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In creative writing courses, authors who are neophytes are customarily
taught by authors who are published and therefore literally authorised. The
word ‘author’ stems from the Latin root ‘auctor’, meaning ‘producer,
promoter, progenitor’ (usually with a strong masculine connotation of
paternity). So it is no surprise that a kind of atavism tends to hum in the
loop where aspiring authors get taught by inspiring authors. A myth
pervades and persuades inside the loop: to be an author is to be a special,
fecund self. It’s a natural fact, isn’t it? Accordingly, although it may not
take an author to know an author, it must take one to feach one.
Specialness whelps specialness. This is ancient common sense, surely?
This is lore, surely?

But here is a question worth asking: can creative writing be taught well by
a non-author? For example by a rhetorician? Or by a critical reader? By an
erudite one? By a linguist? A technician? An inventor? A painter? A chef?
A mechanic? Asking these questions one wonders about the notion of
‘authorial lore’, the notion central to the highly esteemed anthology Can
Creative Writing Really Be Taught?, both the 2007 original edition and
this, the new 2017 expanded reprisal. One wonders whether the business
of synthesising, generating and communicating knowledge about creative
writing really has fo be a guild or cult activity. Maybe the teaching of
creative writing is as much a technical set of tasks as it is a drama of
personal assertion. Maybe authorship is not as atavistic as it is assumed in
some cultures to be. With authorship, maybe it does NOT take one to teach
one.
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The key phrase in the sub-title of Can Creative Writing Really Be Taught?
— ‘lore in creative writing pedagogy’ — refers to a belief that the teaching
of creative writing is mainly the espousal of innate secrets of self-
expression divulged by blessed guild-insiders. Such lore contends that
published authors carry a lode of tacit know-how which is a kind of
personal specialness and that the only way of transferring this know-how
to acolytes is to put the aspirants in the presence of the senior fecund self
so as to afford some osmotic effulgence. A full self irradiates an inchoate
self. For shorthand in this review, let’s call this belief-salad ‘the lore’.

In a North American culture where, by all reports, belief in authorial
effulgence has long prevailed, it would be a laudable enterprise to teach in
ways that resist the unreflective charismatics and dime-store mysticism of
‘the lore’ and to thereby de-stabilise the hagiographies that at best
befuddle and at worst bully novice writers. Such is the laudable mission of
Can Creative Writing Really Be Taught? It imagines an American
pedagogical scene in which a student could learn technically to become a
writer, rather than simply learn whether he or she already inherently is one,
having been ratified by a real one.

In the paragraph above, I have oversimplified, perhaps. But I think it is
worth saying the next thing simply too: all this worry about ‘the lore’ in
creative-writing pedagogy is an inherently American concern. Written by
US authors (with one notable exception, who will be glossed and
appreciated momentarily) for an assumed-universal US reader, Can
Creative Writing Really Be Taught? accepts that ‘the lore’ is the norm and
that it really matters. And on that basis, the majority of the essays do
excellent and necessary work dismantling the old common sense that
seems to have rendered normal (until recently) for bloviated personal
revelation to be a principle modus operandi of creative-writing teaching in
the US.

To the extent that all kinds of US lore still soak the globe, it is plainly
important to critique and re-jig common-sense assumptions impelling the
individualist manias that American cultural imperialism has exported
fervidly since the Gilded Age. Even so, I feel duty-bound to note that the
lore at the core of Can Creative Writing Really Be Taught? is not really
normal or common in many other cultures where creative writing is taught.
For example, in my own culture, Australia, the assertion of individualist
ambition or sovereignty is normally mis-trusted and tall-poppied, with the
effect that the charismatic secret-specialised self is not much discussed in
creative-writing pedagogy.

In this vein, it falls to Jen Webb, the anthology’s sole author / teacher
working explicitly in a non-American setting, politely to offer an
‘emperor’s clothes’ moment when she describes some of the non-
American normativities that imbue her own creative-writing pedagogy:

[The lore] is less evident in Australian or UK creative
writing courses, largely because government initiatives and
related institutional demands have propelled writing
teachers into the logic of the academy. The requirement of
the Australian government that universities deliver good
citizens and good professionals as graduates means that in
all subject areas there needs to be a focus on generic skills.
That means we must train students not only in the specifics
of their chosen discipline area, but also in people skills
(collaboration; communication); thinking skills (problem-

www.textjournal.com.au/april18/gibson_rev.htm 2/4



Review of Vanderslice & Manery (eds), Can Creative Writing Really Be Taught? TEXT Vol 22 No 1

solving; decision-making); and personal skills (self-
direction; integrity). As a consequence, the free-range,
idiosyncratic, “seat of the pants” pedagogies depicted by
Ritter and Vanderslice are less likely to occur, and certainly
less likely to be tolerated, in Australian creative writing
classes. What we lose in ... creative individuality we gain,
perhaps, in a more examined, more defensible approach to
our students. (97)

In other words, a large number of teachers and students are subject to laws
and lores that differ from US normality. Therefore in many classrooms and
online chat-rooms outside the US, questions about special personhood or
wisdom or charisma (which of course are part of but not most of becoming
and being a writer) receive only passing attention compared to technical
exercises in language, rhetoric, ethics and politics. This proportionate
disregard of ‘the lore’ is the norm for teachers and students in the UK,
Australia, New Zealand, Hong Kong, South Africa, Singapore and Canada
too, to name just some of the Anglophone pedagogical domains.

To be fair and laudatory,within its parochial worldview Can Creative
Writing Really Be Taught? performs crucial political and intellectual work
that is instructive everywhere. For example, the book works hard to
splinter ‘the lore’ from inside by shivering it with several of the sub-
divisions in US identity-politics, properly taking account of race, ethnicity,
gender, sexuality, disability-activism and class-affiliation, all of which
divert power from the male-heroic charismatics and the passive-aggressive
‘neutral-facilitator’ roles that seem, until recently, to have been the
twinned unreflective forces in American creative-writing courses. In
highlighting the alternatives and showing how sub-divisional identity
politics offer ways to de-familiarise some of the norms of individualist
creative-writing teaching modes, the book agitates for change both in
pedagogy specifically and in American identity-politics more generally.
All this is laudable and timely, especially within parochial American
contexts.

As a bonus, splintering ‘the lore’ also piques one’s appetite for other kinds
of books. For example, it shows how many of us are craving publications
and publishers that are aware of the many different national perspectives
(in addition to the sub-divisions within individualistic, person-centered
identity-politics in the US) that can be applied to creativity, individuality,
communality, ingenuity and the communicability of knowledge. One
senses one’s appetite piqued for worldviews where neophytes are not
naturally destined and desiring to become some type of special Americans.

Ross Gibson is Centenary Professor in Creative & Cultural Research at
the University of Canberra.
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Creative Writing Innovations: Breaking Boundaries in the Classroom
offers a discussion of pedagogies of creative writing that heightens
teachers’ awareness of the traditions on which their practice draws and
suggests how certain innovations might enhance students’ experience.
Though styles range from the scholarly to the colloquial, what first strikes
the reader is the confidence in the epistemological status of Creative
Writing studies deployed throughout the book. From such a position, the
essays question entrenched pedagogical practices and explore frequently
innovative solutions, echoing and broadening current international
debates. Note that, except for Hazel Smith, an Australian based at the
University of Western Sydney, individual authors all teach in the US. This
said, their concerns and ideas are familiar ones, especially as articulated
and focused in the Introduction. The editors ask:

As scholars and writers, we are now more than ever
invested in questions of the possibilities of our field. If we
decouple creative writing from the goal of literary
publishing, what else can we accomplish? And perhaps
equally importantly, how do we go about accomplishing it?

)

The book sets out to answer these questions from a variety of perspectives
arranged in four streams: ‘Rethinking the Workshop’, ‘Expanding Genre’,
‘Creative Collaborations’ and ‘Identity and the Creative Writing
Classroom’. The editors, Michael Dean Clark, Trent Hergenrader and
Joseph Rein, have done an impressive job in the conceptual design of the
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collection and in their cogent introduction. Each chapter, elicited from new
and experienced teachers, presents a case study and, as a bonus, provides
an appendix, a set of exercises, an interview or an experiment, whereby
readers might extend their understanding of the possibilities of curricula
development.

This review does not have space to discuss key points in each chapter,
which readers can find in the Introduction, so I will give a brief overview
of the book and dwell on those that I found most advance debates in their
respective areas.

The first section begins with the fraught topic of the workshop and offers
alternatives to this model as suited to difterent levels of learning. Tim
Mayers identifies the problem spots of the traditional workshop and
outlines a multi-generic process-oriented pedagogy designed for relatively
inexperienced, and sometimes resistant, writers. While his ethical position
1s to be commended, it is surprising to see that his bibliographical notes
omit the work of John Berman and Mark Bracher, notably Diaries to an
English Professor (Berman 1994) and Radical Pedagogy (Bracher 2006). |
mention these works not because I want to show off, but because these are
also relevant to chapters by other individual authors, as we will see shortly.
Graeme Harper’s contribution is refreshing for its candour and daring.
Indeed, he proposes to recast the workshop as an unworkshop that focuses
on the individual experience of students and goes so far as to suggest we
teach in a classroom without walls. Though his approach is most enticing,
I wonder how the unworkshop would work in the corporate university
where every move one makes needs to be accounted for. Like Mayers,
Derrick Harriell argues for an alternative model of the workshop and
suggests ways of turning failure into success, conjuring up Paulo Freire’s
Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1968).

Two contributions stand out in the second section devoted to expanding
notions of genre: Hazel Smith’s ‘Musico-Literary Miscegenations: Word
and Sound Relationships in Creative Writing Pedagogy’ and Michael Dean
Clark’s ‘Sequential Experiences: Course Design as Resistance in Creative
Nonfiction’. In their varying ways, both chapters deliver a valuable
contribution for scholars, teachers and even students in the field, invoking
as they do the synergy between the creative, the practical and the critical,
bridging the gap between practice and theory, technique and expression,
craftsmanship and art, maker and user. In their respective contributions,
Smith and Clark offer productive moves towards a pedagogy which might
enable students to integrate skills and poetics. Smith advocates an
exploration of the oft-overlooked expression of sound in creative writing
by requiring students to work in intermedia contexts while Clark advises
on ways of sequencing course work that fosters creativity in the process of
developing students’ understanding of the slippery nature of genre.

For readers intent on writing their ‘impact and engagement statement’,
section three will be of particular interest. Mary Ann Cain’s ‘Collaborative
Story Writing” and Trent Hergenrader’s ‘Steampunk Rochester: An
Interdisciplinary, Location-Based, Collaborative World Building Project’
cover fascinating questions regarding collaboration as the engine of
creativity. Cain echoes Bracher’s project of dismantling binaries and
attending power structures in pedagogy through the use of a ‘third factor’
that would highlight identity formation in intertextual practices and
promote an active dialogue between poetics and practice. Hergenrader’s
meticulous account of an interdisciplinary project, on the other hand,
shows the accreting and synthesising power of the imagination at work
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only to disturb the field of generic expectations. Like Harper, Janelle Adsit
interrogates the question of educational environment. In particular, she
questions the hegemony of the visual in pedagogies of creative writing,
performing a neat turn that speaks back to Smith’s contribution. Unlike
Harper and Smith, however, Adsit’s goal is political: she is clearly
committed to eco-poetics and environmental writing.

Identity is grist to the creative mill, and so it is the subject of the final
section of this volume. Given the magnitude of the issue in the US and
elsewhere, the texts in this section feel under-researched. Tonya Hegamin
makes a worthwhile point, though, when she rejects the idea of ‘the perfect
draft’, arguing instead for authentic speech patterns and diverse expression
of identities. ‘Gender Identity and the Creative Writing Classroom’ by
Chin-In Chen engages with LGBTQIA research and provides a fascinating
case study that raises more questions about the implications of identifying
with a group and the nature of agency in creative writing than it answers.
As it should be.

This collection, focused on ‘breaking boundaries in the creative writing
classroom’, contains some provocative essays that interrogate the uses and
misuses of pedagogical tools. It also draws together disparate threads in
testimonies and homages, suggesting the creative entwinements at work in
the writing process. My only reservation about this book is its insularity.
International scholarship as deployed in journals such as TEXT: Journal of
Writing and Writing Courses and New Writing: The International Journal
for the Practice and Theory of Creative Writing, barely gets a mention, let
alone Writing in Practice: The Journal of Creative Research and Axon:
Creative Explorations. This said, the diversity of style and content in
Creative Writing Innovations reflects the passion and commitment of
teachers to their discipline. And that is a joy.

WorKks cited
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An award-winning poet and fiction writer, Dominique Hecq is also the
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Recovering History through Fact and Fiction: Forgotten Lives (Forgotten
Lives) is an edited collection that surveys current Australian experiments
in biography. The collection is divided into three sections. The first
explores current methods being used to recover lost and obscured lives.
Section two builds upon this methodological investigation, considering
how we write, perform and ‘talk back’ to those who are, or were once,
well known (125). The third and final section gathers together a suite of
case studies from the Romantic and Renaissance era, outlining a host of
ethical and creative implications associated with recovering practices,
before pointing to new pathways both within and beyond biography.

In her chapter from Forgotten Lives, Jayne Persian describes the
fraudulent nature of her subject a Czech migrant named Vladimir Lezak
Borin (79). Due to his dabblings in various postwar intrigues, Borin was
condemned as ‘unreliable’ by Australian and English officials, while other
international authorities insisted this so-called ‘Cold War Warrior’ was
also ‘too dangerous’ to be ‘left at large’ (80). Borin certainly had a
remarkable capacity for reinvention, evidenced in his 1959
autobiographical novel, The Uprooted Survive: A Tale of Two Continents,
in which Borin depicts himself as a boundary-rider from outback
Queensland, ‘clean-shaven, sun-browned, grey-haired, dressed in
horseman’s garb with a big hat’, and a recently-acquired ‘Australian
drawl’ (83). Borin’s bookwas the first autobiographical novel written by
an Australian ‘displaced person’ and yet, as Persian observes, Borin’s
literary rendering of himself seems to raise more questions than it answers.
Indeed, such was his capacity for fantasy that Borin may even have
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succeeded in luring his biographer into the very ‘Never Never Land’ he
conjured in his book. Ruminating upon the ‘complexities and ambiguities’
of his life, Persian concludes that subjects such as Borin are probably best
approached via some ‘sort of speculative history’ (85). A sort of
speculative writing, we might surmise, that allows the boundary rider to
navigate the past once the firm fences of fact have disappeared.

Like many authors in this collection, Persian’s chapter offers a carefully
considered reflection about how the idiosyncrasies of a biographical
subject and their sources shapes the way we write about them. With his
ambiguous identities and deliberate boundary riding, Borin’s life also
serves as a useful metaphor for this collection of methodological musings,
which were first presented as individual papers at the ‘Forgotten Lives /
Biography symposium’ in 2016. Both Borin and the authors featured in the
edited collectionexplore entwined themes of identity and invention,
historical imagination and integrity — and — like Persian’s elusive subject —
Forgotten Lives provides few conclusive answers. And yet by offering a
‘much-needed snapshot of biographical writing and enquiry in Australia’
and making a sustained effort to address ‘the theoretical neglect’
associated with ‘biography, its sub-generic incarnations and emerging
methodological approaches’, Forgotten Lives achieves its primary
objective of encouraging:

further enquiry and collaboration with the field of
biography ... particularly in the area relating to how we
recover, reclaim and recount the lives of those who have
been obscured by the passage of time’ (2).

Within these 200 or so pages we meet many forgotten lives: Libby
Connors introduces us to a colonial emancipist whose clumsy thuggery
caused the death of his travelling companions; Nike Sulway to a child
prodigy whose mysterious disappearance inspired a succession of textual
explorations; and Ira McGuire to a Finnish grandmother with a taste for
romantic novels and Chippendale furniture. There is also a Renaissance
humanist, a Tudor paintrix, a Romantic novelist and a thoroughly modern
sculptress from Queensland. Many, but not all, of the biographical subjects
in Forgotten Lives are women, precisely because the scanty and subjective
nature of their archives frequently necessitates what historian Nell Irvin
Painter (1990) has elsewhere described as the need to ‘subvert and
transcend’ traditional biographic praxis (13). In justifying her biography of
nineteenth-century African American activist, Sojourner Truth, Painter
insists that rather than ‘cede biography to the usual sort of biographical
subjects’, we must find new ways of writing about ‘people who are in
history but who have not left the kinds of sources to which historians and
biographers ordinarily turn’ (14). Many of the fourteen chapters in the
collection can be read as a response to Irvin Painter’s provocation,
outlining challenges and offering approaches that will prove useful for
others also engaged in biographical acts of recovery.

For co-editor Donna Lee Brien, the most significant trend in current life
writing relates to this new reliance upon speculation, which has led to the
emergence of ‘the most contentious of all biographical sub-genres’ (15):
speculative biography. Although all biographers engage in a degree of
speculation, which reflects the innately constructed nature of narrative,
Brien insists that speculative biographers go further. Drawing upon a
selection of Australian case studies, she describes how, like the traditional
biographer, the speculative biographer commences ‘with the available
evidence’ (15). However, faced with evidentiary silences that threaten to
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slow or stop the narrative, the speculative biographer draws upon
contextual detail, interior motivation and conjecture, to fill in the gaps.
But, Brien insists, because speculative biographers make it ‘patently clear’
(15) when they are interpreting or elaborating upon the available evidence,
such work should be recognised as a legitimate form of non-fiction life
writing. Indeed, for Brien, such strategies are innovative — not only for
their capacity to transcend the prejudices of the archive and recover lost
lives — but also for highlighting the constructed nature of history,
biography and fiction, in ways that confirm how blurred the boundaries are
between all three.

In his chapter, ‘Fiction as Biographic Space’, James Vicars shares Brien’s
focus upon boundary riding. Noting how a veritable traffic of writers now
regularly criss-cross the once ‘well-maintained borders’ (105) between
fact and fiction, Vicars considers two relatively new hybrid solutions:
fictional biography and the biographical novel. Such experimentation
offers fertile possibility for those working with archival traces, Vicars
suggests, arguing that such processes also demand the use of ‘responsible
imagination’, that is, a determination to work with ‘the known facts’,
before freely interpreting them, enlarging upon them and supplementing
them (100). Thus, Vicars concludes that all fictional techniques are best
employed as solutions to (rather than escapes from) the challenges of this
work, before offering two questions which he believes should guide this
process: ‘Is fiction the form or the objective of such a work?’ and ‘Does
this work realise biographical truth in terms of both fact and the person?’
(104).

While Forgotten Lives offers a fascinating overview of current trends and
emerging possibilities in Australian biographical practice, Brien and
Vicars provide particularly useful mappings of the shifting topographies of
biography, speaking to the enormous creative potential unleashed by
interdisciplinarity and experimentation, as well as the need to infuse these
practices with methodological reflection. Thus, Forgotten Lives can be
read as a sort of skeleton map for other ‘boundary riders’ also seeking to
traverse the blurring boundaries between fact and fiction.

WorKks cited
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If there were a soundtrack for the ficto/critical it might be Lucinda
William’s nine minute and six second song, Wrap My Head Around That:

I know what I think I saw
And what I thought I’d seen
And what was coming and what was going
And everything in between
And what I thought I heard you say
And what you really said
And what I thought you thought I thought
Was actually in your head
(Williams 2007)

In a text written first as a PhD thesis and now published as a book, Gerrit
Haas’s Ficto/critical Strategies: Subverting Textual Practices of Meaning,
Other, and Self-Formation, uses a genealogical approach that surveys the
field in a comprehensive and informed way. Haas shows the ways that a
form/genre might come into being, representing the tensions in naming,
and in defining, positing as a starting point Muecke’s fictocritical essay
‘The Fall: Fictocritical Writing’ (Mueke 2010), referencing Derrida:

“Once Jacques Derrida, the French Philosopher, asked us
for a name... The name we would have given him was
“fictocriticism’, but he went on anyway to write, and to
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perform, critically, and sometimes fictionally, for instance
by telling stories while making philosophical arguments.”
(Muecke qtd on 10)

The work investigates the ways that the slash, the hyphen, the whole word,
or the many definitions that stem outward and beyond the often
indefinable nature of the ficto/critical have been produced. Citing Derrida:
‘a name, any name, would hasten in, from an unexpected angle, the very
forces of genre those practices aim to exorcise’, Haas signals the
problematics of naming and the ways that ficto/criticism may attempt to
eschew any attempts at categorisation (10). He arrives at the conclusion
that:

As always, the crux of the matter consists in its
intersections. Here, most significantly, in the between that
is both the textual relation and our wider discursive relating
through it. (7)

The idea of writing fictionally whilst making philosophical or other
arguments brings into relief the precursors for calling a work by this name.
Haas moves from Krauss’s notion of the paraliterary, and then her shifts to
the paracritical and the paratheoretical whilst carefully positing that
Krauss:

already senses a creative relation between (modernist)
meta-reflections and (post/modernist) experimentation and
secondly, how she also references “reading as a much more
consciously critical act” for which the writerly and critical
acts almost converge. (10)

There are many trajectories and traces identified for the ficto/critical — the
unpredictable nature of the form, where it ends up, where it has been taken
up, who said what, and what they said. These considerations are collected
in ways that suggest links and underpinnings for a diverse set of writings
that are loosely assembled under the name.

Providing a range of pre-cursors from literature and literary criticism,
Haas presents the staging of the ficto/critical as beginning at no single
point, but in a range of swirling and chaotic influences and movements.
The significant place of experimental feminist writing from Australia and
Canada in these uptakes and possibilities points to a willingness, on the
part of Haas, to both acknowledge and critique the many shifts and actors
involved — thereby emphasising the often un-nameable and highly diverse
set of works that come to fall into the category of the ficto/critical. The
work of Helen Flavell is acknowledged and outlines the important ways
that ficto/criticism was taken up by feminist writers where the
auto/biographical and auto/theoretical were already established as literary
techniques.

As a substantial contribution through an extensive literature review, this
text presents an excellent resource and field guide. The strengths of the
work lie in the preparedness to take seriously and to interrogate existing
material, whilst providing a genealogy, a set of potential definitions, and a
record of key texts and authors. The work is an excellent study of how
something comes into being and accounts for the many offshoots and ways
of talking about ficto/criticism, which appears to have developed its own
fixity. Haas presents the historical accounting through the genealogical
approach of the conditions of possibility for the ficto/critical, while also
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reporting on the wide and varied influences and the important contribution
of Australian writers and academics. In this way, Haas accounts for some
of the key texts and their authors, including the precedents and their
outcomes.

In the introduction ‘A Possible List of Fictocritical Textual Features’, Haas
lists the many and varied modes and techniques taken up, in different
ways, by a range of writers recognised as producing ficto/critical texts.
This is an excellent introduction and, as a starting point for understanding
both the form and the technique, has great potential for teaching the
ficto/critical. With readings of works by Gail Jones, Stephen Muecke,
Kathleen Stewart, Guy Maddin, Michael Taussig, Anna Gibbs, Heather
Kerr and others, Haas has produced a significant contribution to the
limited available analysis of many of these works.

Haas also suggests, rightly, that Schlunke’s Bluff Rock: Autobiography of a
Massacre (2005) is an ‘exemplary ficto/critical text that instantiates all the
defining traits that the present thesis proposes’ (167). The highly useful
analysis of Schlunke’s work demonstrates the ways she ‘investigates the
historiographic textual relation that allows local discursive entities to form,
circulate, and effectively serve wider cultural functions’ (167). The close
readings by Haas throughout the text make this a valuable and important
work of analysis. The approach of a literary scholar who uses the
knowledge of the fictocritical to analyse the fictocritical text is significant,
illuminating the diverse ways that each text is constructed using the range
of techniques found.

Works Cited
Muecke, S 2010 ‘The Fall: Fictocritical Writing’, Parallax 8, 4: 108-112 return to text
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I will say at the outset that I was principal supervisor for Glenda Guest’s
PhD novel Siddon Rock (2006) which subsequently won the world-wide
Commonwealth Writers’ Prize Best First Book (2010) and was long-listed
for the Miles Franklin Award, short-listed for the NSW Premier’s Prize
Best First Book (the Glenda Adams Award) and for other prizes. So why
am [ writing this review? Surely there is a conflict of interest. Actually, |
am concerned about how many PhD candidates make it as writers, how
many publish beyond their doctoral work without supervisory attention,
and how many make careers beyond academia. The pages of TEXT seem
the ideal place for a review taking this perspective.

A week in the life of Cassandra Aberline is set in the present and traces the
eponymous character’s memories back to the 1970s, and earlier. Cassie
grew up on a wheatbelt farm in Western Australia. In her late teens, after
an event she prefers not to remember too closely, she left home and
travelled to Sydney. There she forged a career as a successful theatre actor
and subsequently a university drama teacher. When the novel opens, she
has been diagnosed with oncoming Alzheimer’s disease by a Macquarie
Street doctor. The shock is such that she decides she needs to get her
memories in order before she loses them entirely, which involves booking
a train trip on the Indian-Pacific across the Australian continent, retracing
her life back to her roots.

Most of the novel takes place on the train and follows her anxious thinking
about who she is and how her past has informed the woman she has
become. Significantly, for a literary novel about a normal middle-aged
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woman’s review of her life, this story becomes entirely surprising and
gripping — the reader wants desperately to know what Cassie will find out
about herself from unveiling the key concerns that stand between her and
her moral equanimity, especially the central issue that will allow her to
finalise her judgment of herself.

Other reviewers have placed Guest’s work in national and international
contexts. [ am interested in looking at this novel from my knowledge of
how she wrote her PhD creative submission, Siddon Rock. For Siddon
Rock, Guest created a fictional town in the Western Australian wheatbelt.
She focused on the establishment of the town and on a set of pioneering
town characters. Because she researched magic realism for the novel, and
wrote an exegesis on it, I always thought of Siddon Rock as an Australian
version of Garcia Marquez’s fictional town Macondo. In Siddon Rock, the
environment acts in peculiar ways and the townspeople’s inner lives cause
enigmatic behaviours. The strange but ultimately believable events that
besiege the town demonstrate how fiction — with its ability to step around
conventional thinking about reality — can show us who we really are and
how poorly equipped we are to understand ourselves through orthodox
ideas.

This novel, 4 week in the life of Cassandra Aberline, involves the same
town from Guest’s first novel, but does not name it. The reference is
carried in Cassie’s surname — she is a descendant of the founder of Siddon
Rock, George Aberline. But also, she is heir to issues and events of the
kind explored in the original work. I don’t want to give the plot away, but
Cassie’s major moral problem involves her youthful love affair with a twin
from a neighbouring wheatbelt farm — Coe Blanchard, who is killed in the
Vietnam war. Coe’s brother Dion returns from the war and marries
Cassie’s sister Helen. But was it Dion who came back?

This sequel to a PhD novel reveals an author continuing to hone her skills
after graduation. With Siddon Rock, the manuscript which underwent
successful examination was worked quite a way further with publishers’
editors before publication; it is a matter for debate whether the original MS
would have won the Commonwealth Writers’ Prize. Guest’s diligence and
persistence in refining her vision of a town and sharpening her perspective
on its characters was exhausting for her, but clearly paid dividends. She
stuck to an original vision of a region — a well-spring of ideas with
national cultural significance — and put in the hard yards to penetrate,
clarify and extend that richly perceived landscape, as evidenced in her
winning the Prize, and evidenced further in this new novel. Guest did not
see her PhD novel as an end-point in her writing career, but as a beginning.
Winning a major prize was a fillip to further production, but such awards
can be as crippling as they are inspiring.

In my opinion, 4 week in the life of Cassandra Aberline embodies
beautiful ideas for a novel in many respects: the journey re-crossing
Australia as setting, the exploration re-crossing a life under threat from
Alzheimer’s as subject matter, the sad fact that each of us is doomed not to
know ourselves perfectly as conclusion. In complete awe as to where my
PhD student has advanced since writing the first chapter of her first novel
manuscript, [ am delighted to predict that Glenda Guest is cementing her
position as a major literary writer with this work. Her control in unfolding
the plot is superb; her use of language, especially dialogue, is masterful
and economical; the integration of character, plot, ideas, intertextual
references and style is instructive. This is intensely credible and richly
significant fiction.
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This novel provides a powerful view of alienation and its consequent
positioning of Aboriginal blackness as always other. Whatever the terms
of surrender, whiteness dominates and fairness remains an impossible
goal. This novel opens with a strong narrative voice, including black jail-
style dialogue. The ongoing observations are insightful and humorous,
complementing the characterisation. The action and plot emphasise that
the novel is the story of outsiders.

Throughout, there is immediacy as the authorial presence and the
protagonist’s voice make close observations. From the start we know that
something is being searched for in the unnatural sameness of the suburbs,
as the two Aboriginal men and their white driver cruise in a stolen car. The
journey they take is threatening to them and to the smug self-satisfaction
of white Australia. It is a chastening narrative and a challenging read.

There are some hopeful resonances of a powerful past that reside in
contemporary cultural memories and Dreamings. Blackie’s dead
grandmother’s presence and the warnings from nature, enable a different
dance. The implications of the main character’s nickname of Blackie
provide a central leitmotif: the study of self and the problem of being are
embedded in blackness.

The many metaphoric references in the black man’s story remind us of the
loss of peoples, nations and culture caused by white invasion. As Blackie
takes drugs, he is transported physically and spiritually: to Wiradjeri
country. All along the way, Blackie and Rips dodge the cops: the black
underbelly of white Australian privilege is shown and we see Rips and
Blackie as not only dark-skinned but also as dark characters. They are
Kooris in a Commodore in country towns and in landscapes that they have
lost, but are retained in their yearnings.
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We learn about Blackie’s promise when he is given a scholarship to a posh
white school and we see his pain at the lack of inclusivity and acceptance.
Blackie senses too much. When Blackie is drugged up, painted up,
barefoot and dancing, he feels for a short time that ‘the Wiradjeri warrior
felt beautifully alive’ as he is ‘Dancing for his life’ (56).

There are Dreamings from his grandmother that visit him but do not calm
him because ‘white fellas sure fucked’ his country (17). Blackie is a
broken man: financially and in his selthood, where he feels ‘grim and
lonely’ (22). His one challenge is to find, and kill, the white policeman
who sent him away. His life and death are entwined as he sees a landscape
without the old traditional dancers in it any more. The losses call for
payback. Not only are the dancers missing but, throughout Bathurst,
Blackie sees blood where whites slaughtered blacks.

The breaking of self in today’s Australia is shown through numerous
metaphors. There is a black swan being savaged by a white one. Whilst
this is unrealistic, it is an evocative symbol and should perhaps be shown
as unreal or a mythic vision. For Blackie, even roadkill and the crying rock
faces are mourning loss, as they are part of mother earth (another recurrent
motif).

Blackie sees the Aboriginal bloodstains that remain from the massacres in
the dispersal of the blacks. In the same way, the policeman McWilliams’s
absent presence represents the jealousy of whites towards the blacks ... a
jealous white boy becomes a dangerous white man of power. Blackie’s
characterisation shows the terrible rate of Aboriginal incarceration and
evokes the ghosts in the landscape as the stolen car cruises towards an
inevitable denouement. The great wound of loss is in Blackie and he is
open to ghosts from the past as race memory is evoked in the storyline,
characterisation and dialogue.

Existential questions arise early and these reveal the laconic humour in
this novel. The insertion throughout of poems and songs from the white
culture provides a powerful image of the useless impact of an English
education, whilst Blackie’s claims for his grandmother’s songs, poems,
stories and country go unheard.

Scenes of larceny, drunkenness and drug use, as well as other sexual and
physical violence, highlight cultural conflicts. There are powerful scenes,
such as those in the cemetery, that lead to family interactions and male /
female interactions focusing themes of morality and need. These scenes
lead to family meetings that sit in stark contrast to the inherent violence in
much that is narrated and enacted in this novel.

The two black men, Rips and Blackie, are bonded in a land full of ghosts
who have been displaced and destroyed by whites. The dialogue
throughout is in the argot of the Aboriginal others, the dispossessed and
alienated, and this — as well as descriptions of Aboriginal bar brawls and
family interactions — is a significant and important part of this narrative.
Alcohol, hatred of self and others, blackness, drugs, women and sex
inflame one strand of the basic storyline of police versus blacks. Yet in the
character of Dot, Collis shows how the females hold everything together
both literally and metaphorically. In her home the young, black, boy twins
provide a stark comparison between Aboriginal childhood and the black
wounded adult.
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Even as Blackie paradoxically calls upon his English poetry, the inevitable
end is enclosing him and his companions. There are plenty of meaningful
events in nature to warn them that come from their tribal memories: there
are ghosts and hauntings everywhere and Dreamings are forever. The
supernatural warnings and premonitions dominate the final enactment of
cultural alienation. They also indicate Blackie’s sense of responsibility: his
need to fix things even while he takes more drugs for comfort.

As the novel draws to a close we are reminded that Blackie is proud to be
Aboriginal, that love is a dangerous drug for him, and that lawlessness is
the law in his eyes. All of his interactions with the police come to a head,
and McWilliams is there to incarcerate and finally destroy Blackie. His
destruction is representative of so many young Aboriginal men and
women who have lost cultural ties and found nothing to replace them:
‘Terra nullius’ is ‘terror shit’ (60).

Blackie shows the yearning for the grandmother — indeed his
Grandmother’s spirit acts to show him as a generous man towards
vulnerable women, not just a gassed up ‘crazy nigga’ (102). The storyline
demands attention as characters come and go: all with solemn
significance. Always there is dispossession: Blackie can’t even visit his
mother’s grave unless he’s a member of the Radjiri Land Council! There is
black on black angst and alienation.

While throughout there is white music, the land also speaks and at the end
Blackie is not listening to the wind and thunder, not recognising their
power over his life in this moment. The inevitability of tragedy stalks this
journey as the black underbelly of Australian culture is revealed in all of
its hopefulness and hopelessness. Blackie dreams and wishes for the
unattainable: ‘a place of me own’ (152). He wants to belong, but not to the
whites: ‘fuck the gubbas’ (168). Yet when the cops take the white man,
Fingers, as a trap, Blackie doesn’t hesitate. Blackie from Bourke saves
Fingers, his white brother-in-law. Police procedures are not followed;
Blackie’s death is inevitable. The end comes quite swiftly as it has for so
many black deaths in custody. The blasted tree reveals all in a powerful
ending.

It is no surprise that this novel won the 2016 David Unaipon Award for a
previously unpublished Aboriginal writer, for it blends tragedy and irony,
disaster and humour, life and death in telling stories that have been hidden
for far too long.

Josie Arnold is the inaugural Professor of Writing Swinburne University of
Technology, she has published over forty-five books including poetry,
drama, novels, textbooks, e-games and memoirs. She established
Swinburne online journal Bukker Tillibul, the Master of Arts (Writing),
and the PhD by artefact and exegesis for which she has won National and
University Teaching Awards. Josie has supervised twenty PhD students to

a successful completion and currently supervises another ten in the
artefact and exegesis model and two in the traditional model. She is
currently researching the decolonisation of knowledge and making

biofilms with two Wurundjeri Auntys.
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Jen met Roanna Gonsalves in 2007 when she came to the Australasian
Association of Writing Programs (AAWP) conference, hosted at the
University of Canberra. Her paper used Bourdieu’s constructs in a
genuinely fresh way: examining the relationship between the literary field,
and how creative writers produce their works, from the original story idea
all the way through to editing and publication. So Jen knew back then that
Gonsalves, too, was a huge Bourdieu fan; but didn’t know she was also a
writer of sharp, smart, moving short stories.

Jess met Gonsalves in 2017 when she came to Canberra to launch The
Permanent Resident. She was captivated by her ability to seamlessly
mould her recollections of story writing with storytelling and re-telling. As
a first generation Australian, though neither Indian nor brown-skinned,
Jess found she related to so many of Gonsalves’s stories, her depictions of
the Australian reaction to migrants, and her perceptions of Australian life,
society, and racism.

It is tempting to read the author as the narrator, even though that axiom is
dead in the water, now, in the 21st century. So we won’t do that. But we
will note that the collection is contained within a community Gonsalves
knows very well: expatriate Indians, primarily living in Australia. While it
does tell stories of leaving home, The Permanent Resident does a lot more
than this: it provides an unsentimental, though compassionate,
representation of the experiences of migrants in Australia.
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Each story is a small jewel; each explores an issue that is very likely to
resonate with anyone not fully a part of the social contract: immigrants,
members of the CALD [1] community, first generation Australians,
women... It is gutsy, feisty, often funny, sometimes desolate, and
masterfully illustrates and interrogates overt and subtle racism experienced
by the Indian diaspora (and by others who apparently don’t fit the
dominant narrative of Australia). But for the most part, her characters are
not shuttered by this situation, or resentful of the dominant culture. They
find their feet; they navigate the social field; they both transform it and are
transformed by it.

The first story in the collection, ‘Full Face’, starts with a dry cool voice, in
medias res: ‘I broke up with my boyfriend because he was repeatedly
unfaithful to me. So I left Bombay and got myself a job as a copywriter in
Dubai’ (1). In two sentences, we are given a brilliant portrait of the
narrator: she’s open but not confessional; she’s courageous and energetic;
she is extremely straightforward and straight-talking. She is also unafraid
to launch herself out of home, into the world.

Most of us leave home because we want something else; but home never
fully leaves us: the old structures, old stories, old relationships and old
rules, haunt the present. Gonsalves’s stories deal with this problem:
sometimes through her characters’ interactions with family members,
sometimes with other migrants, and sometimes just the feeling of
unspoken expectations imposed on them. There’s the embarrassment
occasioned by an awkward aunt; violence offered by a should-be loving
partner; a surprisingly confrontational story about incest and paedophilia
(in ‘Christmas 2012’); and unexpected moments of tenderness from
strangers or half-strangers. It is, then, about connections as much as it is
about displacement and disconnection.

One connection likely to resonate with many readers is the fractured and
strained relationship between mother and daughter, which is played out in
“The Teller in the Tale’. The narrator captures the innocence and confusion
of the daughter, Rita, and the hurt of misunderstood mother. While the
mother believes she is protecting her daughter at all costs, Rita feels
betrayed, lied to, shut out, judged, inadequate. It isn’t until Rita finds
herself in a similar predicament to her Mum — a failed relationship, a
damaged sense of worth — that she finally understands that her Mum has
never stopped loving her, and continues to support her — in her own
strange way:

The weight on my heart is about to crush me. Then Mum
turns to look at me. There is freedom in her face and the
walls are lying in ruins about her... I see her without tears,
eyes dry like a survivor, and I retch with shame for
doubting her purpose. (152)

At the end, Rita and her mother are able to embrace, and the final lines are
redolent with hope for the future: ‘From this, newness will be fashioned. I
am sure of it’ (153).

The Permanent Resident aptly speaks to the modern, intersectional
feminist, and many of the situations, and the characters’ responses to those
situations, evoke Roxanne Gay, Maxine Beneba Clarke, Nawal El
Saadawi, and Toni Morrison. As in some of their writing, Gonsalves
places her female protagonists in a well-known and generally universally
understood setting, and allows those characters the space to be and become
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themselves, to criticise men and the society that allows ‘boys to be boys’,
to interrogate themselves and their practiced femininity, and to be the
heroes of their own stories.

The women who inhabit the pages of this collection are by no means
oblivious to racism, gendered abuse, social isolation, or the struggle for
recognition, but they don’t fold under the weight. We see this in ‘Up Sky
Down Sky Middle Water’, where Aisha, an applicant for a job, is sexually
molested by a potential employer:

She wanted to say, ‘Please turn around and drive me back
to the city or I will have to call the police.

Except this was his car.

But this was her body.

But that was his start-up.

But this was her break and run for a more permanent
arrangement.

He began to kiss her as if she was already unwrapped. (208)

Yes, he abuses her; but she elects to make a virtue of necessity; not to
internalise guilt or shame, but to take control: ‘He stretched out to her and
kissed her, his tongue alive again. But she was reaching for the sky ...
swimming and swimming in a direction of her choosing, towards an island
whose shape she approved of, exactly’ (209).

Rekha, the narrator of the last, and the eponymous, story could so easily be
stifled by her life. Her daughter is learning to swim, and she waits for the
little girl, sitting at the side of the pool on what doubles as a metaphor:
‘one of the wooden benches made with parallel lines that would never
meet’ (270). A tragedy unravels her marriage, but she moves herself
through the patterns of recovery. As the story ends it is she who learns to
swim, and another little girl cheers her on: the applause ‘taking the
cruellest month and restoring it in some way towards self-forgiveness, and
towards another-ness, black like a void with potential ... this is where my
story begins’ (280). This is, indeed, where the book ends, balanced on the
possibility of recovery, of life.

It’s worth mentioning, as we conclude, that this collection is a research
output as well as an extraordinary creative work. Gonsalves’s
investigations extend understandings of diasporic communities,
exemplifying how characters follow the sorts of paths suggested by Pierre
Bourdieu’s sociology — accepting doxic systems and practices; engaging in
strategic friendliness — as well as making visible the tension between the
post-Enlightenment autonomous 7, and the lived experience of the
communal me. Gonsalves has seamlessly threaded together theory, concept
and story, taking the reader through highly engaging short stories, into a
permanently shifted world-view regarding the treatment, and lived
experience, of migrants in Australia.

Notes

[1] CALD: Culturally and Linguistically Diverse return to text
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One imagines that thumbtacked to the pinboard above H C Gildfind’s
writing desk (or perhaps tattooed on the top of her dominant typing hand)
are the words, ‘Happiness is repetition.’ If they hadn’t been quoted
midway through the penultimate story of her debut collection The Worry
Front (or perhaps misquoted: is this a reduction of Milan Kundera’s well-
known ‘happiness is the longing for repetition’? [1]) then I’d have been
forced to pencil them into the text myself.

Reading this collection of eleven short stories and one novella, there were
more than a few instances where I found myself agreeing with the
sentiment: repetition is happiness. But then, as the stories demonstrate, it’s
also instructive, disconcerting, fun, teleological, surreal, aesthetic, ecstatic
and addictive. And takes on many guises too, from prosaic tropes like
reappearing themes, characteristics and imagistic motifs, through to
techniques more typically associated with poetry, such as rhyme, slant
rhyme, alliteration, assonance, anadiplosis, anaphora and epistrophe.

For the most part, the reverberations felt purposefully, even expertly,
placed within and across the stories: patterns of sight and sound that built
and built and built to deliver a literary sensation somehow akin to that
moment when a light patter of rain turns to a sudden and exciting
downpour (no doubt it’s the pressure systems drawn all over the front
cover that have me thinking in such meteorological similes). There were,
however, moments here and there where I wasn’t quite as convinced,
which is to say that from time to time, it caused the prose to come across a
little awkwardly. Try reading aloud the following passage, taken from the
title piece:
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I got Frank’s old Italian coffee pot. I pressed the coffee into
the metal filter, placed the filter over the water-filled base
and firmly screwed on the top. I put the pot on the hotplate.
I stood by and watched and waited, as I always do, and
admired the fineness of its simple yet perfect design, as I
always do, and wondered vaguely — as I always do too —
just where that pot has been and where it is still to go in its
long life. Frank’s friend bought it in Rome over sixty years
ago. (18)

Undoubtedly, the epistrophic use of the phrase ‘as I always do’ is mindful.
Just as we suspect the author knew what she was up to when she paired
watched and waited, and long and life, and Frank's and friend. While the
repetition of ‘filter’ can be taken as an instance of anadiplosis, leading the
reader from one clause into the next, I’'m less convinced by the word
‘filled” which crops up shortly after to create not so much a link as an
unfulfilled rime riche. A similar point can be made about the words
‘placed’ and ‘base’, located in the same sentence. It’s also unclear to me
what purpose all those P words are achieving (pot, pressed, placed, put,
pot, -plate, perfect, pot), or the heavy assonance that runs throughout the
paragraph (got, old, cof-, pot, cof-, pot, top, (put), pot, hot, pot). Is this
intentional, or does it constitute a section of prose that looked okay to the
eye, but was never put to the ear?

Admittedly, this is not the sort of close reading normally applied to short
stories. This is prose, after all, not poetry. But when we are dealing with a
writer so deeply enamoured with language (as I feel justified in taking
Gildfind to be), then it seems warranted. There is a linguistic intensity to
these stories that deserves, or rather invites, this kind of scrutiny.

I’m pleased to say that by and large the writing holds up to such attention.
I particularly enjoyed the opening story, ‘Ferryman’, about a male school
teacher who’s retreated into the northern icelands of god-knows-where to
escape accusations of paedophilia. With its title and setting hinting at the
mythological watery divide between the world of the living and the world
of the dead, the story spares us none of the horrors from either shoreline.
There’s the ‘little slut” who accuses the protagonist of the crime: ‘He
should have fucked her, fucked her dead. He should have fucked her
dead’; there’s ‘a baby, a baby shaken till its ribs got crushed and its neck
clean broke in two’; and then there’s the crow who ‘hops back and forth,
back and forth, stabbing at a plastic rubbish bag ... stabbing it and
stabbing it and stabbing it with her granite beak’. I won’t tell you what’s
inside the bag, but I will say that it’s ‘bloated and blue... [and] brand new,
brand new’. This is a genuinely unsettling and for that matter excellent
story that employs semantic and syntactic parallelism to showcase the
demonic, uncanny character of compulsive repetition as it has been
theorised by Freud and his followers. [2]

Of course, if the image of the stabbing crow brings to mind the poetry of
Ted Hughes, then it would be remiss of me not to mention Sylvia Plath,
who also finds her way into the collection. ‘Morning Song’ borrows its
title and its screaming infant from Plath’s posthumous and much
celebrated, Ariel. In Gildfind’s story a ‘chunky woman’ (this is how she is
described throughout) spends the day looking after the baby of a ‘very tall
and very thin’ friend, who may or may not have been a lover of hers in the
past. A cord of jealousy nourishes the story with enough malcontent to
keep things interesting, while a protective, swooping magpie provides an
allegorical dimension that even the protagonist cannot fail to see. This
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story does an impressive job of adapting the poetic landscape of Plath’s
poem to narrative — ‘a magpie’s song sets the heat shimmering’ as ‘Love
set you going like a fat gold watch’, for instance; however, its use of what
in more recent times has become a fairly familiar gesture towards female
psychological malady — namely, women mistreating babies — creates an
empathetic gulf between character and reader that does run the risk of
flattening that landscape somewhat.

Minor lapses like these aside, The Worry Front is an intelligent and jarring
work of fiction that at its best is both psychologically unnerving and
aesthetically mesmerising. It should be read. And then read again.

Notes

[1] Gildfind writes, ‘For instance, I found this in the depths of a novel “happiness is
repetition”. When I discovered that phrase, it was one of affirmation...” (193). return to
text

[2] See ML Klein, Intertextuality in Western Art Music (Indiana University Press,
Bloomington, 2005): ‘In Freud’s terms, repetition compulsion is a primal activity of the
mind; he later compares it to the working mind of a child. As an instinctual activity,
repetition compulsion may take on a demonic character that we perceive as the uncanny’
(79). return to text
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When I received notice of the publication of G Thomas Couser’s Letter To
My Father: A Memoir, I was intrigued to read a creative work by one of
the leading thinkers in the field, and to observe if, and how, he translated
his considerable knowledge of form and theory into practice. Like many
others in the field of creative writing and, especially those in life writing, |
have often utilised and quoted Couser’s books and articles. While his
books on memoir (2011b) and life writing and disability (1997, 2004,
2009b) are important contributions to the field, it was an article published
in the journal Life Writing that really captured my imagination more than a
decade ago and which has continued to influence my own research.

In this article, ‘Genre Matters: Form, Force, and Filiation’ (2005a), Couser
proposes that genre is an indispensable tool in considerations of memoir.
Using the taxonomical idea of sub-genres and sub-sub-genres, Couser
begins to suggest the myriad ways that memoirs can be characterised and,
more importantly, the various uses to which such classification systems
can be put. In identifying the existence of numerous ‘new “niche” genres’
(143), Couser also argues for memoir’s ‘vitality’ (143) and posits the value
of studying examples of life writing that are clearly ‘non-literary’ (143).
This value revolves around what the personal memoir can divulge about
the human condition, but also includes how revealing such writing can be
in social, cultural and historical terms. This analysis inspired my own
work on taxonomies of the personal memoir, which, following Couser,
proposes that, in order to discuss the popular personal memoir seriously —
and, pointedly, in terms beyond the negative appraisal of ‘misery lit’ — we
need to be able to describe, name and group memoirs in a range of ways
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(see, for example, Brien 2011, 2013, 2017).

As a vivid illustration of these ideas, Couser profiles an investigation he
was then undertaking into what he identifies as a sub-genre of memoir,
that of American memoirs of fathers. He calls this a ‘category’ of text,
noting the variety within it, and then proceeds to describe its features,
defining these in terms of ‘full life’ or ‘single experience’ (149), whether
the narrative ranges beyond the term of the narrator’s life — that is, in the
memoirs he is studying, the life of the father before that of the child — and
whether they are written in an ‘essayistic’, ‘impressionistic’,
‘representative’ and/or ‘sequential’ (149) style. He also nominates the
motivation of the author as another useful consideration, asking whether
the relationship between memoirist and author can be described as deficit
in some way, and the degree to which the memoir can itself be described
as hagiographic. He also describes a subset of these texts that he is
particularly interested in: ‘narratives of filiation’ (151), stressing their
‘intent to enact some kind of engagement with the father, living or dead’
(151). In this way, he is suggesting the relationships that are often so
important within such memoirs can provide yet another way to classify,
and think about, these narratives.

In an illuminating example of what could be described as research-led
practice-in-action, this investigatory scholarship — which he published in a
number of articles (Couser 2005a, 2005b, 2009a, 2011a, 2011b, 2016) —
led Couser, who describes himself as a ‘critic’ (2011a) to turn writer. The
resulting Letter to my Father: A Memoir is not only engrossing, but is
beautifully written in the clear and lucid prose that is a feature of Couser’s
scholarship. The title has two meanings. It, firstly, indicates how a letter
the author had written to his father years before is central to the book.
Secondly, it also signposts a driving motivation for the memoirist,
encapsulating how the narrative contains a series of thoughts, impressions,
ideas and feelings that Couser would have liked to share with his father
when he was still alive.

Letter to my Father is an elegantly structured narrative, divided into two
parts. The first addresses the father Couser knew (or thought he knew), the
second the man the memoirist discovers through biographical research.
The prologue describes every biographer’s dream: the box of personal
documents, mostly letters, he finds after his father’s death in the mid-
1970s. After a cursory examination, Couser stores this box away, and does
not engage with this material for more than three decades. Instead, he
becomes an academic and writes his series of important volumes and
articles about memoir and memoir writing. Core to the memoir are his
musings on how his rediscovery of that box, and his immersion in its
contents, compelled him to investigate his father’s life. In turn, this led to
him composing a memoir about his father — albeit after sustained scholarly
inquiry into the possibility of writing this text.

Other letters, and particularly those in that once-hidden away trove, are
also central resources for this memoir. Through the process of reading,
investigating and writing about all these letters in some detail, Couser
proposes that they are not evidence about a life but valuable components
of that life. This is, at least in part, because these letters were written at a
time when letter writing was not only an important component of daily
life, but also a significant mode ‘through which life was lived’ (2011a:
890). In composing the memoir, Couser comes to regard these letters:
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not as the residue of a life but in a way as scraps of it, not
an epiphenomenon thrown off by the “real life” of which
they are the tantalizing written remains, but the actual stuff
of life itself — preserved moments. (890)

They lead him to understand that, at least when his father was in his
twenties, he ‘lived a good deal of his life in and through correspondence
with friends and family’ (890). This indicates how, alongside his father’s
memoir, Couser also needs to recount various aspects of his mother’s, his
sister’s and his own life narratives. In this way, 4 Letter To My Father can
be described as a relational memoir, in Eakin’s terms (1999), wherein the
subject being written about (the father) cannot be understood alone, but
only in terms of others (such as family, lovers and friends).

As these intriguing personal stories unfold in 4 Letter To My Father, they
are underpinned with a second, just as absorbing, narrative regarding
Couser’s reflections on some of the central ethical issues involved in the
task of life writing, as well as how his own academic career has been
affected by his father and their relationship. Couser is well aware of the
ethical dilemmas and potential impacts of his enquiry, as well as the limits
of both his memory and the archive. He directs the reader’s attention to
information and sources he is less certain about with liberal use of such
phrases as ‘I suppose’, ‘it was probably’, ‘seems unlikely that’ and
‘perhaps’. These markers are also used to indicate his speculative musings
about his father and the parts of his life that remain undiscoverable.

Woven into this memoir alongside Couser’s unravelling of his elusive
father’s intriguing secrets and the various complex and enigmatic aspects
of his life, are many illuminating humane insights about family dynamics,
love (requited and not), sexuality, and the important role that reading,
writing and travel can play in a life, as well as the effects of the ravages of
depression. Through this life story, Couser also makes many important
points regarding biographical memoir research and writing. This means
this volume can be read as an important primer on the form, as well as for
the unique — and compelling — story of its protagonists. As such, I suggest
Letter To My Father: A Memoir is a volume with broad appeal. While
general readers will be swept away as the tale unfolds and writers will find
the work described and its results inspiring and useful, the book also has
various applications in undergraduate and postgraduate classrooms, as well
as a range of potential uses with research students.
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The release of 4 Genealogy of the Verse Novel late last year brings a
welcome addition to verse novel research. Catherine Addison, an
academic in the Department of English in the Faculty of Arts at the
University of Zululand, South Africa, has already published several
articles on this area of research in recent years, and here brings to the table
a significant scholarly contribution.

A Genealogy of the Verse Novel comprises an introduction and five-
chapter structure. In Chapter one, Addison maps out generic distinctions.
Her approach acknowledges but also contests earlier scholarly views on
the verse novel, to bring about, to my mind, more extensive, flexible and
nuanced insights. Addison herself conveys this shift:

Although generic hybridity is probably more the rule than
the exception in literary works, an unusually determined
rhetoric has for centuries succeeded in keeping the two
genres of novel and verse apart. In my first chapter I
anatomise this rhetoric as some influential theorists have
propounded it, and find it deficient in both logic and
evidence... (6)

Chapter two has a focus on ‘Early Verse Novels’. Addison takes as her
starting point William Chamberlayne’s Pharonnida, a seventeenth-century
poetic narrative she believes could well be the ‘first attempt at a verse
novel in English’ (2) before discussing works of the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries including Christopher Anstey’s The New Bath Guide,
Tobias Smollett’s The Expedition of Humphry Clinker, Anna Seward’s
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Louisa, Byron’s verse novella Beppo and his Don Juan, George Crabbe’s
Tales, Alexander Pushkin’s Eugene Onegin and Adam Mickiewicz’s Pan
Tadeus:z.

In Chapter three, Addison analyses eighteen ‘Early Victorian’ verse novels
published between 1848 and 1895 in Great Britain and the United States of
America. Addison first considers works that utilise iambic pentameter —
beginning with blank verse (Aurora Leigh; Denzil Place; The Ring and the
Book; Pygmalion and others) then proceeds to heroic couplets and stanzas
based on five-beat lines (Griselda; Laurence Bloomfield in Ireland) —
before turning her critique to verse novels composed in sonnets (Modern
Love), hexameter verse (The Bothie; Amours de Voyage) and tetrameter
verse (The Angel in the House; The Victories of Love; Clarel; Lucile;
Geraldine; Anderleigh Hall; Jason of the Golden Fleece). While the
period’s verse form variations are known to scholars, Addison contributes
insightful commentary about the particularity of the effects arising from
the poetic and narrative features of each text, and this is not the only
chapter where she does so — indeed it is a strength of the book overall.

In Chapter four, ‘The Earlier Twentieth Century’, Addison discusses verse
novels in free-verse form followed by examples that utilise jazz rhythms,
blank verse, mixed-form, and lastly, works with consistent stanzaic form
such as ottava rima. Perhaps unsurprisingly many of the verse novels in
this period are preoccupied with either the Great War or the Second World
War. It is constructive that Addison eschews a tick-the-box approach to
genre inclusion. For instance, although she eventually concludes that
David Jones’s In Parenthesis is not a verse novel, but rather ‘should merit
a different term altogether’ (257), she finds it invaluable to discuss
‘because it comprises both verse and novelistic elements and also because
its resistance to classification is revelatory, illuminating a fairly
widespread approach to genre in the avant-garde literature of this period’
(246).

The chapter begins with a defence of Edgar Lee Masters’s The Spoon
River Anthology — as a proto-verse novel. Addison takes an unhurried nine
pages to evaluate its lyric and narrative aspects, before commenting on its
cumulative narrative effect. Later in the chapter she also discusses
Masters’s Domesday Book. Addison devotes a further eight pages of
analysis to Gilbert Frankau’s trilogy of verse novels written in ottava rima.
Other verse novels of this period include Eileen Hewitt’s Donna Juana
which as the title suggests, takes its impetus from Byron’s Don Juan, and
verse novels by each of the Benét brothers: Stephen Vincent Benét’s John
Brown's Body and William Rose Benét’s Rip Tide. Addison takes some
liberty in extending ‘The Earlier Twentieth Century’ to the 1960s, though
this ensures the inclusion of the Valediction series, the predominantly-
verse narratives by the British writer Philip Toynbee — Pantaloon, Two
Brothers, A Learned City and Views from a Lake — as well as Christopher
La Farge’s three verse novels.

In a final Chapter five, ‘The Contemporary Age’, Addison analyses a
selection of verse novels written in free verse, short-line and short-to
longer-line free verse, long-line free verse novels, metrical verse,
unrhymed forms, including blank verse, terza rima and related forms,
ottava rima (and some Spenserian stanzas), sonnets, four-beat lines, the
Onegin stanza and related forms, and mixed-form verse novels. Addison
ends by discussing new forms, exemplified by Brad Leithauser’s
Darlington’s Fall.
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It is fitting that all the verse novels analysed — including those by
Australian verse novelists Les Murray, Dorothy Porter, Paul Hetherington,
Alan Wearne and Matt Rubinstein — are contextualised according to form,
rather than country of origin. While Addison suggests this approach is not
without difficulties, 4 Genealogy of the Verse Novel — for all its formalist
preoccupation — comprehends the verse novel in an ever-expansive global
stage. Although Addison only analyses verse novels from Anglophone
countries or in English-language translations, she nevertheless is mindful
of the verse novel’s cultural and geographical diversity, and cites recent
contributions emanating from Israel, Algeria, Uganda, Canada and South
Africa. Adam Mickiewicz’s Pan Tadeusz, published in Poland in 1834,
and Nazim Hikmet’s Landscapes from My Country, published in Turkey in
1963, are also welcome inclusions.

Addison’s analyses draw attention to the unique interactions of poetic and
narrative strategies in each verse novel. This is not a serendipitous
outcome; Addison foregrounds it in her intentions: ‘In characterizing a
specific text as a verse novel, both features need to be anatomised,
especially at their intersection’ (8). The hybridity of the verse novel,
Addison contends, justifies this approach — and its underlying assumption
that form has implications for meaning (8). In my opinion — admittedly as
an outspoken proponent of poetic and narratological analyses of verse
novels — Addison’s simultaneously rigorous and flexible analyses
substantiate the efficacy of her approach.

A Genealogy of the Verse Novel is well-conceived and thorough in its
tracing of verse novel lineage. Its subsequent exposure of the misogyny
within a particular subset of verse novels is exemplary. It presents in some
detail, analyses of verse novels by more than sixty authors, and the
resultant discussion is lively, enabling an engaging read. If there are
certain limitations in Addison’s methodology, such as her ‘rough estimate’
(361) of line lengths — given the texts’ diversity, there seems no alternate
means of classification. Perhaps other worthy verse novels might have
been included — but not without the book exceeding five hundred pages.

Certainly, by the end of the book, the reader has no doubt as to the
complexity of verse novels. 4 Genealogy of the Verse Novel is thus likely
to have a considerable impact on how the form is valued, interpreted and
critiqued.

Linda Weste won the 2016 Wesley Michel Wright Poetry Prize for excerpts
from her verse novel set in roman antiquity, Nothing Sacred. Her PhD on
verse novel poetics was completed at the University of Melbourne. Her
articles can be accessed at http.//unimelb.academia.edu/LindaWeste.
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If the prose poem keeps its time across the sentence rather than the line, it
also distinguishes itself from narrative as the lyric does, by sequestering
narrative, with its relentless cause-and-effect motion, to a space outside the
poem itself. Cannily situating the poems of fkaros within the overarching
context of a story so familiar most children know it, Paul Hetherington
relieves himself of any obligation to provide narrative, and so allows
himself to cast each poetic gesture adrift on lyric time, where the poems
can operate in the realm of pure voice.

fkaros” famous story comes to us through so many literary and visual
retellings, not least by Ovid, Breughel, and Auden, that it hardly bears
revisiting. It originally came to me as, I think, to most children, as one of
childhood disobedience and hubris, in which the young Ikaros refuses to
‘quell [his] restlessness’ (17) and suffers the consequences. This collection
takes pains to remind us not only of the hubris of the disobedient son, but
also of that of the father, Daedalus, who was an artificer, cunning maker of
the Minotaur’s labyrinth and Ariadne’s dancing ground as well as the
famous fashioner of intricate (and working) wings for himself and Ikaros
to use to escape their imprisonment on Crete. As we all know, in spite of
his father’s instructions not to fly too high, where his wax wings might be
melted by the sun, Ikaros lost himself to the heady power of altitude, and
he plummeted to his death in the sea, in most versions never to be seen
again.

Hetherington’s lyric retelling both reminds us of Daedalus’s responsibility
for his son’s tragic end, and repositions Ikaros less as a figure of too-
boldly exercised power than as a product of the continued and repeated
reinventions of others, occupying and reoccupying a changing world in
which he must ‘[learn] machinery’s rhythm and noise’ (4), then relearn it.
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This deft move allows Hetherington to meditate on that third-favorite
subject of poets (with love and death), techne, as in poetic and other forms
of making. It also allows him to consider the question of how an ur-
narrative functions across and through time as it unwinds from the story’s
origination, through its various retellings, into our moment, asking as he
does so how fkaros means in each reincarnation and so what his larger
significance might be within the context of human imagination.

Thus, the book opens with fkaros not on the banks of Lethe but on the
shoulder of a freeway that ‘runs like Lethe’ (1), occupying the same
functional space of the river, flowing into the urban underworld. As this
human-made (as in made by and also made of) river blurs with the river of
myth, so already do the ‘arms that [propel]’” become fused with ‘wings that
[ensconse]’ (2), and Tkaros emerges as our culture’s first technologically
enhanced body, a man with ‘parts’ that can be ‘broken’ (61) in the ‘world
of machines’ (10) that Daedalus and his spiritual children imagine.
Meanwhile, the story of fkaros remains embedded in the larger story,
which includes the Minotaur and Ariadne and is expressed in multiple
alphabets as well as in paint and clay, all together marking the ‘imprecise
locations of self” (42), including ‘rain, snowfall, and gust’ (43), such a
temporally and geographically dislocated self might inhabit. Working
through substitution, the collection shifts us not only through bodies but
also through consciousnesses as they arise from, examine, and shape those
bodies, before being erased by what comes next, so that everything and
everyone happens at once, ‘Father, childhood, Ariadne, dance floor’ all
blurring and passing. ‘That is myth,” Tkaros acknowledges; ‘I never knew
it.” Also, ‘That is memory; I was never present’ (67).

Unlike in the myth, Breughel’s painting, or Auden’s poem, but exactly in
keeping with the themes of this collection, Hetherington’s fkaros survives
beyond his drowning to make a surprise recovery; though even he
‘guess|es] [him]self to be dead,’ the book washes him (and us) out of the
sea and onto ‘the shore’ (62). This shore is not the freeway of the opening
section, fkaros reset in a contemporary landscape; rather, Ikaros washes
back into his myth, where he and his story can await their next resurrection
into a present that is still before us. Again, we find ourselves among ‘huts’
(62) in the world of Minotaur and Ariadne and their elaborate dance, a
place where fkaros is ‘no longer fkaros’ the myth but where he ‘has no
other name’ (66), only the one he was given. The one that has entered
myth, which he ‘never knew’ and to which he ‘was never present,’ travels
forth without him. So, near the end of the book, fkaros wonders, ‘Who
knew me so well to make of my face this inscrutable gesture?’ (64). In the
next poem, he has himself become a book, and this book reveals itself an
extended meditation not only on a specific identity but on the nature of
identity, what it means to be — to be a self, or to make one; to be made and
remade by others, by external forces including parents, engineers, history,
and art.

In this erasure and reassertion of story and memory, Ikaros emerges finally
in the last section ‘as refugee,’ as the section is titled, a figure likewise
persisting across time and immediately, even urgently, into our own time,
where other dislocated and broken bodies keep washing up onto our
shores. The book leaves Ikaros in the past and in the present, where he is
taken ‘to a camp with hundreds of refusals’ (83). Thus does he move back
into the present moment, refigured and bearing with him all of history in
its redundancy, the cycle of repetition that makes this myth and others
endlessly renewable. Despite the arduousness of the journey and its (in this
case) unsatisfactory result, like so many others he’d ‘try it again,” he says,
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imagining another escape; again he would ‘strap elaborate wings.’ In the
last line of the book, as in the opening, he is ‘almost ready’ (87).

Katharine Coles’ memoir, Look Both Ways, will be published by Turtle
Point Press in 2018, her seventh collection of poems, Wayward, is due
from Red Hen Press in 2019. She also writes extensively on poetry and
poetics. She is a Poet-in-Residence at the Natural History Museum of Utah
and the SLC Public Library for the Poets House program FIELD WORK.
Distinguished Professor of English at the University of Utah, she has
received grants from the NEA and NEH and a 2012 Guggenheim
Fellowship.

TEXT

Vol 22 No 1 April 2018

http://www.textjournal.com.au

General Editor: Nigel Krauth. Editors: Julienne van Loon & Ross
Watkins

Reviews Editors: Pablo Muslera & Amelia Walker
text@textjournal.com.au

www.textjournal.com.au/april18/coles_rev.htm 3/3


mailto:text@textjournal.com.au

Review of O’Mahony & Munden (eds), Metamorphic: 21st century poets respond to Ovid TEXT Vol 22 No 1

TEXT review

Of bodies changed to other forms I tell: Poets respond
to Ovid’s Metamorphoses

review by Linda Weste

Metamorphic: 21st century poets respond to Ovid
Nessa O’Mahony and Paul Munden (eds)

Recent Work Press, Canberra 2017

ISBN 9780648087854

Pb 224pp AUD19.95

The two thousandth anniversary of the poet Publius Ovidius Naso — one of
the canonical poets of Latin literature and known to us more directly as
Ovid — provides inspiration for this anthology of poems edited by Nessa
O’Mahony and Paul Munden and published by Recent Work Press. In
Metamorphic: 21st century poets respond to Ovid, one hundred
participating poets — from the United Kingdom, Ireland, Italy, South
Africa, India, Singapore, the Philippines, Japan, China, Australia, New
Zealand, the United States and Canada — rewrite or re-envision
Metamorphoses in a mix of poetic styles and forms.

This heterogeneous collection reflects its derivation — Ovid’s continuous
narrative of over two hundred and fifty stories wrought in dactylic
hexameter itself drew from earlier collections of myths and tales of
transformation. Of the twenty-first century poetic responses in
Metamorphic, some work closely with the mythic material of the
Metamorphoses; others create new versions, re-imagining his stories —
indeed sometimes linking these to different countries and cultures
altogether, transporting and transforming them.

Merlinda Bobis’s ‘O Daphne Down’ offers a re-envisioning of the tale of
the nymph, Daphne. Bobis’s three-page narrative poem — set in the
present-day Philippines — is prefaced with an estimate of deaths arising
from the state-sanctioned death squads. Here metamorphosis is staged, in
the first instance, as the changing identity of Damian into Daphne Down:
‘After his pants flared into skirts, Damien running / from his father’s rage’
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(15), then as a metaphysical transformation when Daphne Down is gunned
down — but rather than into the elemental, the trees and roots of a daphne,
‘her feet sink into the asphalt her arms branch / into cables her hair sprouts
into a foliage of fire’ (16). In the third instance metamorphosis is staged as
an allegory for the transformation of ideology. The gods are exposed
disdainfully and without reverence; as exploitative ‘Johns’ — ‘Baby, make
Daddy happy!” (15) — or vengeful, ‘heavy booted’ vigilantes vowing ‘Get
that drag queen drug queen!’ (15):

She smells their circuit of intent, the cordite

in the friction between steel and trigger finger.

The gods are baying like dogs — or is this just

a nightmare like when she sings and a drunken

god barks her name with his brand of tenderness? (14)

Judy Johnson’s ‘Me, Myself and I’ imagines the possibility that
‘Metamorphosis / isn’t always a one-way street’ (46). In this two-page
poem, Narcissus — having successfully bribed a god to turn him back into
human form — is now ‘Narc’, a recovering addict in the ‘city of self-
declared angels’ (46), Los Angeles. Although Narc ‘drinks expensive
bottled water, / never pond, / stays away from his own / reflection in
shopfronts / and drugs that exaggerate a sense / of self-importance’ (46),
he still ‘can’t quite make it yet / in the outside world’ (46). The story of
Narc’s attempts at self-transformation instantiate in Johnson’s poem —
which she inflects with the quasi-register of rehabilitation discourse:

Up himself completely. A lost cause. A pretty boy

who couldn’t figure out if his was a lone voice

in the wilderness (some pallid hangover mirroring
his own words back to him). Or if someone

out there might actually be listening.

Once that trip down memory’s meadow
would have freaked him out completely.
Now it re-enforces just how far he’s come. (47)

Jane Yeh adopts a flexible approach to lineation in ‘A Short History of
Mythology’ (159). The format of this poem entails the dislocation of
eighteen line beginnings and the same number of line endings on the page.
The beginnings are truncated at varying lengths, double-spaced and
uniformly left-aligned. The endings are cast adrift on alternating lines and
loosely form a column of text down the right-hand side. Yeh envisions a
lady centaur running across a landscape, as through history. Since the leap
from any particular beginning to an ending is approximate, the dislocated
sentences or clauses make this evocation manifest in form. ‘To be a lady
centaur / leaping across the Hedgehog Isles’ further brings to mind a
potent cultural image, Picasso’s famous 1922 painting ‘Two Women
Running on the Beach’.

In its re-envisioning of myth, Metamorphic does not, however, simply
amass contemporaneous cultural references. Variously playful, droll or
ironic, each of the collection’s poems bring something fresh to the myth
they retell. Even the poems that relate more generally to the
Metamorphoses — some of which are placed as chapter markers — exude a
vitality. Peggie Gallagher’s poem ‘Blood Oranges’ illustrates this vitality;
its airy syntax sizzling with sound and other sensory stimuli:
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The afternoon light was
the texture of dry tinder

with all the touch flares
of a volatile sky.

You must remember how young
we were, the blood sweet surfeit

still warm in our bellies. (71)

Christian Bok’s ‘A Nocturne for Eurydice’ relocates a familiar myth to
Northern Australia. The poem’s language is effusive, lush and distinctive;
cinquains of ten-stress lines build layers of sensory depiction as Orpheus
and Eurydice — as two modern day tourist lovers — explore a rainforest
cave:

Twilight through the roof of a rainforest
shatters like a chandelier of green glass,
the shrillness strafed by keening cicadas
and unseen flocks of cockatoos that caw
their catcalls at the meltdown of the sun.

Dimming of the day bronzes a pathway

that we follow under vaults of booyong
down a terraced stairway to this canyon

of warm mist, where a waterfall loiters,
draped in a grotto, like a soaked sarong. (142)

The fifteen-book original order of The Metamorphoses remains the
editors’ choice in Metamorphic and structures their selection of poems.
Due to the collection’s overall verve and momentum, it is not overly
evident to the reader that the sections are somewhat uneven, for instance,
Book I has twenty contributions and Book VIII has thirteen, by contrast
with Book IT and Book XIII which each contain only two poems, or Book
V, which has six. Some tales of Ovid garner greater interest than others; in
this collection, Narcissus is a case in point.

Metamorphic’s poetic responses to Ovid might be compared with an
earlier (Terry 2001) edited short-story collection entitled Ovid
metamorphosed. Published sixteen years apart, the collections show
Ovid’s continuing appeal for creative writers; indeed, the lasting impact of
the Metamorphoses throughout two millennia. Of course, Ovid’s works are
freely available to today’s writers via digital resources of exceptional
quality, including the online Perseus Digital Library and the Loeb
Classical Library.

The appeal of Metamorphic is both as a fine collection of twenty-first

century poets’ responses to the Metamorphoses of Ovid, and as a fitting
two thousandth anniversary tribute.

Works cited

Terry, P (ed) 2001 Ovid metamorphosed, Vintage, United Kingdom return to text
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There is always going to be something missing in a translation of a poem,
but the reader who doesn’t know the original language is unlikely to know
precisely what’s not there. Translation can also, without denying the
losses, be understood as a positive process. As Zoe Skoulding writes:

To think of translation as fundamental to poetry is to
emphasise interconnectedness, since every poem is in
dialogue with every other poem, but at the same time
allows for transformation, strangeness, and an encounter
with the unknown. (Skoulding 2018: 5)

Poet to Poet is a bilingual collection of contemporary poetry by Japanese
women, selected by Rina Kikuchi of Shiga University and the New
Zealand / Australian poet Jen Crawford, and translated by an international
team of English-language poets (Australian, New Zealand, American,
Israeli, Indian) in tandem with Kikuchi. She writes in her introduction of
the diversity of the poets and of the poems, describing the immense
amount of work that went into each set of translations:

discussing and explaining the layers of the meaning behind
individual words or phrases, in what situations a word can
be used, the effects of sounds and strange word-orders,
images evoked by the lines, the usage of space, superscripts
and other types of Japanese script. (1)
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Kikuchi concludes that the aim is to translate ‘not what was written on the
page, but rather, what was not written’ and argues that while there are
losses in the process, there are also gains: linguistic play in English that
extends the original Japanese, for example (ii). Poets are rendering the
work of other poets, and finding new layers of imagery, new verbal games
in the process.

Some of these poems are illuminated by the endnotes. For example, it
emerges that Misaki Takako’s lyrical ‘Into White Darkness’, which
inhabits a formal enactment of grief, is a response to the 2011 earthquake
and tsunami; it has been included in high school textbooks (179).
Nakamura Sachiko’s ‘And the Bright Morning Comes’, on the other hand,
needs no such clarification. The speaker describes the death of her father
from illness, which takes place as the tsunami hits. As her brothers
struggle to get to the hospital across a devastated town, a private grief
becomes appallingly public (211). Similarly, ‘Girl 2°, written by Ishikawa
Itsuko, who (born in 1933) is the oldest poet in the anthology, is terribly
clear even in translation; a 17-year-old is forced into sexual slavery by the
Japanese army, then left starving and infected with venereal disease in
1945. ‘What happened to you? / Only the wind bears witness’ (71). In
reading Yamasaki Kayoko’s surreal and violent ‘Tree’, it helps to know
that she has lived in Belgrade since 1981. The speaker experiences a
Kafka-esque transformation into a tree ‘without a nest for birds, without
fruits or leaves’ (225), which is cut down to make a soldier’s coffin, while
the stump is used as an execution block for a child.

Such a transmutation and/or dismemberment of the body is a theme that
recurs throughout this collection. In the graphic and surreal ‘Father’s
Uterus, or the Map’, Ito Hiromi begins with a roomful of specimen jars
full of body parts — ‘testicles with elephantiasis’ (77), ‘a uterus that had
grown teeth’ (79), viewed by an anonymous bunch of men each claiming
one as their father’s. Hirata Toshiko’s ‘The Seventh of the First Month’
takes place on a train journey ‘just to write poetry’; failing to respond to
ads aimed at women, she contemplates becoming a man, then overhears a
woman remark inexplicably, ‘I was so lonely I bought a dog’s torso’ (113).
Gradually the passengers are transformed into dog torsos. In ‘The Gift’,
Misumi Mizuki, born in 1981 and the youngest of these poets, creates a
protagonist who amputates her own foot, to be replaced by her beloved’s
gift of ‘a swirling marbled thing / of blue and turquoise, / the colours of
pristine coastal waters / my beautiful new foot’ (193). The beloved,
incidentally, is transformed into a pig. In ‘Head Ache’, Kono Satoko has a
head for every day of the week but can’t decide which one to wear on
Monday (171). Compared to such wild imaginings, the transformation of
the speaker’s arm in Kawaguchi Harumi’s ‘Map of the Peninsula’ is more
subtle, but equally disturbing (133).

The five poems by Arai Takako translated here draw on an acute physical
awareness of the messy processes involved in the manufacture of silk.
‘Flared Skirt’ seems to draw on childhood memories of a family silk-
weaving business, and also of the public nature of a girl’s first
menstruation: ‘The next day, mother cooked up twenty cups of celebratory
red bean rice: / “Miss, you’re finally one of us women” / says Kat-chan,
one of the weaving girls, pulling up the skirt on the clothesline to expose
the inside’ (23). In ‘A Lightbulb’, an old courtesan entices a young man
into her home and asks him to watch her undress. His response is crude:
‘Ogres, snakes — I’ll take what I canget’; he moves to take her remaining
clothes off, finding ‘silk, fine and white as a shroud’, and then the absence
of a breast: ‘a handspan cut / smooth as mountain snow’ (3). ‘Dollogy’
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explores a regional tradition of adding clothing to a doll every year: ‘Girl-
doll. What a stink when your hem’s picked up — as if those layers were
stewed in soy for days ... these layers, rotten with damp, turn back to flesh’
(13). This is silk as metaphor: not as a valuable textile, but as an intimate
image that encompasses the changing appearance of a woman’s body, its
fluids and smells, from menstruation to old age.

It would be invidious to pick out one of the team of translators for
comment; the standard of translation appears to this non-reader of
Japanese to be consistently high. Whatever has got lost in the process has
been counterbalanced at least in part by the playfulness and energy of the
poet-translators. For most readers of this book, these translations will stand
on their own merit as diverse and challenging works of literature.
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Not many writers have the gift of turning visual works into poetry that is
not static. Still fewer have the gift of turning fine poetry into a good read.
Amelia Walker has both gifts. This is not surprising: an emerging writer,
Walker is highly regarded as a poet and performer of her own work, and
has toured in Australia, India and North America. Her scholarly work and
(auto)fictions have also won a variety of prizes. Her new book, Dreamday,
is an unpaginated verse novella. You will not need page numbers. Before
you know it, you will have found yourself unable to stop. Before you
know it, you will have fallen under the spell of the speaking persona.

Dreamday vividly tracks the contents of dreams attuned to phenomena that
reside both under and beyond the surface of things. The poems retrace the
events in one day of the narrator’s life, opening her private world onto the
public sphere through a voice that is at once playful, witty, sensitive and
assertive. At the heart of the book is the fraught question of the meaning of
dreams. Underlying this question are the issues of the nature, function and
purpose of dreams, including those we don’t remember.

The Interpretation of Dreams (1900) is one of Freud’s most important
contributions to psychoanalysis. It is at once surprisingly clear and
confusing. The key idea is that ‘the meaning of every dream is the
fulfilment of a wish’ and Freud is quite categorical about this. He adds:
‘there cannot be any dreams but wishful dreams’ (Freud 2001: 134). To
illustrate his thesis, Freud tells the story of little Anna who, denied
strawberry cake during the day, dreamt that night of enjoying the most
delicious cake. Our dreaming activity, Freud explains further, is a
regressive reactivation of the hallucinatory means of ‘wish-fulfilment’.
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Nonetheless, on the same page, Freud hesitates and writes: ‘I feel certain
in advance that I shall meet with the most categorical contradictions’
(134). One of these contradictions concerns ‘anxiety dreams’, or
nightmares that indeed undermine the idea that dreams fulfil wishes. It is
this contradiction that Amelia Walker explores in refreshing ways in her
new book of poems, Dreamday. In ‘Prelude’, she asks:

Are dreams simply desires
too wild, too deep to seek
or even speak

by day?

Is that why we have nightmares?
Is that why they frighten us so? (np)

The book provides an array of answers to these questions set against the
very idea of interpretation.

Dreamday comprises twenty-eight ekphrastic poems. It began ‘as a poetic
response to Dreamscape, an exhibition of works by South Australian
artists at the Campbelltown ArtHouse’ (np). Some of the poems were
displayed together with the artworks. Others were written retroactively.
The collection is preceded by a ‘Poet’s Note’, or exegetical foreword,
where Walker writes about her encounter with the visual material, its
emotional impact and influence on her writing process. Here, she states:
‘We must dream, and honour our dreams, in order to live actualised lives’
(np). In this, she is closer to Jung than Freud. Jung disputed Freud’s ‘wish
fulfilment thesis’. He believed that dreams are doing the work of
integrating our conscious and unconscious lives — he called this the
process of individuation.

With its echoes of myth and fairy tale, Walker’s ‘Fire Heart’ begins a
compelling journey. The poem does not offer us narrative content of an
historical, domestic or biographical kind that can be recognised. On the
contrary. It works by accretion and suggestion. Yet despite its hiatuses and
allusions, its internal logic is completely convincing. It moves from a
sense of fracture and cracking towards a final image of the wings of a
dragon carrying the protagonist away...

The next poems work in a similar vein, questioning the stuff of dreams
through gradual repeating series of rhythmical movements, accumulating
dream-like allusions and developing images. Even though some poems
seem unfinished, all the poems in this collection display technical skill of a
very high order: the diction is as edgy or luscious as the mental tensions
that inspired them. If anything, some pieces — ‘On Kaurna Land’, for
example — could have been slightly clipped to lay bare the disjuncture
between words and ideas. Those poems which seem, like the first,
‘unfinished’ are so only to convey the questing thrust of the narrative — its
iterative and creative dreamscape.

In ‘Meeting Morpheus’, Walker briefly reconciles Jung and Freud with
direct reference to the act of creation:

Ah, creation... Morpheus would muse. But you 've mistaken
me.

1I’'m a weaver more so than a maker. My name means ‘form’
which most often means reshaping, much like this old chair
you call a throne—jagged fragments thrown together,
sourced from the wreckage of gone thoughts, polished
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‘til seams between mirror and windows blur,
become new reflections, new outlooks.

This process is not work, to me. Or if it is, its work that
sustains

rather than drains, for along the way I salvage certain
parts

of my materials, marvel at the sparkle of unhemmed pieces,
and sometimes even arrangements abandoned along the
way

--failure merits more credit than it gets. (np)

Just as Morpheus balances success and failure, this book balances night
and day, dream and daydream, truth and desire. Above all, it resists the
‘meaning’ ascribed to dreams, including dreams within dreams and other
nightmares, by psychologists, psychiatrists, psychotherapists and other
interpreters of the human psyche. Dreamday is a compelling work of the
imagination. Though its central metaphor is one of flying, it runs its course
like a waterfall where ‘the falling / means more / dreaming’.

This is poetry that speaks to us — indeed for us — on entirely its own terms,
but in a way that has nothing to do with ‘poetry for its own sake’. Rather,
it sounds as if a new way of speaking about experience has been
discovered: incisive, comprehensive, fully committed to the essential
aspects of that experience and therefore in no need of translation or
explanation. In the context of Australian poetry as I see it at the moment,
Amelia Walker is a major new talent. It would be remiss of me to end a
review on such a condescending note, but after all, a review is a matter of
taste.

Works cited
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Ecopoetry needs to be intense and unpredictable,

needs to establish relationships with all manner of things,
as well as acknowledge disconnections

and sites of convergence. (Stuart 2017: 3)

A good ecopoem, Christopher Arigo explains, is ‘a house ... founded on the tension
between the cutting edge of innovation and ecological thinking’ (Arigo 2007: 3).
Such poems abound in Kristin Lang’s The Weight of Light — a sensually metaphysical
collection that subtly yet profoundly ekes out interrelations between humans and
animals, language and nature, technology and the immaterial. In line with Gander
and Kinsella’s suggestion that ecological poetry ‘might be developed rhizomatically,
it might be described as a nest, a collectivity’ (Gander & Kinsella 2012: 13), Lang
emphasises the thrumming yet too often overlooked interrelatedness of things via her
deft weaving of motifs including moons and mountains, muscle and shadow, silence
and breath. This is a collection that demands multiple readings — and rewards them —
opening and offering new insights, new articulations with each fresh encounter, each
return.

Lang has a gift for writing about animals, including human animals, and for
reminding us how close, how interrelated and interdependent we are with other
creatures and the spaces of this earth we share. That is to say, The Weight of Light
aptly carries the ecopoetic project of presenting ‘the human experience as being part
of the more-than-human world’ (Stuart 2017: 3). Take, for instance, Lang’s striking
portrait of a squirrel, whose tail is:

an auburn

curve on the nerve-strung
bone she catches

in the corner of her eye (67)
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and whose heart is:

a kind of fulcrum
and all the world
on this side

or the other (67)

Similarly, when Lang writes of ‘The wombat’, she shows us:

The muscle — here. The fur. What I touch, as if the skull
peers back, is a sense not of bones

but of layers gone — myself as new-born, the just-bathed child...
(55)

In these and other animal-focused poems, Lang deftly evokes the intelligence, the
mysterious emotions of these creatures with whom we cannot speak, and yet have so
much to communicate, if and when we can find ways. Likewise, studies of human
figures — particularly ‘Portrait of a man dying’ — remind us, with raw energy, just
how animal we humans after all are:

‘So this is dying’, he says. The boulders

turn feather-light. The sky widens. His lips

part in the clean, blue air. And the day

rises around him — sudden curves and ripples. (84)

Equally striking are Lang’s depictions of landscapes and spaces. In ‘A sea of green’
she writes:

The sky is ash coloured and so close to us, so heavy,
our voices fall back inside themselves. (70)

However, ecopoetics is not all — or even necessarily af all — nature poetry. Indeed, as
Arigo notes, the traditional nature poetry trope of the human subject observing nature
as object is, from the contemporary ecopoetic perspective, deeply problematic, and
of greater importance is that the poetry ‘take place more in the realm of the
innovative’ (2007: 3). Ecopoetic innovation is by Arigo’s terms paradoxically and
appropriately about both interconnectedness and tension — about holding these things
in a fine balance that challenges conventional notions about human subjects and
subjectivity as individual and bounded. Stuart similarly identifies good ecopoems as
‘able to initiate a dispersal of ego-centred agency’ through which ‘permanence and
unity can be eschewed in favour of encounter’ and ‘patterning is given attention and
objectivity needs to be reoriented toward intersubjectivity’ (2017: 3). Such
encounters resonate sonorously through The Weight of Light, thematically and
formally. For instance, in ‘A monstrance of diamonds’ a never-named ‘she’

discovers bodily resonances in landscapes, and vice versa: arms contain air; the Earth
has a hide; mouths become stones and water skin; the moon tremors and a rippling
lake bears a pulse:

Across the ground, the mouths of stones

spill the years of their silence — a black lake
cupping time and timeless. The dark water a mirror,
her second sky. She watches. Lost in the long,

long threads of airy light. And if the lake is real

or her desire she cannot tell, the faint ripple

of its pulse rising round her toes. Wrapping

round her ankles. Water becoming skin, skin
becoming this, she is between stars. (11)

‘Electrocardiogram’, forges similar connections between biology and poetics:

listen, I say — there’s a little
free verse between
the 1ambs
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the machine ends —

I tell them my heart
and I would like back
their strip of me

this picture
of my pulse pulsing
in my fingers. (19)

Such lines hint at Lang’s passion for language and linguistic structure. Throughout
the collection she engages masterfully in understated yet poignant formal play.
Particularly notable is her clever engagement of and with enjambment. ‘The hum’
(10) is just one example: through five stanzas that progress, in turn, from three lines,
to two, three, four, then back to three, the poem strikes a delicate balance of
imbalance, a harmony dependent on its discords, its conflict; moreover, it achieves
an oftbeat regularity utterly appropriate to the poem’s subject matter — the heart.

Overall, this collection must be commended. Quiet on the surface, each poem
screams volumes. It is a perfect enactment of the well-made ‘house’ Arigo associates
with strong ecopoetics — a poetic house in which ‘the poem itself is an ecology: a
microcosm economy in which itself dwells’ (2007: 4). The Weight of Light matters to
our world and in it. Without ever preaching to its readers, it reminds us of all we
could be doing to live more gently, more sustainably. It is a book that needs to be
read and re-read. I recommend it most especially for courses in creative writing
and/or literary criticism, where it could serve as an illustrative example of how
contemporary poets address crucial issues of our fragile, precious world.
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Koel is Jen Crawford’s third poetry collection and it clearly demonstrates
the development of a challenging but highly rewarding poetic voice. This
is a poet both confident and experimental, who is pushing at the
boundaries of place and movement, what is remembered and an immersive
present tense, the human subject and the ‘environment’, what we know
and what we don’t. In the preface, Crawford suggests: ‘I was looking for
gaps to step through, for ways both forward and back’. Koel catapaults the
reader through these gaps of uncertainty and possibility.

In the collection’s opening poem, ‘first call’, the image and sound of the
koel bird is introduced, functioning as a kind of leitmotif across the
textured slippages of the poetry’s rich imagery. This blue-black cuckoo
bird with its bright red eye and long, persistent call — the onomatopoeic
‘ko-el’ — introduces several key concepts that weave throughout the poems
that follow: an aesthetic of rich and compelling beauty; the parasitic
cuckoo’s occupation of the nests of others, raising a parallel with the ways
in which the self/artist might ‘use’ the specificity of various geographical
places and ecosystems; and the sound of the call itself, a language we can
only partially interpret. Using 51 words over 6 pages, this poem peels back
the koel’s dense forest canopy, using the white space of the page and the
clustering of discrete but connected words to focus our attention, asking
the reader to follow the call from the cosmic to the particular — and out
again:

koel
koel
soft as police
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falling window

gaps pool
late moss

webbed
gate caught leave

falling galaxy... (1-2)

Like the bird, sweeping through the rainforests of south-east Asia and
down the east coast of Australia, Crawford’s imagery moves in and out of
the lushness of a tropical biosphere and into drier environments. While
clearly inspired by particular landscapes — the Introduction tells us New
Zealand, Singapore, the Philippines, Australia — this is not a poetic which
is explicitly about the specificity of place but rather of movement, a
perpetual migration in and out of the here and the elsewhere, the fecund
pulse of the organic world and its possibilities of metamorphosis. In the
poem ‘planet of weeds’,Crawford plays with the idea of the human
taxonomy of the ‘weed’ while suggesting a different kind of conceptual
space, a ‘new world holding/dream dots out in pressureless trade’:

dry lichen fields the shift

between the seen unfelt and the felt unseen.
a slip-moon cut opens wood, soft

for the flood and the drought, fear,

hyphae, a line of taxis gathers

spirit at the gate, that there is

somewhere else to go, go on

. (7)

In a style reminiscent of the poet / dancer / film-maker Maya Deren,
Crawford uses the image and the aesthetic of the experimental dancer Pina
Bausch as the pivot for a series of poems, ‘I CAN SEE THROUGH MY
EYEBALLS’ (21). Vision and senses blur, as we see and listen and feel
through a sequence that cycles and repeats, forging a ‘dance’ of
impression and discontinuity:

a white cliff of hearing water

is hearing a cliff-nest boiled in milk.
whiter the sea-mews boil in the jaws,
swim up through the hearing,

see through.

yonder a yolk, a yellow mew

falls from the sun to the milk

and we meet, climb the cliff’s veins
dry off in the clothespines

as pins in shadow, thin but holding
warm stones in hands. (24)

Key lines and imagery are returned to and varied — like a villanelle or the
associative multi-sensorial art of Bausch or Deren: ‘pina is a blue tree,
shadow,/ tall, with humorous hands’ (21) migrates into ‘pina was a blue
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tree, our shadow, tall, with humorous feet’ (23) and then ‘a giant set/ of
blue trees, pina, what you said/ in the taxi was’ (25). Weaving in and out
between observer and observed, seeing and hearing and touching, these
poems unsettle as much as they intrigue, creating a web of associations, a
zone between the logic of consciousness and the rhizomatic zone of dream
which brings the reader to

...the crumbling edge,
then on the hard substrate soft
recently fallen. (25)

‘Saccade, saccade’ (25) the poems repeat — like the call of the koel bird,
embodying the method of the entire collection. Look here, look here —
what can be taken in, what can be interpreted in these jerking movements
from one image to another, the frenetic movement between intense points
of focus, the crumbling interstice?

The final long and extraordinary sequence, ‘soft shroud’, offers a kind of
elemental experience of organic ending and beginning through a range of
poems varied in their layout and style as well as content. The initial poem
‘in which’ seems to suggest a kind of Lincoln in the Bardo move into the
fantastical as a way of representing the beyond-understandability of death:
‘a debtor undoes a suicide, travelling/ from graveyard excavation/ to
floating ova’. As the poem ‘contents’ (31) ironically suggests, these poems
move through fields of ‘earth, vacuum, air, water, fire’ as they attempt to
excavate what lies beyond the ‘soft shroud’ that barely covers the corpse.
Because death and loss function at the very edge of the precipice, that
dense canopy of our living, speech and interpretation are almost
impossible:

sarcophagus speech slides off it
thought effectively
slides off it. (35)

The nightmarish ‘council of knifebeaks’ (57), reminiscent of the ferocious
colonisation of the koel, haunts this liminal space, levering open the suture
between body and life, ‘slide whet edges/ for grey lips pink breast, a cut.’
However, there is also the promise of the cycle, the ‘little bubble/ a silver
egg/ with a wet chin’ (62), an ‘egg of oscillation’(63) which may yet
swing back, if the volcano’s fiery mantle should happen to fall ‘away from
you’ (70).

Crawford’s poems will take a reader — who is willing to go — to strange
and unsettling places. This is certainly poetry at the knife-edge of the
experience of the nomadic human animal.

Dr Rose Lucas is a Melbourne poet. Her two collections, Even in the Dark
(2013) and Unexpected Clearing (2016) were published by UWAP. She is
currently completing her third collection, At the Point of Seeing. She
teaches in the Graduate Research area at Victoria University.
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1 wanted to get home

but where was that, so i picked a place
and skittered in through the missing window wire. (45)

‘Poetry is an exile’s art,” remarked American poet Charles Wright.
‘Anyone who writes it seriously writes from an exile’s point of view’
(Wright 2002: 27).

What if a poet manages to capture not only the exile’s point of view but
also the insider’s? What happens if those viewpoints converge? In Glass,
her latest collection of Australian-born, Mexico-based poet, Rose Hunter
accounts for both perspectives, and limns their somewhat uneasy merger.
The more miles the ‘1’ of the poems clocks up on the road and the more
places she records, the less the destinations seem to matter, and the more
interiorised the journey actually becomes.

At the centre of these poems is a roaming exile — the source of a rich and
chaotic geography. Twenty-one poems in three sections — ‘mexico city’,
‘jalisco’ and ‘brisbane’ — piece together a map of encounters, places,
relationships, and selves, which are themselves refracted through various
manifestations of glass: windows, marbles, mirrors, vodka bottles and,
perhaps most significantly, the sliding doors of memory and chance.
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From the landmarks of Mexico to the Brisbane CBD, Hunter gazettes a
breathless, headlong pelt through ‘redos and never weres’ (11); Days of
the Dead and lost nights; road-trips and random language lessons at
restaurants; doctors’ waiting rooms and the prisms of hindsight. The effect
is not unlike someone flicking through the pages of a photo album, or
quickly scrolling through multiple images on a screen (Hunter is
apparently also a keen photographer). With a wounded yet resilient drifter
surfing its pages, this collection of poems is a modern-day gospel of the
picaresque: snatches of recollection, exclamations, interruptions, colours
and local vernacular; the wash of landscapes and ocean flashing past the
windows of a lurching bus, a ‘city of ghosts’ (40) whose layout — ‘alley /
unnamed, where 1 fell, alone’ (40) — is embedded literally in skin, but
somehow has to be erased.

Hunter has lived overseas for many years and is now mainly resident in
Puerto Vallarta. In common with previous collections, Mexico provides a
vibrant setting; yet this is no Lawrentian ‘bourgeois ... escape from
Western civilization and its neoromantic quest for restoration’ (Mermann-
Jozwiak 2009: 95). This is Mexico as full-on sensory immersion, invasion
even, not an exotic yet passive backdrop.

Imagine trying to keep up with someone who is walking very fast through
a narrow, noisy, crowded market, and this is close to the experience that
Hunter’s poems evoke. One is bombarded with the clamour of Spanish
words (unhindered by explanation or translation) scattered liberally
through a fast-paced, almost shorthand and largely unpunctuated poetic
style; one is kept alert by changes of direction, italicised asides that
interject as if overhead above ambient noise; the acceleration of
unexpected enjambments or the sudden brake of a gaping caesura in the
middle of a line. The diction itself (everything in lower case) is not showy:
there are few consciously lyrical flourishes, possibly because, on the
evidence of the fragmented, paratactic, bustling style adopted throughout,
Hunter understands how to make drama from poetic structure. Her
technique is deft. Certain poems — such as the opening one, ‘mixquic’ (11-
13) — are in sections, and Hunter exploits the line-breaks, conclusions and
beginnings of each sequence to full effect. Tempting though it is to reveal
them, these treats are best appreciated fresh and firsthand. In lieu of a
spoiler, here is a description from ‘wickam terrace’ (50-53) that
demonstrates Hunter’s command of her forceful material: ‘his glance a
thrown bus’ (51).

Appropriately enough for Mexico, which has a long and colourful tradition
of celebrating the dead and undead, ghosts stalk roadsides and lurk in
corners. Poems like ‘mixqic’ (11-13) and ‘alebrijes’ (14) for example,
vividly reference the theatre and imagery of Day of the Dead celebrations.
While all of the poems in Glass are in some way memorials for
comparieros of the heart, road, or bottle, some of these ghosts — ‘not
merely something blurry between spikes’ (40) — will indeed be the souls of
the departed: ‘was there / any kind of heart beating in the way yours did’
(36). Others, however, will be the ghosts of the living, including, one
senses, spectres of the speaker’s past selves, replaying moments of
extremis with the wearisome repetition of a recurring dream, such as in
‘yellow’ (32-37):

1 was crying

over some spilling i was spilling out more of the same
what i thought vast guilt i still carried. (36)
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Because of Hunter’s approach to syntax and structure, it takes time to
understand how to navigate the geographies of Glass. Yet this time is
rewarded. In this landscape of fractured thought and image-shift there is
definitely a logic of movement, whether through flashback or as told from
the relative (one senses) safety of the present. Though a somewhat jittery
dynamic drives these poems, the voice at the centre of them is consistent,
and it is this distinctiveness and strength that binds the collection together.
As Charles Wright might put it, in Glass the action does not run
‘narratively or linearly, but synaptically, from one nerve spark to another,
from one imagistic spark to another’ (Wright 2002: 139). His word for this
—sottonarrativa (understory) — describes the style and approach of this
collection well. Sottonarrativa, Wright explains, is the storyline ‘that runs
just under the surface. It’s broken, interrupted, circuitous, even invisible at
times, but always there ... it is always “in” or “behind” the poem’ (Wright
in McClatchy 1989).

The Irish poet Eavan Boland notes ‘the expatriate is in search of a country;
the exile in search of a self” (Boland 1996: 50-51). By the final page,
Hunter’s protagonist is still negotiating these gaps between exile and self,
pondering:

if there were a road or a path from here
how
would 1 venture to step on it. (61)

Where is the real heartland? One senses the speaker of Glass is still in
transit.
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Since pre-colonial days in northern Australia, cultural practices, material
objects and living things have been exchanged and transformed across the
sea. Biologists and archaeologists believe that Australia’s dingo was
introduced by Asian seafarers around 4,000 years ago. It adapted and
spread across the continent and was incorporated within Aboriginal
cosmologies. From at least 1700, Makassar fishermen harvested trepang
(or sea-cucumber) on an annual basis in Australia, with China also
participating in this trade. Anthropologists in the late nineteenth century
and early twentieth, Alfred Cort Haddon and Donald Thomson, noted the
interweaving of cultural traditions among Indigenous populations spread
across the Arafura Sea.

Early colonial culture in Sydney Cove was also maritime. The settlement
was focused around wharves, ports and rivers, its people preoccupied with
shifting tides, winds, weather and currents (Griftiths 2005; Gibson 1994;
Karskens 2009). Most colonists ‘felt themselves perched on the Pacific
seaboard rather than at the gateway of a great continent’ (Shineberg cited
in Gibson 1994: 667). Sydney was settled and visited by a ‘water people’
(Karskens 2009: 19), a polyglot of marines and officers, whalers, sealers,
sandalwood cutters, traders, sailors, Polynesians, Melanesians and
runaway American slaves (Gibson 1994: 667). In more recent times, as
Aboriginal historian John Maynard notes, shipping cultures of the
twentieth century influenced and enriched Aboriginal self-determination
movements. Connections Aboriginal workers made on Sydney docks with
visiting African-Americans, West Indians, Africans, and international
black diaspora communities ‘were the foundation for their political
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strategy’ (Maynard 2013: 157). The ocean has been a conduit not only of
imperial expansion but also empowerment.

Westerly 62.2 takes up this theme of movement, connection and exchange
across oceans. Editor Catherine Noske notes the magazine’s long interest
in the literatures and cultures of the Indian Ocean, southern and eastern
Asia. ‘Poised on the west coast,” she writes, ‘we are constantly looking
out, facing away from mainland Australia’ (7). With its gaze fixed on the
broader Asian region, this issue of Westerly aims to open a ‘creative space
to foster ... diverse cultural networks, explore the connections embodied
by that fluid space of ocean’ and convey ‘the unique dynamic of
transnational connection’ (7). As Fiona Morrison points out in her analysis
of Christina Stead’s prescient seagoing ways, such an understanding of the
ocean as ‘a figure of connection rather than division’ is encapsulated in the
recent phrase ‘the oceanic turn’ (87). Westerly’s focus on the oceanic is
timely and relevant as the threat of nuclear war in the Pacific re-emerges in
the twenty-first century with uncanny persistence, and China constructs
islands out of water amid international shipping routes in the South China
Sea.

This issue of Westerly is kaleidoscopic. It showcases Asian writers; writers
with experience negotiating complex cross-cultural encounters; and
translations of contemporary Japanese poetry. It also contains two special
features of Asian-Australian collaborative work — one from the
Melbourne-Seoul Intercultural Poetry Exchange and one from the China-
Australia Writing Centre. The former brings Korean poets to the streets of
Melbourne, where as guest fldneurs they excavate histories of entombment
and haunting pasts. Together with Melbourne poets as their guides, they
visit the Queen Victoria Market where abandoned graves lie beneath the
paving, and an urban memorial to executed Aboriginal resistance fighters.
They contemplate graveyards and Ned Kelly’s legendary suit of
homemade armour. In South Korea, Melbourne poets encounter cultures of
protest; residual markings of storeys-high floods; and fugitive, elusive
former dictators sheltering behind fortress-like gates and armed guards.

Dan Disney, Jessica L Wilkinson and Cassandra Atherton suggest that:

Poetry can articulate the ghosts of troubled spaces ... voice
those echoes forgotten or buried under our always-already
master narratives. But poetry can also make resonant the
howling noises haunting each of us — our losses, griefs,
resentments, et cetera... (126)

While these authors do not claim to speak for the Westerly issue as a
whole, insofar as such a vast assemblage of myriad, shifting voices can be
contained within one frame, this statement could almost be taken as a
flexible proposition for the overall collection. Across the rest of the issue,
too, can be found this supple bridge between the political, the historical
and the personal, as well as a past resonant in the present.

Siti Sarah Ridhuan discovers shared words, via the Berndt Museum
collection, as they morph and echo across Yolngu-Matha, Indonesian and
Malay languages. It is through a jolt of personal recognition at familiar
terms such as balanda/belanda and prau/perahu that she fully appreciates
the extent of cross-cultural exchange enacted between Yolngu and
Indonesian peoples. John Mateer employs a thought experiment — what if
the Dutch colonised Australia instead of the English? — to curate an
exhibition of contemporary art exploring notions of the virtual. Using Dirk
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Hartog’s brief visit to the west coast in 1616 as a prompt, Invisible Genre’s
curatorial strategy draws together Western Australia, Indonesia and South
Africa to explore the ceaseless reappearance of colonialism’s violence ‘out
of the Invisible’ (47).

Focused on Indonesia, Agustinus Wibowo’s fiction voices little-told
intimate narratives of Indonesian persecution of minority Chinese
communities in Java. Although violence and bloodshed are part of the
Chinese family’s traumatic history, they nonetheless haltingly come to call
Indonesia home, while China remains a spectral, unattainable homeland,
more fantasy than reality. Numerous other contributions explore notions of
place and unsettled belonging, through depictions of home, exile and
migrancy; language and identity; and the defamiliarisation created via
dislocation and contemporary global mobility. Such themes are explored
through a wide variety of experiences and figures — from the expatriate
worker commuting between Brisbane and Shanghai (Ella Jeffery); the
tourist in a moment of vulnerable absurdity aboard a river punt, ‘Plump
daddies with cameras like ordnance’ (Shane Strange, 205); travellers and
sojourners both willing and less so. In the latter category, Ishikawa
Itsuko’s foot-weary soldiers are a striking example: ‘Come the day — when
we regain our humanity / how will we cope, we poor soles?’ (184). This is
to name but a few examples from a rich array.

Westerly 62.2 is a protean collection ranging from the whimsical yet
foreboding (Kawaguchi Harumi’s woman who sleeps in an empty fish-
tank) to the elegiac. Dennis Haskell invokes ‘bright bunches of Asian
orchids’ given by him to poet Faye Zwicky not long before her death. In
his poem these flowers transport her back to her youth, newly wed and
‘happy in Indonesia’ (215). In his essay he worries away at Zwicky’s
puzzling sense of exile within Australia and notes her estranged husband
Karl (his presence implicit and condensed in the deathbed orchids) who,
Haskell suggests, Zwicky never ceased mourning, an unreconciled loss
stalking across a lifetime.

The collection also gives voice to anger at persecution, discrimination and
wilful misrecognition. ‘Don’t ever think that you can oppress / Us because
we can’t write good English’, challenges Ouyang Yu (165). ‘History sucks
/ 1 shall abandon all these shits... To hell with cold redundant fucks’ writes
Liang Yujing (230). Nevertheless, this issue of Westerly attends in myriad
ways to the potential of creative collaboration and reciprocity to forge new
understandings across cultures. Huang Yuanshen’s memoir reflecting on
the vicissitudes of establishing Australian literary studies in China as a
credible strand of academic research is a reminder that, in pragmatic
terms, forging such ground-breaking pathways requires persistence, faith
and strategy. It also involves luck and serendipity. Yuanshen was sent to
the University of Sydney (instead of Britain) for training by accident, he
admits. Here his lifelong passion for Australian literature was triggered. At
a crucial moment, Gough Whitlam donated three boxes of Australian
books to the fledgling and precarious Australian Studies Centre at the East
China Normal University in 1986. Yuanshen’s essay makes clear that
building transnational networks in the face of institutional disinterest is not
for the faint hearted. In a different historical moment, Westerly 62.2 makes
its own contribution to this larger process of fostering creative dialogue
and intercultural communication across oceans.
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