by the
ironic role played by the voice, the
poet seemingly becoming (for want of
a better word) ‘a deconstructor’.
Elsewhere it is written:

For the ballad of normal supply
which ends in the whirling
streams

of delegation, read the meter:
[ have no trick(s) up my
sleeve(s). .

(‘Dogs on Sticks’)

Or:

[ want no thing or
tongue with no intention
you can graft... (‘Kobro’)
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And:

Your incredible shrinking
language
has no zero. [ still exist

the errand-boy in jeopardy;
at midnight charges cease.
(‘31/12/927)

The closer 1 looked for the Old
Bogey the more surprised I was i its
presence. In fact my initial trepidation
regarding Mengham's vangardism has
been almost entirely displaced by an
appreciation of its heritage and an
understanding of its situation within
western European history. I can see
that the unsung of the volume'’s title is
engaged in an aesthetic project not
unlike the philosophic projection of
Derrida. I can also see that the heritage
within which Mengham's work is
embedded is very specific, and this
causes his stance to be one insightful
to observe but, for non-Europeans,
one difficult to follow.

John Mateer
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