






































































































































































































































































o b . ' n wolloce-ciobbe 

Talking too much about images is a human problem, and conversation 
developed out of our response to conversation pieces—be they rocks, low flying 
birds or paintings by the late Fred Williams—are, among unequals, unequal 
exchanges; drifting into a certain onesidedness they become informal lectures. 
Recognition of the fact that we are not all equal to the task of holding forth when 
standing in front of a work of art does not carry with it necessary acceptance of the 
idea that we may not be equally affected by the work. Experience across the range 
of human activities might indicate that, as with everything else, with art the more 
said the less felt the response seems to become. Okay, but it is nice that we discuss 
the arts. Yet does it follow that there should be groups of people in universities who 
have formed departments to cover what used to be the casual interest of people in 
the street? The question gets teeth when such departments devalue the experience 
of art, mess up the area with casual, misunderstood borrowings from other 
disciplines, fog it up with obscurantist mystification. And then a kind of orthodoxy 
takes hold, and certain families of thought become centred, theologised—if that's a 
word—and the twin ideas that we do not know and of this we cannot speak come 
to be regarded as indicators of weakness. 

It is possible that we humans devised those arts that lead us away from language 
because we knew that mind function requires rest from words. Our species 
anticipated that, as we awoke from the big sleep and our sub-language formed 
consciousness became captivated by the tool, language, we would be driven 
boringly mad by language's ever narrowing thought constructions. That we have the 
remnants of the visual arts might be taken as evidence of a collective—if 
appropriately unstated—desire for a retreat from language structured thought. 

Writing in the late 1930s, John Rothenstein, on his way to becoming director 
of London's Tate Gallery observed: 'New creeds, both Right and Left, are 
crystallising into rigid orthodoxies which call for stricter conformity than has been 
known for generations. Even in literature and the arts, notwithstanding the 
intensely individualistic character of the European tradition, a trend towards 
conformity is clearly apparent'. Of course, he was writing at a moment when an 
ideological stand-off was hurrying the European world towards disaster. The 
curious thing is, however, that pattems of conformity characterised the arts ever 
since that time, in other words right through the heyday of art history departments 
and beyond up to now. 
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REVIEWS 

Marion Halligan, Collected Stories, 

UQP, 1997, 545 pp, $18.95. 

A politician's daughter 

Was accused of drinking water 

And was fined a great big fifty dollar 

bill... 

There's an awful lot of coffee in Brazil. 

This silly song was playing in my head 

as I listened to Marion Halligan 

speaking at a seminar on Henry 

Handel Richardson in the National 

Library last April. I quickly realized 

why this was so. There are an awful lot 

of writers in Canberra. Nonetheless, to 

have lived in Canberra for over two 

years—as I had at that time—without 

having read any Marion Halligan was, 

I feared, tantamount to a chargeable 

offence for anyone of literary 

pretensions. 

Marion Halligan exudes good 

sense when she talks. One of the 

remarks she made on the occasion just 

alluded to was that many people 

assume that it's 'easier' to read short 

stories than it is to read a novel, when 

in fact the reverse may be true. I agree. 

I tend to choose to read novels rather 

than have my concentration 

interrupted by the stopping and 

starting of a collection of short fiction. 

Nonetheless, when offered Halligan's 

Collected Stories for review, I was 

delighted to take the opportunity to 

explore a range of this very popular 

writer's work. 

Collected Stories is comprised of 

the contents of two previously 

published collections—The Living 

Hothouse and The Hanged Man in the 

Garden—along with other stories 

variously arranged under the headings 

'Continuing...', 'Microstories', and 

'HereBeUnicoms'.Variouscharacters 

reappear across the collection, and 

certain predominant themes emerge. 

A number of stories focus on 

female discontentment. In the 

opening story, 'Pity the Dumb Beast', a 

young wife makes small futile 

attempts to defend herself against her 

husband's ingenious manipulations of 

her, 'She felt like a pretty mouse with 

pinky blonde fur caught in a treadmill 

of her own heedless construction [,,,],' 

(11) The middle-aged schoolteacher 

protagonistof'Remember the Rug'has 

to contend, not only with her 

impending mastectomy, but also with 

the prurient gossip of the schoolgirls 

who have somehow leamed of it. In 

one of my favourite stories in the 

collection, 'A Whiff of Brimstone', a 

bored wife relocated in New Zealand 

embarks on an affair with a younger 
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man. She is "punished' for her 
transgression but, just as the reader 
fears the worst, the trajectory swerves 
into comedy. 

For the most part, the wives in 
this collection tend to be the victims of 
their husbands' infidelity, rather than 
the reverse. The character of Frances 
appears in a number of stories— 
'Lunch', 'BlueFomications', and 'Sea 
Walk'—changing from an eager 
nineteen year old into an embittered 
woman in her thirties, waiting for her 
husband to make a choice between her 
and his mistress. In 'Perilous Seas', a 
painter, Kitty, is devastated when her 
husband leaves her for his post­
graduate student, who has long been 
the beneficiary of Kitty' s hospitality. In 
the story immediately following, 
however, the girl's banality appears to 
drive the errant husband back to his 
wife, and there is a happy ending, with 
the family reconciling over pizza. 

There are a number of bastard 
males in this book—such as the smug 
priapic Jack of 'The Oak Bed', and the 
loathsome Dr, Mannion, archetypal 
English-professor-as-sexual-harasser 
in 'The Writing on the Wall', One of 
the most chilling tales I have read in a 
long time is 'Onze Lieve Vrouw', in 
which a tourist in Bruges follows and 
rapes a woman who, years earlier, had 
been the model for a painting of the 
Virgin Mary, The story incisively 

epitomises the old dual absolutist 
perception of women as Madonnas or 
whores, 

Halligan does, however, offer a 
nice balance of representation, Sybil, 
the ultimately impotent victim of Dr, 
Mannion and the system which 
protects him, reappears in several 
other stories as the figure who is 
arguably the least sympathetic of all 
the female characters in the collection, 
'Paternity Suit' is told from the 
perspective of Gerry, a youth who 
unwittingly impregnates Sybil during 
a one-night stand. When he discovers 
that he is to become a father, all his 
instincts are to act against his own best 
interests by marrying Sybil and 
supporting the child. Sybil, however, 
refuses to allow him a role in the 
baby's life and disappears, leaving him 
disconsolate. 

As if to offset the numerous 
problematic or problem-ridden 
characters in the collection, the figure 
of Martha Ambrose serves as a point of 
stability. Frances's happily married 
sister Martha is occasionally in danger 
of seeming to manifest complacency, 
in the harmonious domestic contexts 
in which she appears. I tend to prefer 
Halligan's surteal side rather than her 
representations of 'ordinary' life— 
'Like a Kiss', for instance, is a 
wonderfully clever take on the Gothic 
theme of the feared yet revered body 
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of the dead mother. 

One couldn't review this book 

without referring to Halligan's evident 

enjoyment of descriptions of food. 

That I can't read any of her depictions 

of meals without a minatory clanging 

of the gall bladder is evidence of my 

fallibility, not hers. It is with envy that 

I read of her characters' consumption 

of shellfish, 'Each [of which] has to be 

separately sucked for its tiny gobbet of 

flesh. And then the juice spooned and 

mopped with bread.' (299); or 'a 

rather Italian menu of pancakes 

stuffed with spinach, then slices of 

veal in a sauce of sweetbreads and 

pistachio nuts and cream, with wood-

oven bread and a salad, Gorgonzola 

cheese and spicy Provolone, and a 

very rich chocolate dessert called 

torrone molle'. (246) Would that I 

inhabited a world in which such vast 

quantities of wine could be drunk 

with impunity, as Halligan's 

characters do. 

My quibbles are small and few. 

Halligan characteristically joins whole 

sentences with commas, and I don't 

know if this is deliberate, in order to 

effect a conversational style, or by 

default. In several places, a spellcheck 

has left 'comer' for what should appear 

as 'comer'. The book as a whole 

affords a variety of pleasures and 

invites lingering reflection. 

When she was launching Gail 

Jjones' Fetish Lives at the Canberra 

Wordfest in March, Halligan observed 

that one sign of a good writer is that 

her stories inspire others to want to 

write their own stories. It is a 

compliment which is as apposite for 

Halligan herself. 

Heather Neilson 

Barbara Blackman, Glass After 

Glass: Autobiographical Reflections 

Viking, $39,95 (hardback). 

In a whimsical early narrative on self-
identity and physical surroundings, 
Barbara Blackman describes her 
nomadic and fragmented existence in 
terms of the presence, or absence, of 
inanimate objects; chairs, tables, beds, 
houses become essential, although 
transitory, components of the human 
drama. But despite this awareness of 
the links between psychic and 
physical spaces, she argues: "In forty 
years I have had some twenty 
homes,,,, I have leamt neither to grow 
gardens nor to own furniture,,,, [but 
it] is the people in my life that have 
seemed to have permanence and to 
whom I have seemed to belong,,," 
This recognition of the importance of 
relationships to a sense of self, and a 
fervent belief in the ephemeral and 
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essentially unimportant nature of 
material objects, underpins 
Blackman's recent autobiographical 
narrative, Glass After Glass . 

For Blackman, human relation­
ships are the most tangible revelation 
of a life well-lived, but they do not 
displace inanimate objects as the sole 
source of existential meaning. 
Following James Olney's influential 
theory of autobiographical narrative, 
Blackman draws upon conventional 
images of ordinary objects and 
reconfigures them as 'metaphors of the 
self and (significant) others, Olney 
argued from a Jungian standpoint that 
the self is unable to be 
comprehended—that is, it cannot be 
rendered in language—except 
through the representation of various 
objects, "shapes and forms, people, 
movement, expressive gestures" which 
"only exist" as they "relate" to the self 
A sense of self-history, and an 
accompanying feeling of belonging, is 
articulated by Blackman through 
memories of her friends and family; 
their laughing and crying, working 
and playing, is written into a palpable 
re-existence against the backdrop of a 
series of homes and gardens, in such 
places as London, Paris and Sydney, 
The materiality of human existence 
prompts the questions here: How do 
we 'know' ourselves and each other? 
How do we make sense of our lives 

when, many years later, all that may 
remain of events or people is the 
fleeting memory of a conversation, a 
scrawled letter, or a gnarled table that 
once carried a birthday feast? Or, as in 
Blackman's case, how can a life be 
rendered in language when one of the 
major senses is absent? Surely, that 
would make any representation of it 
'incomplete'. Questions of memory, 
language and artistic representation 
lure the reader into Blackman's mind 
and past; it is a fascinating "archae­
ological dig" into the self, and all the 
more remarkable for her evocative and 
visually expressive prose. 

Yet I must admit that when I came 
to Blackman's book, she was virtually 
unknown to me. Oh yes, I mminated, 
the blind 'artist's wife', a consort of the 
talented and famous, but perhaps not 
as interesting as those with whom she 
associated. And those associates are a 
veritable role-call of Australian artistic 
and literary endeavour; Charles 
Blackman (of course), Judith Wright, 
the Boyds, Joy Hester, Sunday Reed, 
John Percival, Barry Humphries, Brett 
Whiteley,,,, The list is lengthy, and the 
expected amusing anecdotes about 
each person abound. But a reader 
expecting a voyeuristic thrill at 
intimate, or embartassing, detail 
might be disappointed. For example, 
there is Blackman's first meeting with 
Arthur Boyd—he, John Percival and 
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Charles burst in on her while she is 
bathing in an old tin tub, but Boyd 
merely extends a "gentlemanly" hand 
(145), However, this peek behind the 
scenes is offset by a curious opacity, 
perhaps linked to the brevity of much 
,of the prose. Surprisingly, Charles is 
mentioned only sporadically and 
perhaps not in as much detail as we 
might expect. Apart from a short 
section on their meeting and early 
days together—"If you are genuine 
sincere lovers going faithful", his 
mother tells Barbara, "you'd better 
come home and live here" (129)—he 
occasionally slips into the namative as 
a stringy little figure who is so 
dedicated to his art that he spends 
fourteen or more hours a day at his 
studio. The horror of Barbara's 
encroaching, and irreversible, blind­
ness is encapsulated in a doctor's 
misplaced and ironic words of 
sympathy: "God takes away one gift 
and gives another. You have a most 
beautiful smile" (101), 

While the anecdotes are certainly 
interesting and often, quite funny, the 
effect that the narrative gives overall is 
self-reflective and contemplative, 
Blackman's provision of a modicum of 
the expected artistic gossip seems to 
be motivated by a desire to understand 
the self through relationship, Joy 
Hooton, the Australian critic of 
women's autobiography, uses Nancy 

Chodorow's theory of female 
psychological development to argue 
that female identity is essentially 
connected with others; the paradox is 
that autobiography, in its traditional 
sense at least, has been seen as a 
discourse of individualism. So, 
Hooton argues, when women write 
about the self, they may seem to be 
writing about relationships. We leam 
about Blackman through her 
depictions of her relationships with 
various significant people in her life. 

Although a generic technicality, a 
narrative concemed with 'exterior' 
events and people is deemed to be a 
memoir, while a nartative attempting 
to represent the truths of the self is 
categorised as autobiography. Glass 
After Glass , however, unsettles these 
neat boundaries and shifts the focus 
from self to other and back to self. 
Organised in an episodic and only 
vaguely chronological order, the text 
occasionally devotes entire chapters to 
reminiscences of a friend. In 
particular, the chapter about 
Blackman's friendship with Joy Hester 
('Portrait of a Friendship'), which 
includes details of Hester's illness and 
death, is poignant but never intrusive. 
Sometimes the allusions are relatively 
oblique; a letter to Blackman's 
daughter, Christabel, opens; "You had 
your fourth birthday in winter in a 
London house [and your] Australian 
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godmother, poet, sent you her latest 
collection, a book of poems about 
birds,,,. Your father and his two 
English poet mates went to moum the 
death of the wife of one, burst free 
from her bell jar" (359), 

Many of the chapters of the text 
have been published elsewhere in 
slightly different forms, or performed 
as radio talks, and the cobbling-
together of them into an 
autobiography adds to the diasporic 
and discontinuous overall feel of 
Blackman's life. In this way, the art of 
the text is mimetic of the life. 
Moreover, the prologue ('The 
AutobiographicalArchaeologicalDig') 
explicitly foregrounds the auto­
biographical process. Rather than the 
'tmth'—in a sequential, ordered, 
progressive series of complete 
memories seemingly tumbling from 
the writer's mind onto the page -
Blackman presents us with fissures 
arid inconsistencies, and exposes the 
inherent problematics in self/life 
writing, 'On First Looking into 
Blackman's Home Life' is the titie of, 
perhaps, the definitive chapter of the 
book. Elicited by a visit to a Charles 
Blackman retrospective in Melboume 
in 1993, the section consists of an 
evocative series of images, each of 
them corresponding to one of her 
husband's paintings. When entering 
the gallery, Blackihan is urged to view 

the collection in a strict sequence, "to 
gain the full effect of the artist's 
development". It is a "[w]alk through a 
life" and the paintings are "stills from 
an autobiography" (314), Later, in the 
chapter entitied 'Transparencies', 
Blackman ruminates that "... past and 
,,, present [were] seen in the light of 
each other, ,,, change and ,,, 
continuity took shape in our minds" 
(382), It is this 'shaping' of a series of 
disparate experiences into a coherent 
whole which Blackman both resists 
and desires, and which gives the 
narrative its rhetorical power. But 
despite her recognition of the 
artificiality of the autobiographical 
project, Blackman's legacy to us is 
acceptance and understanding of what 
has been, of herself, and also of that 
which is still possible. And, yes, I 
realise I've hardly mentioned 
B lackman' s visual' impairment'; that is 
because neither does she. As she 
argues: "Sometimes, being blind, I 
expect to be invisible. Sometimes, 
being blind, I see what is invisible" 
(398), Glass After Glass is a self-
metaphor which is testimony to this 
extraordinary gift, 

Lydia Wells 
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Gillian Mears, Collected Stories, 
University of Queensland Press, 400 
pp, $17,95, 

Passion is the defining word to 
describe this venture: of collecting 
(and selecting) the stories so far 
published by tiie acclaimed and still 
young fiction writer, Gillian Mears. To 
start with it is such an attractive 
package: all of those stories, some that 
you may have missed even if you had 
been following Mears; a substantial 
volume with reasonable paper quality 
and a glorious cover in the signature 
style of UQP's collected things. 

It is a good chance after Mears' 
success with her recent novel The 

Grass Sister to retum to her first two 
books and to present most, but not all 
of these stories. There has been some 
consideration of what has to go, those 
works that don't stand up against 
time. And to follow it with very recent 
work alongside, so that they can be 
read as a progression of a writer's 
ideas. These new stories, called that, 
have been published in an incredible 
range of places, but mostly in 
anthologies that are cunently so 
popular: theme projects that tackle 
sexuality, erotics, particular family 
relationships, the idea of taking 
stylistic risks. 

Back to passion: the stories 
themselves are soaked in passion, in 

awakenings of passion through sex 
and love, of retrospective grapplings 
with memory, with childhood, with 
the business of family and community 
life. It was a terrific reading experience 
for me to retum to the early stories in 
the light of their new ordering and 
what has come afterwards. They were 

stronger in my estimation this time 
around: full of careful description, a 
quite exquisite and delicate attention 
to language, to the nuances of the 
spoken word. 

"Git any diseases over there?" 
His mother lights up a smoke. 
She uses the method in vogue a 
million years ago: clamping the 
end -with a bobby pin to avoid 
nicotine stains on her fingers. 

"Hmm, we did. Jay had a really 
bad time with hepatitis in 
Madras. Went yellow." Greta 
sighs, full of a kind of disbelief as 
she touches the hairs on his arms. 

"Didn't know you could get 
hepatitis in the arm." 

Jay watches his mother 
trickling ash into the folds of her 
dress. 

"No," says Greta. "It wasn't in 
the arm." 

"In the bum then, was it?" 
"Christ, Else." He has never 

called her Mum. "No! It was just 
plain old hepatitis. Gets the liver 
if it gets anything." 

"No need to swear, Jakie. Just 
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asking. Here. Settle down. Have a 
bit of cake." 
(from "The Hundredth Island" 
from Fineflour) 

According to the older woman, the 
younger woman's love-making is such 
that she is going to make an engraving 
of the flicking lines and wavering 
pleasures that course through the 
aftemoons they spend together. When 
the older woman says this, the 
younger woman, who is one of the 
early moming horse-riders through 
Centennial Park, shuts her eyes. She 
leans back in the sun-speckled arms of 
the engraver, (From "Miss Lamp") 

And more passion: the recent 
stories all play and tease out the 
tensions of a confessional mode. They 
are blunt: that is the best way I can 
think of to describe and celebrate 
them; it is by no means a dis­
paragement. One of the things that is 
happening in this suite of stories, that 
can be read as connected, is an 
establishment, a re-making in a way, 
of identity. Each narrator who takes us 
through the terrain of these ten stories 
is a lesbian, and her lesbian identity is 
absolutely central to the way that she 
sees the world and is in it. 

The namative voice, too, has 
enough common qualities and interest 
to let me imagine that it is coming 
from the one source; the inclusion of 

an autobiographical story about 
sisters, "The Childhood Gland", 
somehow allows this sort of unified 
approach. These stories are about 
lesbian desire, about being with 
another woman, about the world out 
there that isn't lesbian and that 
marginalises this desire. There is 
plenty that is confronting in these 
stories because Mears is writing 
lesbian desire into the world, doing it 
explicitly, without masking devices, 
without niceties. Not that she has ever 
been a writer interested in niceties, as 
far as I can see. The everyday horror of 
pain and losses is everywhere in her 
fiction from the start, as is an often 
disarming boldness in writing about 
sex and the world of sensual pleasures. 

It is the way that Gillian Mears 
uses language that excites me most. 
With a certain poise, she is gentie and 
complicated when she describes small 
towns and family life, animals and 
developing children, the landscape 
and bodies and love, and simple and 
straightforward joy. Gillian Mears has 
a substantial body of work behind her 
already, and she is still in her early 
thirties. This volume comes with a 
fulsome recommendation. 

Terri-anne White 
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John Mateer, Anachronism, 

Fremande Arts Centre Press, 96 pp. 

$16.95. 

James Taylor, ed., Boxkite: Afoumal 

of Poetry & Poetics, Sydney: The 

Poetics Foundation, Inc., 1997, 311 

pp, subscription: $20,00 (individual), 

$35,00 (institution), 

I must confess that John Mateer writes 

poetry after my own heart. Poetry that 

is personal without being pretentious, 

playful without being ghb, and 

socially engaged without sliding into a 

morass of well-meaning sentiment. 

There is a quality of straightness in his 

writing that is both refreshing and 

endearing, Mateer is no cafe scribbler 

or modish neo-bohemian. He writes of 

freeways, suburbs and sex. He writes 

about Indonesian villages, 

bodysurfing and camping trips in the 

South West, He writes about 

girlfriends, and sisters, and fathers. 

Inside his poetry are the minute 

moments of pain and pleasure in 

everyday life and the thomy 

practicalities of reconciliations. He has 

also written, to my knowledge, the 

first ever poem about MuUalloo, 

As a Perth poet, Mateer does not 

shy away from local political 

minefields. The brewery site, Yagan's 

head, and the Port Headland 

detention facility all feature in his 

poems. He speaks with the frankness 

of an outsider and the ambivalent 

certainty of an eavesdropper. In fact, 

Mateer's poetry plays with speaking 

positions, with identities and voices: 

I'm in a small room with a 
German woman 

whose friend's child fell into his 
Death from an Egyptian pyramid 

I'm in my kitchen reciting an 
Afrikaans lyric 

by the woman who dro-wned 
herself in Three Anchor Bay 

I'm polyrhythmic on this balcony 
observing the sky darken violet 

sinking into evening ,.. 
('When I'm Called "A Human" ...' 
83) 

One of Mateer's favourite images is the 

jellyfish, and there is a floating, 

omnivorous quality to the poetry. 

Snatches of conversation, half-realised 

scenes from parties and pubs, chunks 

of hackneyed media-speak, Afrikaans 

and Aboriginal English, opinions, the 

sounds of birds and insects, tracks in 

the sand, construction sites, all merge 

and refract through his writing. 

However, these shards of language 

and image collide with an intensely 

personal 'voice' and a fiercely 

embodied subjectivity. This creates an 

intriguing dissonance between the 

poet as language jellyfish, and the poet 

as scribe of lived experience. 
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I keep thinking of the word 'love' 
at least it's a respite, not like 
this day that reiterates itself, 

seeps 
through birdsong and the 

serrated reeds in the 
swamp that we can't see from 

your 
window even though we know 

it's there. 
(The Common' 20) 

As this reverie reveals, Mateer is also a 

poet for the young and young at heart. 

There is a certain gen-x restlessness, 

slightiy angry, intent on honesty, but 

not afraid of being sensitive or serious 

or even sentimental. 

For all of Mateer's shuffling of 

cultural masks, his poetry retains a 

locatedness, a grounding (albeit 

complex and dynamic) in both place 

and body. 

By contrast, Boxkite : Afoumal of 

Poetry & PSetics seems somehow to 

condense from the transnational 

poetic ether. Boxkite is in fact, a 

Sydney based project, edited by the 

evidentiy visionary, James Taylor, who 

is pictured in the book's final pages in 

overalls and a distinctly Whitman-

esque cloud of hair. It is published by 

the 'The Poetics Foundation, Inc.' This 

oddly corporate title hides a 

community peopled by founders of 

poetry joumals and poetry publishing 

houses, by performance artists and 

professors, editors and curators, 

painters, playwrights, and (of course) 

poets, lots and lots of poets. One 

contributor, Javant Biarujia, 'is the 

inventor of a private language called 

Taneraic', and at times, I felt that this 

book was partly written in Taneraic, a 

cryptic private language that mixed 

confessional mysticism with jargon-

heavy descriptive science. In his short 

article, 'TheLogosDiscursus,' Biarujia 

begins by suggesting that 

'metempsychosis ... has formulated a 

Pavlovian/Learyite"erotopsychedelia" 

against the urinal arcs of writing' 

(144), before concluding: 'The protein 

of gp 120 [Ra = 201] functions as a key 

[ankh] to the phallic [benben] sun' 

(145). Is this Taneraic or simply an 

exercise in what Douglas Barbour 

terms 'resistant articulation' (89)? 

Boxkite , you see, is not just a 

journal of poetry but of 'poetics'. 

'What,' asks RachelBlauDuPlessis, 'is 

the fundamental activity of poetry? 

What irreducible quality can we agree 

upon?' (35). Poetry is about 

'segmentivity' and 'seriality' says 

DuPlessis, and argues convincingly for 

this case. But the poems in Boxkite — 

the grafitti-like spray of Susan Howe, 

for instance, or the maddeningly small 

type and spiralling lines of Charles 

Olson—appear to repudiate segments 

and serials at every tum. In fact, 

DuPleissis' question about the 
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'irreducible quality' of poetry seems to 

somewhat miss the point. I feel more 

comfortable witii Tom Leonard's 

football inspired answer in '100 

Differences Between Poetry and 

Prose': 'If you dribble past five 

defenders, it isn't called sheer prose' 

(180). The beauty of Boxkite is the 

kaleidoscopic manner in which poetry 

is performed, defined, defended, 

asserted, and exemplified. There is no 

common thread, other than the simple 

acknowledgement by the participants 

diat they are poets. They belong to 

what Wittgenstein would have called 

the 'family' of poets, and their writing 

to the family of poetry. 

Although I would reject the idea 

that an 'irreducible quality' might 

unite poetry, it is possible to detect in 

Boxfeite certain trends in ex­

perimentation. One project seems to 

be a reassertion of the physicality of 

words. Armand Shwemer, for 

instance, describes his twenty five year 

'engagement with the possibility of an 

unmediated relationship with 

language' (8), and how his poetic 

'tablets' seek the clay-like plasiticity of 

cuneiform. Carl Rakosi observes that a 

'box shape' poem, 'gave a boxed-in 

feeling,' and that long, vertically 

rectangular poems were prone to 

appear 'constipated and puritanical' 

(250). Poetry, Rakosi goes on to argue, 

has a music-like abstraction, and he 

sees it in abstract terms of sound and 

space, in which representation is a 

side-feature. 

One outcome of the project to 

render language physical is the 

substitution of words for word-like 

tilings.RuarkLewis' '6Texts' isaseries 

of white inscriptions on black sheets. 

The marks look like some form of 

script (Arabic, Thai, Cambodian?) but 

may of course be simply linear 

pattems of sequentially similar shapes. 

In Michael Basinski's '3 Sound Texts', 

handwritten letters merge alphabet-

soup style with numerical graphs and 

abstract squiggles in ways that 

resemble the doodling of people while 

on the phone or in lectures or 

meetings. Is the drone of conversation 

the 'sound' of these poems, or is this 

the pure strains of a Taneraic song? 

However, the experimental flights 

that Boxkite launches are anchored by 

poems and articles that are more 

conventionally representational. 

Geraldine McKensie's beautiful poem 

'Instructions for Fellatio', leaves both 

little and lots to the imagination. The 

metaphors are both fluid and precise 

and the physicality of the language 

seems not to need any typographical 

tricks; 

Be the sea 
lapping smooth all edges. 
Be its inhabitants, fish mouth 
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popping 
opalescence, easy in every 

nuance 
of rhythm. Surface at last 
to where his face floats, 
calm and beautiful. (156) 

Stylish and intriguing critical essays 

are also provided, such as in Martin 

Harrison's 'Rodin'sEar' (269), or Kris 

Hemensley's 'New British Poetry, with 

a Pinch of Salt' (280). 

Boxkite is a beautifully packaged 

joumal in which experimental poetry 

bumps happily against theoretical 

tracts and determined (and at times 

incomprehensible) poetic mani­

festoes. It is, ultimately, a language 

lover's book, and in the most literal 

sense, a book-lover's book. Love is 

perhaps too gentle a word. Boxkite is 

for those who enjoy the feel of books, 

enjoy touching them, evaluating the 

way the text sits on the page, 

considering the play of 'white space', 

sniffing the paper, touching the cover 

to the cheek, holding it near to the eye 

and then holding it far away, and then 

holding it near again. This is a book to 

be savoured in the most sensual of 

ways. If you love poetry, buy this book 

and share.your love with others. If you 

think you might like poetry, but are a 

littie uncertain, buy Boxkite and have 

at least some of your doubts dispelled. 

And if you hate poetry, I suggest you 

still buy it, because this is a 

publication that will test your resolve, 

an oddly wondrous gift from the good 

citizens of Planet Poetry. 

Tony Hughes-D'Aeth 
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