








































































































































































































































































































































































































resalind dixon

“Hello, Tommy,” I smile at him from under my fringe.

“Hello, Virginia.”

“I brought you this.” T offer him the cool, yellowish pear. “I thought we could
maybe eat one together.”

“Is this the forbidden flesh?” He looks at me very hard, but his lips are
twitching.

“No, not really. It's the wrong season for peaches.”

“So, it's not a peach. There’s still something very Freudian about a pear,
Virginia.”

“What's Freudian?”

“God, hasn't Dr. de Gres told you about your Freudian complexes and
neuroses?”

“No. He just makes me write things on bits of paper.”

“What sort of things?” Tommy peers at me from behind his rimless glasses.

“Words like ‘anxiety’.”

“What do you think he’d make me write?” He is smiling now, quite wickedly. 1
hesitate before answering.

“Fat.” Tommy's eyes dilate momentarily, like a cat with its back arched in fear
Soon, though, he is laughing gently.

“So if T write ‘fat’ on lots of bits of paper, I'll be both thin and sane?”

“It hasn't worked for me, Tommy. You could always try, but I think you're
pretty thin, anyway, and 1 like you even il you're crazy.” I start to feel warm in the
face.

“1 like you too, Virginia Milbank. And 1 will eat a pear with you.” He lifts the
fruit to his mouth and closes his eyes. Somewhere inside him there’s a boy who
wants to eat, but all I see is a skeleton with rimless glasses, who can't bear the sight
of food He takes a very slow, tentative bite, and then spits out the pear, as if it were
choking him. He puts it dewn looking tired and apologetic.

“I'm sorry, Virginia. [ can't today. But someday soon, I promise.” 1 nod and
smile, but to my shame, [ feel warm, salty tears pricking. Tommy is going to die.
“Why don't 1 try the forbidden flesh, instead?” He is smiling mischievously again.

“But they didn’t have any peaches,” [ protest mournfully. And slowly, he raises
himself up, and unhooks the drip from its stand. He swings his legs over the edge
of the bed, and stands shakily before me. Then he walks over and kisses me on the
lips, very gently, but deep enough that I can taste pear on his breath. “I'm told they
grow all year round in Narnia,” he whispers, blowing softly into my ear.
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Barbara Brooks with Judith Clark,
Eleanor Dark: A Writer's Life. Pan
Macmillan Australia, 1998. 504pp,
$39.95.

This biography of Eleanor Dark
(1901-1985), the fust of any
substance, will appeal to a wide range
of readers. For those with scholarly
interests it offers an abundance of
factual material on both the author
and the historical context in which she
wrote. The biography makes extensive
use of written archival resources and
oral histories and is meticulously
referenced. For the non-scholarly
reader, who has enjoyed Eleanor
Dark's novels and wishes to discover
more about the author, it breaks the
barrier of seclusion which has always
surrounded Eleanor Dark.

The biography does not follow a
linear chronology.  Rather like
Eleanor's modernist novels of the
1930s, the story weaves back and
forth in time. Its style of presentation
is discursive; it fuses together multiple
events, past, present and future to
recreate the historical moment. These
narrative features appear with some
intensity in the opening chapter of the
biography. Eleanor's story begins
amidst a kaleidoscope of details. She is
just days away from her thirteenth
birthday. It is early August 1914. Her
mother has been ill since May. In May

reviews

the forces of war were building up in
Europe and suffragettes petitioned the
King in London. In the previous
months Eleanor and her brothers
enjoyed a carefree existence in the
home of an aunt in a harbourside
suburb of Sydney. On 4 August 1914,
Britain declared war on Germany and
changed the lives of millions of people
in Europe and Australia. Two days
later, her mother died and Eleanor's
childhood came to an end.

The story moves back to trace
Eleanor's  genealogy, details the
tensions and financial insecurity of her
childhood, and then moves forward to
her marnage in February 1922 to Eric
Dark, medical practitioner, and twelve
years her senior.

Eleanor's writing career began in
the early days of her marriage. The
biography gives a strong impression
that Eleanor's writing was of mutual
importance to Eleanor and her
husband; he provided her with the
financial and emotional security
essential to her creativity but “here
was something about her creativity
that freed something in Eric” (64)
Much of the biography concerns Eric
as much as Eleanor. It tells of Eric's
protective attitude towards her. At one
point the biography suggests control:
“Eric as Svengali” (216}, but then asks,
“where would she have been without
that support” (217)? Osmar White
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told the authors that Eric “recognised
her talent and did what he could to see
that she was not upset, discommoded
by people coming in and creating
about something or other” (216). Even
so, Eleanor's letters and diary entries
constantly complain of the drain on
her time and energy because her first
responsibility was always domestic
duties, child care and answering the
doctor's phone. She stated: “My
writing has always been done as a
spare-time job” (107).

The biography's recreation of
Australia's cultural environment from
the 1930s to the early 1950s gives a
significant role to the network of
writers centred on Nettie Palmer. It
quotes Marjorie Barnard's statement
that the group “saw themselves as the
first generation of professional writers
in Australia.” (420). They had a sense
of mission, they wanted to establish an
egalitarian  and  lively  Australian
culture separate from imperial Britain.
This group was working in the social
realist rather than the modernist
narrative style. Eleanor received their
support but was always on the
periphery of this group. Nettie
regarded Eleanor's modernist novels
of the 1930s as rather “magaziney”.
The biographers agree that Eleanor's
plots seem to have been learned in her
magazine-story phase of the 1920s;
they are a blend of the popular and the
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literary.

But the biography sees Eleanor as
very much in contact with the
consciousness of the time. At the end
of the 1930s she turmed to
documentary ficion and a more
traditional narrative style in The
Timeless Land (1941). This was the
first novel of her trilogy based on the
early days of white settlement in
Australia. It introduced to “a novel
reading audience an idea of Australian
history as oppositional, in tune with
the radical nationalisms of the 1940s”
(375). It inspired the first generation
of professional Australian historians.
In 1963 Manning Clark sent Eleanor a
copy of his A Short History of Australia,
stating that “if there is any value in the
work at all this comes in part from the
inspiration in reading The Timeless
Land” (427). The trilogy was placed on
the reading lists of schools and
universities, and a compressed version
was televised in the early 1980s.

The biographers attribute the
increasing  social  awareness  in
Eleanor's novels to the influence of
Eric Dark. Eleanor always had an
affinity with socialism, although she
distrusted all political parties. But the
effect of the Depression on the health
of his patients tumed Eric from being
a ‘“social conservative with a
conscience to an activist on the left of
the Labor Party” (106). Eleanor's



socialist characters are partly based on
Eric's ideas. However, the
presentation of Eric's political credo in
the biography gives the impression of
a more profound engagement with
socio-political 1ssues than actually
occurs in Eleanor's novels.

The political views expressed in
Eleanor's The Little Company, and
Eric's activities for the left-wing of the
Labor Party during the second world
war became the basis of charges made
in parliament that they were
communists, or underground
supporters of the communists. The
Darks were ostracised by Katcomba
society, Eric's life was threatened, and
the vendetta against them forced them
to leave Katoomba for a time. The
biography stresses that this was a time
of persecution for many people. “The
Darks' story stands for many stories”
(318). It was against this background
of distrust that the final novels of the
trilogy were produced and essentially
it spelled the end of Eleanor's writing
career. Eric claimed that Eleanor “was
never the same after that time when 1
was threatened” (319).

The biography explores a variety
of subjects: modernism; feminism;
conservation; peolitical and cultural
institutions; the social role of the
writer. It details the Darks' sixty-three
year marriage and tells of their life in
the Blue Mountains. It discusses in
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detail the writing, publishing history,
and reception of all Eleanor's novels.

To date, only one other work on
Eleanor Dark has been produced: A.
Grove Day's bio-critical, monograph,
Eleanor Dark (1976). Day's “Preface”
draws attention to his “opening
chapter, which gives the most
complete biography available” of
Eleanor Dark; it consists of less than a
dozen pages. In the present work
Eleanor is presented in the full
complexity of her life, her works, and
her times. It is an important work of
biography recovering a long-neglected
Australian author and it provides a
valuable resource for the study of
Australian society in transition during
the 1920s to 1950s.

Marion Austin-Crowe
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A Brief History of Toa Payoh and
Other Poems, Koh Buck Song. Impe-
rial Publishing House (Singapore),

85pp.

Koh Buck Song has been for many
years an influential figure in the
Singapare literary community. A
long-standing and well-known book-
reviewer for the Straits Times, and
sometime editor of the literary arts
journal Singa, he is also experienced
in the political world, having worked
on the Singapore Political Desk of
the Straits Times and serving on the
Censorship Review Committee set
up in the early 1990s by the
Singapore Ministry of Information
and the Arts to review (and possibly
liberalise) aspects of censorship
policy. These literary-political link-
ages provide an added interest to this
first collection of his poetry,
containing poems composed over a
decade.

The title poem relers to one of
Singapore’s first housing estates, and
offers a good example of the way in
which the poetry deals with
potentially controversial socio-
political material. The original Tao
Payoh estate “was once a brave new
world” for the island state, its “giant
pigeonholes sky-leoking, / rigid under
morning sun”. Once “a pioneer in its
time”, Tea Payoh has lost the
excitement of its newness and its
children have gone on to become “the

134

mothers and fathers / of Wocdlands,
Pasir Ris” (the newer housing estates).
Old Toa Payoh goes under the
wrecker’s ball and chain, and new
Singapore marches on ... its progress
marked with a sentimental twinge of
regret, but with no note of western
conservationist-style protest.

A great deal of the most popular
contemporary Singaporean writing is
centred upon this “new Singapore”,
and one of the dominant icons to
emerge from such work is the image of
the cosmopolitan, world-travelling
Singaporean. There is a truth and
validity behind this popular image, for
Singaporeans of the 1990s are better-
travelled than their counterparts of
twenty or thirty years ago. They are
also more “cosmopolitan”, but
“cosmopoli-tanism” can mean both a
genuine growth away from
parochialism, or else little more than
superficial westernisation. At its
worst, this “new” side of Singapore is
nothing more than blatant, short-
sighted materialism - the kind of
attitude satirised by Singaporean pop-
musician Dick Lee (the local meld of
Andrew Lloyd Webber and Midnight
Oil's Peter Garrett):

! know I've made it, when on my own
1 can afford a pager plus a cordless
phone.

(from “Rasa Sayang”)



Koh Buck Song writes many
poems based on travel, but his interest
lies genuinely in the world that the
travel reveals. In place of the glib
image of the  globe-trotting
Singaporean jet-setter, he offers a
study of the Singaporean wrestling to
make meaning of the wider (and vastly
larger) world.

“Acropolis Now” (set in
Greece in 1983) opens with the poet
instinctively  comparing  classical
Greek ruins with medem Asian

building programs:

one cannot help but marvel
at marble’s magnificence
when urban renewal pounds
in giddy haste elsewhere

and timber, cement, concrete
crumble

Into time’s sour paste.

Despite the ravages of time, the
Acropolis remains a “hymn” and is still
“resounding” i a “harmony” of
meaningful grace for its beholder. For
the Singaporean traveller, this is
evidence that there are more things in
heaven and earth than can be
encompassed in a strict building-code.
Closer to home, in “Penang Portrait”,
the poet strikes a more lyrical note:

yet here,

harmony thrives,

hope springs nearly eternal,
fragrant as morning

bal kut teh on Gurney Drive.

This is puzzling for the westerner,
but a helpful glossary explains that
“bak kut teh” 1s a dish with pork ribs
cooked in a spicey sauce and eaten
with rice, while Gurney Drive isa long
esplanade where hawkers gather in the
evenings. The sights and sounds and
moods of Penang have drawn the
wanderer’s heart and thoughts ever
closer to home ... but in a way which
gives new value and new perspective
to the concept of “home”.

In many poems there is a
bemused, wrily-sad awareness of the
modern  world’s  irreverence and
insensitivity. The poem “Via
Dolorosa” (set in Jerusalem, 1985)
records that “millions too have walked
this way, / nifty with flash and zoom, /
hungry for postcards and the alloy
cross”; “Going by Giza” takes note of
“camel guides / so hungry for
baksheesh / they would ride their
beasts /through the eye of the needle”;
and in a poem about Dachau,
“backpackers trudge / in loose ranks
through the gate / that still proclaims
another old lie: / ‘arbeit macht frei’.

In the best works, this sense
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of ahenated dislocation is applied
directly to the sights and situations of
Singapore itself:

urban nightfall

skyscrapers in still silence
speckled light patterns
glance off walls of windows
shifting unsteadily

in the moon’s unsteady flow

(“Stained Glass, Marina Bay”)

in the comner,

unfinished sewing:

a coat with buttons loose,
elbows frayed by the daily
grind,

the thread rolled away
leaving a wavy line

from the needle halfway
through its last insertion

(“Thoughts on a Threshold”).

These poems chronicle  the
sensitivity and uneasiness that is
recorded in a fraught, meaning-laden
phrase like “walls of windows”. They
are, in many cases, poems of
reclamation {(usually a reclamation of
the spiritual or personal in the midst
of hard-won prosperity), and one of
the most eloquent and moving pieces
i1s itself titled “Reclamation™
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restlessly we cut

into the soil of our past,
wet with sweat of brow,
the blade of remorse
clanging against the rock of
time

to unearth,

then to pack

scoop after scoop

into the wave-washed shelf
the mud of penitence

for sins long buried

how much more can we extend
the borders of our troubled
turf?

how much longer stall

the incessant, relentless

beat of the ocean’s roar?

van Ikin



Maria's War, Amy Witing, Viking
(Penguin) 1998, $29.95, 254pp.

Amy Witting's new novel, Maria's
War explores the patterns of women's
lives. As with her earlier novel, A
Change in the Lighting, Witting places
her story at a time of change, when her
characters must reflect on and re-
evaluate the present and the past.
Having lost a close friend Erica
Bromley decides to move into a
retirement village, feeling she has
reached the time of life when she
needs other people around her. Here
she meets Maria Meskaitis, a woman
with whom she has some imporiant
things in common in spite of their
different cultural backgrounds and
experiences. Both have been teachers,
both have a sardonic sense of humour
and both enjoy literature and history.
Their  shared
despised by some of their village

interests,  openly
dining companions, create a sense of
camaraderie between them.

Maria and FErica's cautious
attempts to establish [riendship
quickly gain ground as Maria begins to
tell her life story. At her family's
request, Maria has agreed to have her
biography written down. The family
have engaged the services of a young
writer, Neil. But as the passage of
memory widens, Maria finds that
some of her experiences are not easy to

reviegws

reveal. It is through her conversations
with Erica that she begins to explore
these darker memories and as she does
so, Erica discovers other parallels in
their lives. Maria's stories of passing
through Germany during the war are
echoed in the letters she receives from
her young friend and former student,
Margaret, who has a family shadow of
her own to uncover. For Maria, her
journey through her personal history
brings with it a transition, not only
that of her new friendship with Erica,
but also a degree of comiort with her
past and a greater enthusiasm for life.

Although Maria's War is framed
within the historical context of World
War 11, as with Witting's earlier work,
the novel is fairly closely focussed on
the network of human relationships
within her two main characters’ lives.
The community of elderly people
brings with it constant challenges to
tolerance and its routine irritations
provide a counterpoint to the episodes
describing Maria and her husband's
war-tossed adventures.

Ore of the great strengths of Amy
Witting's ~ writing is her close
observation of character, in particular
her ability to create a sense of complex
understanding of even the least
likeable personalities. She creates a
strong sense of the terror and
vulnerability — that  can  distort
behaviour, but she is also pragmatic,
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with a keen eye for human foibles.
Her fiction might be compared to that
of the British author Barbara Pym for
its occasional archness of tone, its
devastating honesty and its acute
reflections on community life.  But,
Witting is also aware of the problem of
difference, whether social or cultural.
Her work, always
sustained by narrative events, is
layered and sharply reflective. The
character of Erica, with her careful
observations, her genteel forays
around the village and her analysis of
those she meets, allows reflections on
life that can be both heart-rending and

comical.

Why this hostility? Tt was
a question she had had
cause to put to herself
before this.

In the pause before the
main  course,  Janice
asked whether Erica had
bought her dress at Chez
Berenice

Erica replied that she
had, without adding that
the next one would come
from St Vincent de Paul.

The silence closed again,
dense and enduring
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Most skilful, however, is the way
Witting weaves the strands of her
narrative together, risking coincidence
to affirm the importance of knowledge
and history, the power of memory and
explanation.

The trope of memory offers
Witting a useful narrative device,
more importantly it also enables her to
explore the ways that memory - and
the avoidance of memory - can
powerfully structure a life. Powerful,
too, is the palpability of Maria's
memorties themselves:

She stopped, because
memory had her off her
feet, helpless in a tide of
sensations. The smell of
that terrible yellow soap,
the grain of the heavy wet
linen under her hands as
she scrubbed and the
hands, stinging with
broken skin ... For these
things there were no
words. She was angry at
her helplessness, lest in
sights and sounds she
could not share with the
young man.

As the story of Maria's war
unfolds it provides both key and
counterpoint to the more
contemporary story of Erica's former
student Margaret. This subplot within
the novel is also a narrative of minute



tensions and puzzlements, with an
emphasis on the bonds and conflicts
between women. In Maria's War it is
the women who carry the history, the
secrets and the clues to understanding
the future and the past.

Stephanie Green

The Chosen, David Ireland. Randem
House Australia, $35 hb, $16.95 pb,
520pp.

The Chosen is David lIreland’s first
novel in a decade; it follows
Bloodfather (1987) and indeed uses the
character Davis Blood who was central
to that earlier work. In Bloodfather
Davis Blood lived in Bellbird Corner
and was very much the Artist as a
Young Man; in The Chosen he is a
mature man living in the southern
NSW community of Lost River.
Having completed his first novel in the
opening pages of The Chosen, he plans
to commence work on a community-
based creative project.

Although  there are  such
continuities between the two novels, it
would be wrong to think of The Chosen
as being simply a “sequel” to
Bloodfather, and equally wrong to
think of it as being particularly linked
with this earlier novel. For those who
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know Ireland’s work well, The Chosen
can be seen to have links with the full
David Ireland
concerns and images which can be
traced back as far as The Flesheaters
(1972) or The Unknown Industrial
Prisoner {1971) and perhaps even ta
[reland’s first novel, The Chantic Bird
(1968).

Davis Blood’s new project is a

oeuvre, reviving

tapestry commissioned by the local
council, designed to commemorate
the lives of fifty-two locals chosen at
random by a computer: “A sample of
the lives of Lost River's present-day
people, a kind of what-it-was-to-be-
them, to go into the history of the
town for as long as the wool and linen
yam, and the town, held together”.
Each life occupies one chapter of the
novel, with snippets of Davis Blood's
own life and concerns sometimes
creeping into the chapters as well.
Thus the bulk of the novel is a
series  of vignettes which offer
extraordinarily compressed accounts
of lives which, though typical and
ordinary, are presented in a way which
makes them unique and comical and
highly individual (sometimes even
grotesquely so). lreland’s grasp of the
social canvas 1s impressively wide-
ranging, canvassing teachers, wives,
delinquent youth, small-time crooks,
layabouts, idealists, and a rapist.
Although Davis Blood, the official
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“weaver”, 15 the narrator and
interpreter of each “life”, the mini-
portraits are dazzlingly varied in their
focus and imagery, and the language is
deliciously authentic in its capture of
the rhythms and idiosyncrasies of
small-town community-talk. In this
sense The Chosen is a funny, poignant,

distortedly postmodemist reflection of-

the dying gasps of one slice of
Australian life.

But the novel is even more
ambitious than this - by far. Davis
Blood is weaving his neighbours and
associates into a complex mosaic
which takes on a meaning greater than
the sum of its individual parts - and
that seems to be what David Ireland is
using The Chosen to do in respect of his
own fictional oeuvre. The “Preface”to
The Unknown Industrial Prisoner - a
“Preface” which is placed six pages
before the novel’s conclusion - spoke
of writing and the summaton of
personal experience in terms of
mosaic:

It has been my aim to
take apart, then build up
piece by piece this
mosaic of one kind of
human life, this galaxy of
painted slides, my bleak
ratio of illuminations .

That was 1971 and those were the
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words of the novel's anonymous
narrator, not the author, but Ireland’s
consistent literary practice over the
ensuing quarter-century has made it
clear that these words can also be
taken as a statement of his own
outlook. It doesnt seem fanciful to
regard Davis Blood's tapestry as a
mosaic of similar kind. But is it really
interweaving pieces of a thirty-year
fictional career?

There are explicit indications that
it is. At the end of Chapter 1 of The
Chosen, Davis Blood talks about “the
part of me which contained a lifetime’s
interwoven desires, experiences and
delayed decisions, and [...] unacted
desires” and he goes on to mention
some “odd souvenirs™:

[One] memento was an
irregular prism of trans-
parent perspex I'd kept
on my desk for decades.
When I first held it hori-
zontally and looked into
it, a piece of theatre
concerning certain flesh-
eaters was being per-
formed, a spectacle that
renewed itsell in  a
different form, with a
new title and fresh cast
each time I picked it up.

This seems to be speaking fairly



clearly of the way that art views and
re-views — and thus synthesises —
familiar material, but for anyone
famuiliar with Ireland’s third novel, The
Flesheaters, there is an even more
explicit connection:

And to my pocket-size
perspex stage. As 1
looked into its crystal
clear interior funny
doubts  elbowed me
sharply in the ribs: had |
been cut walking or had 1
walked into my perspex
prism? Had 1 ever seen
Merry Lands and its
inhabitants  and  their
antics or had I seen it all
on this tiny stage?

Like Lee Mallory, the narrator of
The Flesheaters, Davis Blood is to be
seen as a literary cipher through which
large (and immensely personal)
authorial concerns are mediated. Most
readers may not engage with the novel
on this level, but it seems clear that
Ireland is hoping to take his most
devoted followers on a voyage toward
some form of supra-fiction.

For those who are not in a
position to engage with The Chosen in
this way, there is another layer of
meaning to be confronted. This
involves the connection between
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Davis Blood’s own life and the “lives”
he is creating; it is a rich layer of
concerns about the relationship
between sell and subject, artist and
object, and it casts a postmodernist
question-mark over the nature of the
entire tapestry project. At the simplest
level these concerns are generated by
the novel’s time-frame: Blood has one
year in which to complete his project
... but Chapters 1 and 2 are dated
Septemnber 1 and 2 respectively,
Chapter 55 sees the tapestry hung in
position on August 31st, and Chapter
56 - the final chapter - is dated
September 3. Time that is moved by
conventional fidget wheels is not
necessarily Time in the scheme of this
novel.

Even more significantly, there is
the mystery of the one white baby-
sock. This is another Davis Blood
“memento”, a single baby-sock kept
by his mother when his twin brother
was born dead. Read in light of this
detail, the tapestry can be seen as a
desperately poignant attempt to form
a twin-bond with each and every one
of the 52 chosen citizens ... but the
novel’s finale subverts so simple an
explanation, investing the sock with
the kind of unexpected mythical
potential familiar to those who
remember Alethea Hunt's trans-
formation into a female leopard in the
Epilogue to A Woman of the
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Future,

Very early in his narrative, David
Blood repeats one of his [ather’s
sayings: “You have to get to the end
before you understand the beginning”.
As was the case with Eco’s The Name of
the Rose, the ulumate discovery of
(what appears 1o be) the narrator’s
core concern and purpose serves Lo
disorient and even deconstruct the
whole work:

had I been out walking or
had I walked into my
perspex prism?

Van lkin
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ies at the UNSW, in 1992. He has held a number of exhibitions, both solo or
as part of a group, and currently works from the Gotham Studios, in North-
bridge. AINSLIE ROBINSON has been writing poetry for a number of
years, publishing in various magazines and journals. She is working on a
collection of poems on the theme of collective female experience. KIRSTY
SANGSTER is a Victorian writer. She has been published in numerous lit-
erary journals. RICHARD SOUTHERN is currently finishing year twelve
at Rossmoyne High School. He has won various writing awards and is a
member of the "Brillig" magazine student editorial committee. THUY ON
has spent two thirds of her 25 years with books, theatre and films. Seventy-
five percent of her brain is taken up with trying to figure out how to make a
living from it. ALINA TURNER is in her third year of study in the Bachelor
of Creative Arts at the Victorian College of the Arts and came to the cello re-
cently. JACKLYN WILKINSON is currently a third year student at the
School of Studies in Creative Arts within the VCA, majoring in both creative
writing and theatre studies. JOSH WILSON is a writer of peripatetic ficto-
criticism and the editor-in-chief at In Emergency Press.
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