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that his confusing the real events of his 

life •with their fictional counterparts to 

the extent that he actually believed he 

was lî ving the fiction verges on the 

schizoid. But then autobiography can 

become the ultimate fiction. 

All that aside, for me, he emerges 

from these pages as a tragic figure. 

Someone who might have been 

acclaimed a genius if he had been less 

erratic and irrational. He had a 

formidable intelligence but it was 

completely undisciplined and quite 

anarchic. His epic •vision encompassed 

humanitarian concerns, philosophical 

principles and political arguments yet 

was flawed by ratbag ideas riddled 

with prejudices and inconsistencies, 

including racist elements (while 

espousing a fairer deal for Aborigines, 

he could refer to them as boongs and 

black bastards) sexist opinions (his 

patriarchal diatribes stressed the 

absolute necessity for woman's 

subservience to man in an ideal 

society) and homophobia (at the same 

time his closest and often patently 

sensual friendships were with men). 

His flaws were legion and they are 

recounted with verve but his strengths 

are not treated •with quite so much 

vigour. 

The overall picture remains 

confused and contradictory. The 

problem is, De Groen is also 

identifying the man •with the personae 

he created and even if this only 

confirms what he himself believed, it 

makes it difficult to •view his work in 

an unbiased way. This, I feel, does the 

•writer and his work a disservice. 

Between Capricomia and Poor 

Fellow My Country, the two novels on 

which his reputation finally rests, he 

•wrote Soldier's Women and a 

fictionalised autobiography, 

Disturbing Element, and several shorter 

works including Who Killed my Sadie 

and Me And my Shadow, both 

unpublished and Ubellous. Curiously 

he saw his wife Sadie as his "shadow", 

walking in his footsteps, protecting 

him, promoting him. He expected this 

as his right but did not show the same 

kind of loyalty and support towards 

her. It might be interesting to 

speculate on the role he sought for that 

other shadow, his grotesque 

doppleganger. Was it a mask to hide 

his feelings of inadequacy or an outlet 

for his not inconsiderable histrionic 

flair? 

However much one might abhor 

many of his personal characteristics 

Xavier Herbert's contribution to 

Australian letters is a major one and 

for all his inconsistencies he was 

arguably the first to •write with some 

insight into Aboriginal culture and 

with a genuine attempt to understand 

the problems that have to be faced. 

This biography presents a 
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controversial but diUgently researched 

account of a writer in terms of his 

work (or •visa versa) and like the man 

himself is full of surprises. 

Julie Lewis 

Jennifer Sabbioni, Kay Schaffer 
and Sidonie Smith, eds.. Indige­
nous Australian Voices: A Reader, 
Rutgers University Press, 1998, 
$22.00 (U.S),lviu +311 pp. 
Peter Pierce, The Country of Lost 
Children: An Australian Anxiety, 
Cambridge University Press, 1998, 
$24.95, xvin +211 pp. 

Let no one say the past is dead. 
The past is all about us and 
•within. 

For some reason, I find these 

famous words by Oodgeroo amongst 

the most haunting in our Uterature. In 

saying "our literature" I hope I am 

speaking in the spirit of challenging 

inclusiveness that the 'us' in this poem 

evokes. It is without doubt a troubled 

'us', but retaining common ground is 

at the heart of reconciliation. In her 

preface to this important anthology, 

Nyungar researcher Jennifer Sabbioni 

cites approvingly the words of Marcia 

Langton, who argues that 

AboriginaUty emerges through 

"dialogic exchange" between 

Aborigines and non-Aborigines. 
Indigenous Australian Voices is an 
important contribution to this 
dialogue. 

The book follows in the tradirion 

of a work like Paperbark (UQP, 1990), 

and the pioneering anthology work of 

Kê vin Gilbert. Like any anthology, 

however, Indingenous Australian Voices 

has its parameters. There is certainly a 

focus on poetry and various forms of 

memory •writing, to the exclusion of 

historical or overtly political treatises. 

This might simply reflect the fact that 

these more personalised genres have 

been central to the emergence of 

Aboriginal •writing in the past three 

decades, and particularly so in the 

most recent decade. A more significant 

complaint is that there seems to be a 

concentration on certain key •writers 

— Oodgeroo, Kê vin Gilbert, Jack 

Davis, Sally Morgan, Lionel Forgarty 

— whose work is already quite 

accessible. There would appear to be 

space •within the three hundred pages 

of. this book to include a greater 

number of voices. I was also surprised 

to find no material from •writers of the 

calibre and importance of Mudrooroo, 

Jimmy Chi or Sam Watson. 

Criticising what is included (and 

what is not) is of course de rigueur in 

reviews of anthologies. Far more 

important, are the strengths of this 

coUecrion. The words convey a 
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richness and diversity of 

contemporary Aboriginal experience 

and bring to Ufe a community that is 

diverse, politically engaged, and 

articulate. The differing experiences 

that the Reader collects are 

nevertheless united by the condition 

of Aboriginality, and in many ways 

constitute a record of that ongoing 

dialogue discerned by Langton. 

The •writings are also united by 

the past, in the complex and insistent 

manner that Oodgeroo evokes. 

Nowhere does this connectedness to 

the past emerge more painfully, than 

in the •writings about the stolen 

generation. In his meditative poem, 

"Please mista do'n take me chilen, 

please mista do'n", Errol West •writes 

that "The devastation visited on the 

Aborigine is the holocaust of/ the 

explosion of the nuclear family — in 

our people, the/ family goes on and on 

— it is as endless as we are." The term 

"stolen generation" has already been 

absorbed into the emotionally 

frictionless language of the mass 

media. It takes writing like West's, or 

indeed art like that in the recent 

"Generations" exhibition at the 

University of Westem Australia's 

La^wrence Wilson Gallery, to recharge 

the significance of our past. The 

•victims of the policy of forced 

separation have found an aggregated 

and politically powerful identity 

under the banner of the stolen 

generation, yet in some ways these are 

issues that only come into focus at the 

personal level. 

There appears to me to be a 

sympathy for the stolen generation 

issue in Australia that goes well 

beyond that extended to other 

injustices that indigenous Australia 

has suffered since European 

colonisation. Perhaps it is because we 

are all children, or have been. This 

makes children universally susceptible 

to empathy. It has also made 

childhood the site of •wide-scale 

emotional projection. We search for 

the seeds of where "it all went wrong". 

I never quite understood the myth of 

childhood innocence. Memories from 

my own childhood are enough to 

wam me that children, like adults, are 

as capable of cruelty as they are of 

kindness. But children must bear the 

burden of a lost innocence that goes 

well beyond them. This is the theme 

that lies beneath Peter Pierce's 

intriguing new study. The Country of 

Lost Children: An Australian Anxiety. 

The book has two quite distinct 

parts so I will deal with them 

separately. Part I, "Discovering the 

Lost Child", concerns the second half 

of the nineteenth century, and the 

recurring topos of the lost child in 

stories, plays, paintings and the 

popular press. Readers may be familiar 
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with many of these stories but the 

success of this aspect of the book is the 

way in which Pierce blends the 

interpretive discussion -with the 

broader cultural history of colonial 

AustraUa. At the centre is the issue of 

land. In these stories, the children are 

not lost at sea (Uke Holt), or in the city 

(like Oliver), or in a dream (like Alice), 

they are lost in the 'bush'. One might 

be dismissive of the instinct to 

psychologise social narratives, but 

there is something almost pathological 

about the Australian obsession with 

this story. Indeed, Carmel Bird calls it 

"Lost Chfld Disease". It is a telling 

irony that this story is the exact 

obverse of that told again and again in 

Indigenous Australian Voices, where the 

child is taken from the land. In the 

stories that pepper Part I of Lost 

Children, the chfld is taken by the land. 

For me the most intriguing cases 

touched on in Part I were McCubbin's 

1886 painting Lost (he did others) and 

Lawson's desolate story, rather •wryly 

named, "The Babies in the Bush". 

McCubbin's painting is significant 

because, in contrast to much genre 

painting at the time, it makes its point 

at the level of form. The saplings that 

obscure the chfld speak to me of a 

deeper obscurity. European 

Australians literally cannot see the 

country they live in. Lawson's story is 

important because it relocates a 

projection on to the land to its rightful 

place — •within the psyche. Indeed, 

the mother and father of these lost 

children are called — in true, dark, 

Lawsonian fashion — the Heads. 

Part II, "The Chfld Abandoned", 

concerns the second half of the 

twentieth century and sits in a kind of 

dialogue •with the earlier part. Here 

Pierce broadens his analysis to 

consider a range of stories that 

concern children who are not so much 

lost as, in various ways, •violated. It is, 

of course, harder to be distanced 

about the present. Where the 

nineteenth-century obsession with 

'lost' children leaps conveniently out 

as a neurosis springing from the 

trauma of colonial ambivalence, the 

equally obsessive late twentieth-

century narratives of •violated chfldren 

are not so readily reducible. To his 

credit. Pierce does not try to reduce 

these stories. Of the Jaidyn Leskie case 

which is discussed in a final, powerful, 

chapter called '"Tme Stories", Pierce 

•writes that the "lost and murdered 

Jaidyn was the child of parents who 

were themselves lost." 

Late twentieth-century Australia 

has largely given up trying to project 

the lost child into the landscape. 

Perhaps there is a competing 

reassertion of innocence in the 

landscape itself that works now to 

prevent it from being stained in this 
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fashion. Even landscape-charged 

events like the Azaria Chamberlain 

disappearance find narrative solutions 

by pointing toward the demons of 

social disorder or individual 

perversity. Like Part I, the strength of 

Part II is in the deft and wide-ranging 

blend of Pierce's cultural analysis. In 

what might so easily have tumed into 

a recitation. Pierce has given us an 

incisive and disconcerting account of a 

rupture in the cultural imagination of 

this country. 

Tony Hughes-d'Aeth 

The Oxford Literary History of Aus­
tralia. Edited by Bruce Bennett and 
Jennifer Strauss. Oxford University 
Press. $49.95, vii & 488 pp. 

Bennett, Strauss, and their 

associate editor Chris Wallace-Crabbe 

are a formidable team. And each has 

contributed an important essay to the 

book: Strauss on "Literary Culture 

1914-1939: Battlers Afl"; Bennett on 

"Literary Culture since Vietnam: A 

New Dynamic"; and Wallace-Crabbe 

on "Poetry and Modernism". 

When Geoffrey Dutton edited The 

Literature of Australia for Penguin 

Books in 1964, "in a cheap and 

compact form", he prefaced the book 

thus: "The primary purpose of The 

Literature of Australia is to fill a gap". 

Since then the gap has widened 

sufficiently, despite more recent 

attempts to fill it by such academic 

luminaries as Dame Leonie Kramer 

and Laurie Hergenhan, for this latest 

effort to be warmly welcomed. It •will 

probably be the last twentieth-century 

literary history of Australia. 

The book is neatly circular by 

beginning and (almost) ending with 

essays on Aboriginal writing by Adam 

Shoemaker, who is careful to define 

Black Australian writing as widely as 

possible to include, among others, 

song lyrics, transcribed oral narratives, 

even carvings and rock art, as well as 

that "cmcial text" The Flinders Island 

Chronicle of 1836-37. Continuing his 

theme of recurrence and presence in 

Australian indigenous writing in his 

second essay. Shoemaker notices the 

sea-change from an exploration of the 

"fringe" to a consideration of 

centraUty, and that "indigenous 

•writing is overflowing in die late 

1990s; in particular, in works 

conceived by Black Australian 

women". 

The book concludes •with Graeme 

Turner's topical discussion of 

literature today competing "for the 

Nation" •with film and tele^vision. He 

concludes on a positive note, 

reassured by "the capacity of 

Australian writing to survive and 

prosper" — against all the odds so far 
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encountered. Perhaps it is as well that 

there is no editorial Postscript on what 

looms in the IT century ahead. 

The division of Australia's literary 

history into several more or less 

distinctive periods is by now well 

established: Part I: To 1850; Part II: 

1851-1914; Part III: 1914-1939; Part 

IV: 1940-1965; Part V: Since 1965. At 

the back are 35 pages of notes and a 

valuable Guide to Reference Material. 

This is followed by an excellent 

Chronology of "events that formed the 

context of Australian literary history", 

beginning •with Quiros in 1605 and 

ending with the waterfront dispute in 

1998. Is the inclusion of the first 

public clock installed by Governor 

Hunter in 1798 a reminder that 

editors and contributors need to 

watch their deadlines? Notes on the 

sixteen contributors and a very full 

Index complete the volume. 

Among the opening chapters, 

which cover largely familiar historical 

ground, there are some memorable 

moments, like Delys Bird's claim "that 

the rhetoric of exploration is 

characteristically sexualised"; and the 

perhaps unexpected notion in Robert 

Dixon's enlightening study of 

"Literature and Melodrama in the 

period to 1914", that "the decline of 

moral certainty is reflected, inter alia, 

in Norman Lindsay's The Magic 

Pudding'. 

Richard Nile's essay "Literary 

Democracy and the Polirics of 

Reputation" offers an interesting 

survey of "commercial" versus 

"serious" writers and the world of 

publishing in the period 1914-1939. 

There were best-sellers like Ion Idriess 

who maintained that literature was a 

saleable commodity, and whose 

thirteen books between 1927 and 

1939 amounted to almost half a 

million copies. Only Fergus Hume's 

Melboume-based The Mystery of a 

Hansom Cab appears to have outsold 

every other book. 

The connection between the 

Australian "bush myth" and the 

"Anzac legend" is explored by Adrian 

Caesar in "National Myths of 

Manhood: Anzacs and Others". This is 

another fine essay and its conclusion 

seems indisputable that the writers he 

discusses who attempt to define 

"Australia" and "Australianness" (the 

subtext of the whole volume), 

including the Jindyworobaks, "all 

travel away from urban, suburban, 

and even mral domestic life where the 

majority of Australians live and work 

to locate an essence elsewhere in the 

geography of the imagination". 

Patrick Buckridge discusses 

Australian literature "as an institution" 

in the period from the Second World 

War to 1965 when Australia became 

involved in the Vietnam War. Several 
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writers' organizations were founded, 

the law took a closer look at obscenity 

after the prosecution of Angry 

Penguins, in 1944, and the Em Malley 

hoax, •with all its political and legal 

overtones, also highlighted the 

perennial debate between the classical 

ideals of form and clarity and what 

Buckridge calls "the looser 

expressi^vism of the modem 

movement". It was in the universities 

that "Aust.Lit." became firmly 

institutionalized, even if there were 

some academics who doubted 

whether there was such a thing. 

Professor J.I.M.Stewart (ahas detective 

•writer Michael Innes) of Adelaide 

decided to devote a publicly funded 

Australian Literature lecture to D.H. 

Lawrence's Kangaroo because he could 

not find any Australian literature 

worthy of the name. As it happened, 

the Adelaide University English 

department, with writer and critic 

Brian Elliott in the forefront, 

pioneered the university study of 

Australian literature in this country. 

The significance of the two world 

wars for Australian literary culture is 

rightly stressed by editor Bruce 

Bennett who explores the "new 

dynamic" of that other war of 

Vietnam. He recognises the broaden­

ing of literary criteria with his 

acceptance of a •writer like Morris 

West being widely accepted as an 

author of importance. Perhaps he 

could have mentioned popular works 

like Bryce Courtenay's The Potato 

Factory (Susan Lever does briefly 

mention him later in the book), or 

even Sara Henderson's Bullo sagas, 

which •with their idiosyncratic 

characters and commercial successes 

are unmistakably part of what Bennett 

calls "the general shake-up of 

Australian cultural values and. 

attitudes", the lessening distinction 

between "high" and "low" culture 

since 1965 to which Dennis Haskell 

also draws attention in his 

illuminating article on contemporary 

Australian poetry. 

The essays are for the most part 

happily free of contemporary critical 

jargon, although Susan Lever tends to 

ovemse words like "postmodernism" 

without heeding the warning of such 

as Mautner's recent Dictionary of 

Philosophy that the word can mean 

many different things and ought to be 

properly defined. I was also puzzled 

by a comment like novelist Dâ vid 

Ireland's "trespass on feminist 

territory". A case for prosecution? 

While less "canonical" genres like 

science fiction and crime or mystery 

stories are accepted into the "Literary 

History of Australia", there is no 

discussion of •writing for younger 

readers. Bruce Bennett devotes a single 

paragraph to it despite its prominence 
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and importance in Australian 

literature and despite the undisputed 

excellence of its major authors. There 

is of course The Oxford Companion to 

Australian Children's Literature of 

1993, but it serves a different 

function, as does the more recent 

edition of the Oxford Companion to 

Australian Literature which manages to 

include some •writers for younger 

readers. But here we are talking about 

literary history. 

The gap which Geoffrey Dutton 

filled thirty five years ago has now 

been filled for the last time this 

century by the new Oxford Literary 

History of Australia •with authority and 

distinction. Its •wide range, its placing 

side by side canonical •writers of the 

stature of Patrick White, Christina 

Stead, A.D.Hope and Judith Wright 

with others barely remembered, 

represents a welcome broadening of 

the literary horizon. 

Ralph Elliott 

Soundings: Poetry and Poetics: The 
Proceedings of the Third Biennial 
National Conference on Poetry. Eds. 
Lyn Jacobs andjeri Kioll, Wakefield 
Press, 1999, 146 pp. 

language — heard, •written, 
spoken — especially the 
language of poetry, remains a 
powepful cultural force. Qacobs 

& KroU, x) 

The Soundings '97 Third Biennial 

Conference on Poetry in-vited poets, 

academics and readers to focus on 

the term Soundings as a way of 

exploring relationships between 

poetic practice, criticism, reading, 

writing and performance. 

Participants explored diverse 

possibilities, including: sounding 

lyrical aggressive, hip; sounding 

memory or history; sounding 

personal or political; sounding out; 

cross-cultural exchange; sounding 

authentic: who ô wns poetry; sounding 

off; protest poetry and sounding 

poetry on the net. 

The keynote speakers were Philip 

Salom and TC.o., who surveyed critical, 

historical and personal receptions of 

poetry. As practising poets, they 

engaged with performance as the 

dynamic medium of their craft so that 

the benefits of aural and oral 

dimensions of poetry were not just 

theorised but illustrated. 

Philip Salom has a substantial 

body of published works, some six 

collections of poetry, and is a two-time 

•winner of the Commonwealth Poetiy 

Prize. His work in recent years also 

reflects his interest in new media and 

installation work and he has 

developed computer interactive 
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poems •with artist Meredith Kidby. 

Some of these pieces toured West 

Australian regional arts centres last 

year in an interactive group exhibition 

entitled "Techne", an Art on the Move 

project. 

Salom's paper, "Pinning Tails on 

Uncertainty", presents "some ideas 

and questions about uncertainty itself 

as a fundamental in poetry." (1) For 

this poet, poetry is "rarely a language 

of certainties; quite the reverse. Its 

suggestion and signifying power are 

more about the texture of experience, 

and Its insights... are quite as much 

about the momentary."(1) Composing 

a poem, says Salom of the possibilities 

that come to mind, is "A bit like living 

in an ever present extended family. 

Possibly a madhouse. "(2) We are 

accustomed as readers in an academic 

context to the idea that each reading of 

a text, each interpretation, constructs 

a new reading of the text. Add 

collaborative and interactive mixed-

media techniques to the already dense 

realm of the madhouse/poem and the 

possible readings multiply infinitely. 

The potential of new media — which 

is truly exciting but more than a little 

ideologically terrifying in the ways it 

unlocks the doors of the asylum and 

shakes up the notions of a poem ever 

achie^ving the status oi finished work 

— is that it offers more than a 

rereading in those safe, familiar terms. 

It •will be the poem itself that is remade 

every time it is read. How's that for 

uncertainty? 

Tt.o. is well-known on the 

Australian poetry scene for his work in 

performance poetry. He has published 

poetry magazines and the definitive 

performance poetry anthology. Off the 

Record (Penguin, 1985), as well as 

books of his ô wn work. In his keynote 

address, Tco.., performance poetry, 

particularly "Dialect Poetry in 

Australia", considering Australian 

society where monolingualism, 

xenophobia and fear of difference — 

especially when manifested as a use 

ofother than standard English — has 

prevailed." (VII) he analyses and 

contrasts the poetry of CJ. Dennis, 

Odgeroo Noonuccal and Robbie 

Bums •with theories of right and 

proper Australian language 

asarticulated by poets/critics such 

Roland Robinson, Brian Elliot, 

Kenneth Slessor and Mudrooroo. O.'s 

paper is acidic in tone (excuse the 

pun), informative, entertaining, and 

exposes a few patronising practices of 

some schools of criticism. 

Like the thylacine, the cringe 

factor is occasionally sighted — 

seemingly alive and well — in the 

hallowed halls of Australian literature. 

However and fortunately for poets, the 

academy and its critics — so is the 

kind of cross-pollinating criticism that 
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enables all the interests groups/ 

indi^viduals to have their say; "Poetiy 

as a dynamic process," state Jacobs 

and Kroll "flourishes on contested 

ground."(x) Diversity and dialogue are 

healthy. It is in the theorising of one's 

practice that one creates firm 

foundations which can withstand 

being "sounded" out. After all, the 

academy is often where reflection 

occurs, and creation too. 

The keynote speakers were 

supportedby an impressive team: Lee 

Cataldi and Fred Jensen on •video 

poetry "Sign, Mo^ving Image, Sense", 

John Mateer on voice in "Aspects of 

Lev Vygotsky's Theory of Language..."; 

Ann Vickery on cultural identity and 

the poetry of Anna Wickham; Max 

Richards on new Zealand poet/ 

historian Allen Cumow; Brian Dibble 

traced the history and cultural politics 

of anthem creationin Australia; Glen 

PhiUips explored new Australian 

pastoral poetry, particularly the work 

of John Kinsella; Andrew Taylor 

focused on the tensions between what 

may be said and the inexpressible. Lyn 

Jacobs examined the ways in which 

cross-cultural experience transfomis 

transported ideas about language and 

poetry, while Adam Aitken presented 

a comparison of the work of 

Aboriginal writer, Lionel Fogarty, with 

the writing of an Hawaiian of part-

Asian descent, Lois-Ann Yamanaka. 

Tom Shapcott revealed the intricacies, 

pleasures and pitfalls of translating the 

work of the Macedonian poet Katica 

Kulavkova. Lyn McCredden address­

ed the age-oldconflict between the 

"real poets and academic poets," an 

issue that also emerged in other papers 

delivered at this conference. 

I found much of interest in Ruth 

Strakes' presentation, "Droning Bards, 

Passionate Declaimers and Modest 

Whisperers: Poets at Adelaide Writers' 

Week." It is an engaging historical 

narrative, the Festival serving as a 

microcosm for the history of the 

Australianpoetry scene overall since 

1960. Reading this, and several other 

of the conference papers, particularly 

the keynote addresses, I found myself 

hoping for a prescription for a cure for 

the current malaise affectingpoetry in 

Australia. 

Things are crook in Australian 

poetry. It seems that never before have 

so many Australians written and 

studied it, and yet so few publishers 

published it. Is this because no-one is 

reading it? 

Major publishing houses have 

slashed their poetry lists and, on the 

smaller publication front many literary 

magazines — like Westerly — are 

ricocheting from one funding crisis to 

another, always teetering on the brink 

of extinction. There is no doubt, 

audiences are shrinking. Australian 
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poetry is sorely in need of a new 

direction to grasp the public 

imagination and, therefore, the 

publishers' interest, something like 

Phillip Salom's "poetries", perhaps? Or 

PL. "rock paintings"? I long for the 

excitement of something; someone 

with the crowd pulling powers of a 

Yevtushenko (the passionate Russian 

star of the 1966 Adelaide Writers' 

Festival who attracted huge crowds to 

his readings). Yet, I confess, I am also 

frequently nostalgic for the resonances 

of poetic traditions. It should be 

possible to have both, and — as 

Soundings '97 illustrates — we (= us + 

them) don't always have to agree •with 

each other. 

Barbara Brandt 

Brad Miller and McKenzie Wark. 
Planet of Noise. CD-ROM/Macin­
tosh format. 1997. 

The concept behind Planet of 

Noise is a good one: a CD-ROM where 

text, music, art, and •video come 

together to create a multi­

dimensional, interactive reading 

experience. 

Here's how Planet of Noise works: 

you start with a tide screen. A rotating 

ball hovers before you. Once you click 

on it, you have a choice of ten "zones," 

with intriguing titles like "The mflitary 

entertainment-complex" or "Sea of lost 

moments." 

The zones contain screen after 

screen of "aphorisms": brief 

observations, clever yet jaded. 

Sometimes the text is spoken by a 

female voice. The accompanying 

music is reminiscent of Severed Heads 

and O Yuki Conjugate, with a dash of 

Single Gun Theory (if that helps). 

Strange hummings and throbbings 

drum in the background, along -with 

occasional radio broadcasts from the 

beyond. The background art, one of 

the best parts of the CD, features 

changing marbled patterns and 

strange alien terraforms. Some screens 

provide mo^vies of rotating shapes for 

that extra effect. 

A roUing ball, like the one in the 

title screen, is your na^vigation de^vice. 

Clicking on the ball takes you to the 

next screen, though at times, in a spirit 

of perversity, the ball skitters away 

from your mouse. Readers who prefer 

books to computer screens might find 

this device frustrating, particularly as 

the navigation ball likes to position 

itself in the centre of the text •with each 

new screen. 

Some people dislike electronic 

texts because they lack the tangibiUty 

of a book. Planet of Noise tums this 

quality into a plus—there's nothing to 

hold on to except the mouse, and this 

contributes to the sense of lostness 

suggested by the moody music and 

132 



r e v i e w s 

dark atmosphere. 

The weak link here is the text. The 

sometimes •witty, sometimes wise 

aphorisms reminded me of the kind of 

comments uni students •write in the 

margins of their A4 notebook during 

lectures. Frequent references to 

insomnia are another clue as to how 

these jottings originated. Kudos to 

Mckenzie Wark for doing something 

with the marginal epiphanies most of 

us file away into obscurity. 

In terms of content, the language 

of Uterary theory ("simulacra," "sign," 

"modernity,") meets popular culture 

("Frequent Flyer," Elvis, "Dying white 

male") to position this text as self­

consciously post-modem. Perhaps 

this explains why aphorisms scathing 

of scholarship appear alongside 

aphorisms which have scholarship (or 

at least theoretical terminology) as 

their basis. Comments such as 

"Scholastics: knowledge cut into meat. 

Aphorisms: The meat cutting back 

into knowledge." rest uneasily amidst 

oblique or direct references to Derrida, 

Sartre, Umberto Eco, Nietzsche, Marx. 

Is Planet of Noise an attempt to create a 

text which dismantles itself •with its 

own tools? 

Some of the better aphorisms 

contain the personal "I" of the 

aphorist/writer: "Thief reader: 

Someone stole a copy of my book from 

the bookstore. How I would embrace 

that reader!"; "Review: At least he did 

me the honour of taking the trouble to 

misunderstand me." "Use value" is not 

•writerly, but maintains the charm of 

the specific: "As much as I'd like a 

drop-dead sports car, it seems wrong 

to buy one. They must be either 

stolen, or accepted as a gift for sexual 

favours." 

Other aphorisms take the form of 

•wry definitions: "Alarm clock—the 

police of sleep"; "Mates: ... the mutual 

honouring of failure." 

Rhetorical questions are also 

effective when the follow-up is 

tongue-in-cheek: "Why is god so 

much more reliable an inspiration for 

aphorisms than sex? But then nothing 

compares to sex as a source of one 

liners!" 

On the down side, while you 

might be tempted to quote one of the 

aphorisms as the signature line on 

your e-mail, these musings are too 

flimsy to carry the conceptual weight 

of the project. The tone of the 

aphorisms is occasionally poetic but 

often eye-rollingly pompous 

("Aphorists think wrongly about many 

things—but always for themselves"). 

There are too many references to 

boredom (five), and too many uses of 

the f-word (six). By the time I reached 

the third aphorism-as-word-reversal 

('That which is impossible is real, that 

which is real is impossible"), I was 
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ready to invoke both of the above. 

Perhaps the vehicle of 

"aphorisms" is the problem; one can 

swallow only so much self-styled truth 

in a single sitting. Ha^ving the text take 

varying forms (poetry, prose fiction, 

quotes from other sources) might have 

helped. As it stands, while the text 

elicited from me a few half smiles and 

nods of recognition, I was left •with the 

uncomfortable impression that this 

was cynicism masquerading as 

cultural critique. 

For some people. Planet of Noise is 

one answer to the question, "What can 

you do with an Arts degree?" For 

others, it's an entertaining half-hour's 

clickery. 

Any PowerMac (or even high-end 

68040 Mac) with a CD-ROM will 

work for the disc. Make sure you have 

an extra 8 MB of RAM to work with, 

and install QuickTime if it isn't already 

on your Mac (available free from 

www. apple, com/quicktime). 

Melissa O'Shea 

Daniel Midgley 
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