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TEXT review 

Illuminating the screenplay 

review by Felicity Packard 

Screenwriters and Screenwriting: putting practice into context 
Craig Batty (ed) 
Palgrave Macmillan, Houndsmill Basingstoke 2014 
ISBN 9781137338921 
Hb 320pp GBP60.00, AUD207.75 

In his introduction to Screenwriters and Screenwriting: putting practice 
into context, editor Craig Batty expresses his frustration at the snobbery 
with which academia has tended view the many ‘how to’ guides to 
screenwriting: 

…for a field whose central concern is practice – the 
screenwriter writes and the screenplay is written for 
production – I find it somewhat disappointing that many 
academics quickly write off anything intended to aid 
writing practice. It seems that anything aimed at helping 
screenwriters with their screenplays is beneath academic 
value. (2; original italics) 

As Batty is both an academic and a screenwriter, his frustration led to his 
editing of Screenwriters and Screenwriting: putting practice into context, a 
collection of 16 chapters, authored by a range of academics, many of 
whom have production and/or screenwriting experience. Divided into 
three sections on, respectively, as Batty puts it, screenplays’ ‘writing, 
development and reception’ (4) Screenwriters and Screenwriting seeks to 
move screenwriting discourse beyond those intensely pragmatic and 
industry focused how-to guides towards a more academic context without 
losing sight of the actual concerns of screenwriting practice. This has led 
to a work rich in much higher order critical thinking than the average 
screenwriting manual, while successfully remaining grounded in applied 
practice. 
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The aim is […] not to theorise practice per se, but to 
interrogate and intellectualise practice in order to generate 
new knowledge and new ways to practice. (2) 

 
Screenwriters and Screenwriting does not seem to be a book designed to 
be read cover to cover, the various chapters located within the three 
discrete sections being only loosely related to each other.This allows the 
text as a whole to be an enquiry into a wide range of both creative and 
industrial concerns, with the chapters speaking to each other in sometimes 
unexpected ways. The various chapters explicate elements of the 
screenwriter’s creative process; acknowledge some of the realities of the 
professional screenwriter’s world; and identify and articulate elements of 
how a screenplay can operate as both a genuine articulation of a 
screenwriter’s complex and layered creative vision and voice, while also 
operating as a highly industrially entrenched document. Screenwriters and 
Screenwriting contains chapters as diverse as Elisabeth Lewis Corley and 
Joseph Megel’s discussion of the uses of screenplay format, Paul Wells’ 
analysis of the role of the script editor in animation, and Kate Iles’ 
examination of British TV writer Sarah Phelps’ work practices, all of 
which rise to and meet Batty’s challenge to better intellectualise 
screenwriting practice. Ann Ingelstrom’s chapter, ‘Narrating Voice in the 
Screenplay Text: How the Writer Can Direct the Reader’s Visualisations of 
the Potential Film’, is both wonderfully concrete and illuminatingly 
analytical. Working from close textual analysis of several well-known 
feature film screenplays, Ingelstrom carefully explicates the layers of 
narrating voices a screenwriter may use within his/her screenplay. Taking a 
much more personal and practice-led approach is Alec McAulay’s chapter, 
‘Based on a True Story: Negotiating Collaboration, Compromise and 
Authorship in the Script Development Process’. McAulay discusses the 
creative and logistical demands he faced as a screenwriter while working 
with a director to develop his screenplay. The resulting essay is both 
anecdotal and intellectualised; both a story about the making of a story, 
and a reflective and reflexive examination of the script development 
process. 

As both a teacher of screenwriting and practicing screenwriting myself, I 
wonder for whom Screenwriters and Screenwriting will be of most use. 
Batty says that the text is intended to be not just ‘about practice but […] 
for practice’ (4), thus implying that part of the book’s intended audience is 
practicing screenwriters themselves. The chapters certainly contain much 
of interest to the working screenwriter; however, it was to my teacher of 
screenwriting self that their content seemed most useful. It struck me that 
many of the text’s applied ideas and insights, though expressed in a fresh 
and welcome academic register, discussed practices likely to be already 
used by experienced screenwriters. To those newer to the form, however, 
the work practices discussed offer much of value and use. Furthermore, as 
a collection of essays that gives practicing screenwriters, students of 
screenwriting, teachers of screenwriting and other screen studies 
academics a much needed critical and reflective language with which 
discuss the practice of screenwriting, Screenwriters and Screenwriting 
speaks to a wide readership. 

 
Screenwriters and Screenwriting: putting practice into context is part of a 
growing body of literature that regards the screenplay as a valid site for 
academic discourse. It opens the field by focusing on the hitherto under- 
theorised region of screenwriting practice, discussing the words on the 
page, the challenges of working within the industrial demands of film and 
television production, and ideas of how authorship operates within a 
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cultural product (a film, a television drama) in which the screenwriter is 
only one among several possible ‘authors’. It highlights the concerns, 
methods and practices of multiple people working within and theorising 
screenwriting practice, and is a positive and welcome addition to 
screenwriting discourse. 

 
 
 
 
 

Felicity Packard is a lecturer in Creative Writing in the Faculty of Arts 
and Design at the University of Canberra. She is also a screenwriter and 
producer, most recently on the ABC miniseries ANZAC Girls and is one of 
the creators and writers of the Underbelly television franchise. She is 
currently undertaking a practice-led PhD on television true crime, genre 
and the production process. 
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TEXT review 
 

Are you there? Can you forgive me? 
 

review by Nike Sulway 
 
 
 
 

Patrick West and Om Prakash Dwivedi (eds) 
The World to Come 
Spineless Wonders, Strawberry Hills, New South Wales 2014 
ISBN 9781925052046 
Pb 241pp AUD27.99 
ebook AUD9.99 

 
 

In the early eighteenth century, Isaac Watts published the religious treatise 
from which this collection takes its title. His work, which was subtitled 
‘Discourses on the Joys or Sorrows of Departed Souls at Death, and the 
Terror of the Resurrection’, was a 453-page exploration of the world that 
would come after the apocalypse. The text was deeply concerned with 
what that world to come might look like, and with what ‘portion of 
paradise’ (Watts 1811, 40) the dead (most particularly the Christian dead) 
would receive when they were resurrected in this other place. 

 
Watts took as his starting point the theological debates of his time; the 
writers in this anthology take as their starting point for imagining the 
world to come, the various personal and cultural debates of our time. As 
the editors note in their introduction, the intention was to publish works 
that reflected on ‘what the world to come looks like from where they are 
writing, in place and in time’ (2). 

 
The anthology brings together 21 stories from a range of cultural 
backgrounds. Despite the overt focus on cultural and geographic diversity, 
Anglophone voices dominate the collection, with eleven of the stories 
from Australian writers (including Marcus Waters, a Kamilaroi man), three 
from the US, and the rest a smattering of European (French, British), 
African (Ugandan), Caribbean (Jamaican) and Asian writers (Malaysian, 
Indian). 

 
The world to come, as imagined in the 21 stories, will be an enactment of 
both our deepest fears and our wildest fantasies. Worlds in which climate 
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change has brought humanity to the brink of extinction, biomedical 
technology has changed our bodies beyond recognition, and loss is a 
constant companion. As such, most of the stories in this anthology are 
speculative: they are visions of the future imagined in terms of changes in 
technology and culture. Worlds in which we colonise planets, live in 
enclosed cities, modify our bodies and live in mediated digital 
environments. There are, however, a small number of stories that are less 
concerned with technological change than with cultural and emotional 
responses to change. 

 
John Fulton’s ‘Caretakers’ is perhaps the most realist piece in the 
collection, exploring the shifting relationship between Jane, a teenage girl, 
and Mr McGuire, Jane’s father’s best friend, during her father’s last few 
months of life. This tender story is told in a deft, seamless style that is 
perfect for this uncomfortable story of one young woman approaching the 
convergence of two ‘worlds to come’: one in which her father has died, 
and the other in which she moves from childhood to adulthood: 

 
Recently, Jane has been uncomfortably aware of looking 
forward to these short trips in his car, to sitting next to this 
family friend, this man whom she practically grew up with, 
whose daughter, Lizzie, was her best friend for years, this 
man who glances now in the rearview mirror, his soft blue 
eyes falling on her and asks, ‘Everyone buckled up?’, 
before pulling out of the driveway. (81-2) 

 
Two other stories that focus more on mood and metaphor to engage with 
the collection’s theme are Leah Swann’s ‘Of Life Below’, and Jeanette 
Zissell’s ‘The Whale God’. Zissell’s ‘The Whale God’ is told from an 
unnamed child narrator’s perspective and, like Cormac McCarthy’s The 
Road i̧s set in a post-apocalyptic world where what has happened is less 
clear (and less important) than the character’s responses to the death of 
their world. The writing is lucid and magical, infusing this dark tale of loss 
and grief with naïve beauty: 

 
Most things died when the Whale God filled the sky. He 
came with a corona of light that illuminated his great 
shadow. The deep rumbling whale-cry of his voice filled 
the air and echoed out over the cow field. (111) 

 
Leah Swann’s ‘Of Life Below’ is a more explicit story, focusing on a 
young woman travelling alone in Europe whose memories of the past and 
premonitions of the future infuse her experiences of the present. 

 
Many of the stories are more traditionally speculative, including Dirk 
Strasser’s ‘2084’, which explores a world in which our reliance on digital 
records has compromised our relationships with ourselves, and our past. 
Abir Hamdar’s ‘The Cure’ is the story of a retired physician from Baghdad 
University Hospital who encounters a troubling ‘deformity’ that has rudely 
erupted in a young female patient centuries after it was eradicated. While 
Tabish Khair’s ‘Game’ is the story of a future in which citizens of a post- 
apocalyptic earth go hunting in the wastelands. 

 
Many of the stories are concerned with conversations between the present 
and the past, and with the ways in which they continue to influence each 
other. Marcus Waters’s ‘No Going Home’ speaks explicitly of this 
dynamic, in a story in which Australia’s colonial past, present and future 
are entwined. In this story, the barriers between different times are 
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understood in complex ways: they are rigid and persistent, but permeable. 
The past, present and future ‘become one’ (230), but there is also a strong 
sense of the responsibility that we – the inhabitants of the present – have to 
the citizens of the past and the future. As one of the characters, Dundalli, 
says to Make-A-Light: 

 
You show only concern for this physical world. You forget 
our Burruguu-ngayi-li: our Dreaming goes beyond this 
world. You will have to answer for what you have done. 
(225) 

 
This sense of having to answer for what we have done (and continue to do) 
pervades many of the stories, with characters, and cultures, living in the 
ruined shadows of our own time. This is true in the stories that feature 
landscapes ravaged by environmental change (such as ‘Into the Stillness 
Came the Rain’ by Crisetta MacLeod), as well as cultures – whole 
civilisations – destroyed by an over-reliance on technology, by cruelty, by 
violence and inhumane politics. In one story about a world in which 
falling asleep is fatal (‘Awake’ by Ben Brooker), a character thinks that his 
is ‘not the apocalypse we were supposed to have’ (45), but in a sense most 
of the stories align in interesting ways with the focus of Watts’s The World 
to Come: they are stories of apocalypse we are supposed to have, if we 
continue to live as we do now. Each story imagines the consequences of 
the choices we make now, in this world: the joys and sorrows of the 
resurrection. They are pleas for forgiveness. Urges to hope. Warnings. 
Stories as imagined, half-heard answers to the questions posed by those 
living now to the citizens of the future. Perhaps most poignant are the 
questions posed in Jeannette Delamoir’s ‘The World to Come is Made of 
Love’: 

 

Are you there? 
Has your pain gone? 
Do you love me? 
Can you forgive me? 
… 

 
Can you give me a sign that you are there? Any sign, the 
smallest sign, the slightest, tiniest, most subtle sign, just 
one sign? (60) 

 
 

Nike Sulway is a writer and academic. She is the author of several novels, 
including Rupetta, which – in 2014 – was the first work by an Australian 
writer to win the James Tiptree, Jr Award. The award, founded in 1991 by 
Pat Murphy and Karen Joy Fowler, is an annual award for a work of 
‘science fiction or fantasy that expands or explores our understanding of 
gender’. She teaches creative writing at the University of Southern 
Queensland. 
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TEXT review 
 

‘She had her plants’ 
 

review by Julienne van Loon 
 
 
 
 
 

Moya Costello 
Harriet Chandler: a novella 
Short Odds Publications, Lismore, New South Wales 2014 
ISBN 9780646921204 
Pb 187pp AUD25.00 

 
 

My reading of Moya Costello’s Harriet Chandler involved more than the 
usual stopping to contemplate the world beyond the text. This is partly 
because of the deliberately intertextual nature of Costello’s work: the 
Harriet Chandler of the title is a minor character in Murray Bail’s well- 
known Australian novel Holden’s Performance (Bail 1987). Costello 
writes Harriet’s story both forwards and back from the timeframe that 
intersects with Bail’s novel. 

 
A long-time fan of Bail’s work, Costello says she admires Holden’s 
Performance for the way it ‘lovingly critiques the white, Anglo-Australian 
male’ (Spineless Wonders 2015). Harriet Chandler also makes a project of 
critiquing Australian masculinity, but Costello’s focus is more frequently 
and centrally aimed on the other gender: the Anglo-Australian female. 
And hers, too, is a loving critique. 

 
Costello’s Harriet is the only child born to Joy and Bart, Communist 
organisers in 1930s Manly. The parents are politically engaged and 
capable of quirky working-class humour, maintaining an admirable 
interest in adventure and the cause, despite the blow of their daughter’s 
diagnosis with polio. Their sudden death in an air accident towards the end 
of Harriet’s adolescence is surprising to the reader, almost cartoonish, and 
reminiscent of the sudden death of Holden’s father after an accident on an 
Adelaide tram. 

 
Harriet makes do. She inherits the family home in Manly, a significant 
boost to her capacity to make an independent living as a commercial artist. 
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She puts herself through art school at East Sydney Tech, where she meets 
Amirah Soul, a woman slightly her senior. Amirah is to become a lifelong 
friend. The conversations between the two women are some of the most 
whimsical and humorous in the book. Harriet’s first job as a commercial 
artist is designing posters for Alex, the proprietor of Manly’s Epic Theatre, 
and it is through this job that she meets and becomes the lover of Holden – 
he of the performance. 

 
Moya Costello was born in 1952 and began publishing her short 
experimental works in the early 1980s as part of a group of women writers 
I associate with the Sydney of that period, many of them linked to the 
Sydney Women Writers Workshop. I was in my late teens and an 
undergraduate student in creative writing at the University of Wollongong 
when I first came across the work of these writers in anthologies like the 
No Regrets series (Couani et al 1978; Sydney Women Writers Workshop 
1981 and 1985), F(r)ictions (Gibbs & Tilson 1982), Second Degree 
Tampering (Sybylla Feminist Press 1992) and No Substitute (White et al 
1990), collections that introduced me to the work of Ania Walwicz, Anna 
Couani, Joanne Burns, Pam Brown, Barbara Brooks, among others. 
Writers of my generation and younger owe a debt to these women, not just 
for the beauty, humour and intelligence of their creative work, but because 
of their energetic enthusiasm for a kind of writing, and indeed publishing, 
that privileges collectivism and openly rejects commercialism as a 
measure of what ought or ought not be published. Certainly their work had 
a significant influence on my thinking about what Australian women’s 
writing might be, do, and become. Costello has continued to publish the 
kind of adventurous, humorous, genre-defying prose I still associate with 
the work of that period, and she has also made a significant contribution 
over three decades as an editor of several influential and interesting 
anthologies (including a special issue of TEXT with Anna Gibbs, Barbara 
Brooks, and Rosslyn Prosser). 

Harriet Chandler formed the central creative component of Costello’s 
doctoral thesis, conferred at the University of Adelaide in 2004. The 
pausing to contemplate I referred to earlier was not just to do with the 
work’s intertextual origins; it was also a result of Costello’s stylistics. 
Harriet Chandler is the story of one woman’s life, told in chronological 
order from birth and childhood through to old age, and yet it is certainly 
not a conventionally continuous narrative. The author digresses. She is, 
above all, an interventionist. 

 
In reading Harriet Chandler we bump into history: communist Sydney, the 
eccentrics of old Manly, the old-style school fete, the orange chiffon pie. 
We stumble into lists: cultural anxieties, for example, that extend outside 
and beyond the time-frame of Harriet’s fictional life. 

 
One of the true joys of the book is the way it privileges women’s 
friendship. The portrait of the friendship between Harriet and Amirah is 
the kind of sustaining long-term friendship that many women enjoy but 
few narratives represent. Harriet and Amirah talk art and literature. One 
drinks tea, the other coffee. They refer (probably too often) to Holden. 
They sit together in a wooden boat in Amirah’s garden while the years fall 
away: 

 

Under the influence of the finely calibrated instruments of 
thought and feeling, they navigated through their 
conversations which were like fractal geometry, repetitions 
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of structure and images on different scales, charting a 
journey together, exploring towards answers. (138) 

 
While it is a text of humour and play, there is sometimes awkwardness to 
the jokes in Harriet Chandler. Early in the narrative, for example, Costello 
describes Harriet as, among other things, ‘a minor character in a text’ (32). 
I found this grating. The reference to Harriet being a character from Bail’s 
text is made quite clearly on the book’s back-cover blurb. Repeated here, it 
comes across as the kind of overtly meta-fictional joke that was novel a 
few decades ago. It falls flat here. 

 
Another problematic aspect to Costello’s narrative style is her heavy 
reliance on sentence fragments. While the sentence fragment can loosen 
the formal rhythm of a work, it sometimes comes across as laziness, as if 
the author could not be bothered to fully develop and integrate her 
research notes. Lists, too, can be wonderfully effective variations on the 
standard continuous narrative, but Costello overdoes the use of them. 

 
Conversely, the reproduction of a women’s art journal article that 
chronicles Harriet’s career as an artist and activist succeeds in providing 
an alternative perspective on Harriet. Her activism, for example, is made 
more of by this ‘other’ voice, and her artwork is read in a more overtly 
political way than has been presented to us in the text’s dominant narrative 
mode (in which Harriet is generally the implied narrator). Costello’s use of 
this technique reminds me of the sort of work Siri Hustvedt is doing in her 
more ambitious The Blazing World (Hustvedt 2014). Both authors draw 
our attention to the way in which women artists are positioned (and often 
sidelined) in mainstream culture. The disparaging remark made by Amirah 
one afternoon when the women have been talking too much about their 
gardens – ‘“She had her plants” they will say about you’ (113) – is another 
reminder of the ways in which women’s lives are too often summed up, 
brushed aside, belittled. 

 
It is often the practice of immersion in art-making or the contemplating of 
art that brings us closest to Harriet, and to Costello’s best skills as an 
author: 

 

As an artist, Harriet made marks on surfaces, all day every 
day. She called understandings, interpretations into material 
existence. (82) 

 
When she saw Turner, his late abstractions, notations of 
light, the sand, the sea, she thought of Rothko, the luminous 
floating bands, plinths, monoliths, lozenges of colour-light 
heading toward her. She saw Rothko and thought of 
Beckett. Light floating on canvas. Saw Beckett and thought 
of Turner, intimate yet lonely all at once. (141) 

 
Costello’s portrait of Harriet Chandler’s life is a full and spirited one. 
While Bail’s novel is very much about the men, Costello’s work maps the 
life of an educated, articulate and politically engaged woman artist across 
the same time setting (the thirties through to the sixties). Where Bail’s 
main character rambles from Adelaide to Sydney and Canberra and 
eventually the United States, Costello’s project is to limit Harriet mainly to 
the house in Kangaroo Street, and to focus on fully colouring and shading 
that suburban experience such that we too, dwell, for the length of our 
reading, in Costello’s Manly of the period. 
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Curiously, the subtitle ‘a novella’ which asks us to read the Harriet 
Chandler as a contribution to that form doesn’t seem all that relevant to 
me. At almost two-hundred crowded pages, the book is really beyond the 
usual upper length of what we might usefully define as the territory of the 
novella (the generally accepted ballpark is fifteen to fifty-thousand words). 
It doesn’t particularly subscribe to the common characteristics of the 
novella either (Harriet is not really the distanced lone subject of novellas 
like those by Camus or Tolstoy, for example). For my reading, I didn’t 
need the novella label. Costello’s text is not necessarily fitting anybody 
else’s generic mold. This is actually its key strength. 
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TEXT review 
 

A lucky encounter between secret spices and writing 
 

review by Dominique Hecq 
 
 
 
 

Keith St Clair Butler 
The Secret Vindaloo 
Bay Road Media, Auckland 2014 
ISBN 9780473279028 
Pb 263pp AUD29.00 

 
 

The goddess of writing was smiling upon Keith St Clair Butler when he 
came up with the idea of using food as a structural metaphor for his new 
novel: 

 

You collect your secret spices onto a grinding stone, crack 
and pound the turmeric root with the end of your stone 
roller, and the stain spreads over the pitted tablet into 
grooves like secret writing. (3) 

 
The pronoun ‘You’ refers to the narrator’s mother, the vin d’alu Queen, the 
home-maker who breaks the bonds of home in the name of the 
unconditional love she reserves for her son, Puttla, born in Calcutta and 
destined to seek his English heritage in Australia. 

 
Like a house on the borderlands, Butler’s novel, The Secret Vindaloo, is 
haunted: by a sense of lost purity and grandeur, deep wisdom that has been 
forgotten, a confusing cultural heritage, by the contact with colonial 
powers and a bunch of family secrets; by a sense that the world has lost its 
smack, its flavour. 

 
The novel opens in hilarious picaresque mode when its main protagonist, 
and also its narrator, Puttla Marks, is on a quest for the perfect recipe for 
pork vindaloo, engages in a bout of rage at a local food court and is taken 
to the Melbourne Detention Centre under armed guard. He is arrested and 
questioned by Australian government facilitator Claude Anttick. As 
Anttick implements a fancy Australian citizenship test, asking twelve 
questions such as ‘what is Australian slang for Vegemite?’ (187) and ‘what 
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is the legend of the loaded dog?’ (227) Puttla Marks spins stories for 
answers, each question sparking off memories through word-associations. 
This conceit is at the origin of a cycle of stories spanning generations, 
cultures and continents. 

 
The stories take the reader through Puttla’s confused idea of home – 
indeed his confused imaginary universe – and explore gaps between Indian 
and Anglo cultures across histories. Puttla Marks’ parentage, for example, 
is, if not uncertain, at least open to interpretation. He is headstrong, 
cheerful, forthright, and desperately articulate as well as imaginative. He is 
also naïve. He is a born story-teller who falls in love at the drop of a hat – 
with images, books, languages, women, films and technology. 

 
However far the narrative of The Secret Vindaloo may seem to wander in 
time and space, the action centres tightly, even obsessively, on the 
interrelation between Anglo and Indian worlds, and in particular in the gap 
between the two words – filled by a hyphen: 

 
The remarkable thing about Big Da’s diary is his use of 
hyphens. They are everywhere. I think he felt most 
comfortable with the hyphen because his life was like one. 
He was an Anglo-Indian and a half-caste according to the 
mores of the time. He, like the hyphen, was used to living 
in a gap, and he probably felt he had no right to a history. 
(125) 

 
Puttla resembles Big Da in that he will learn to be comfortable with the 
hyphen. But unlike Big Da, he will claim a history from India, England 
and France and he will recreate it through writing in Australia. 

 
For all its seductiveness, sensuousness and poetry for all its humour and 
comedy, this is a serious book. The hyphen is the enigma at its core. In the 
sections of the novel set in bygone Calcutta and Madras, there is the sense 
that English differs from other Indian languages in that it was not born on 
Indian soil; it has not grown through having been used daily and lovingly 
by all classes of people; it has not developed layers, like a pearl, through 
years of association with the history and culture of a particular people. 
And yet it is a language that encodes a whole culture. 

 
Here is one dilemma for the Anglo-Indian writer. It is as though by writing 
in English he crosses a line and becomes even more of the outsider by 
virtue of a dual cultural heritage – looking from ‘out there’ at both cultures 
he is writing about. The realisation is that the biggest challenge is often 
knowing no Indian language; thereby Anglo-Indians have no ‘indigenous’ 
literary tradition to speak of – not at first hand, anyway. This is 
exemplified in several instances in the novel, as for example when Puttla 
recalls how, during an exam, he literally fell in love with Bengali: 

 
While the rest of the class sharpened pencils, shaved 
erasers, sucked the back of pens, inspected ruler edges, I 
readied my pen and ruled up my paper. In answer to why 
Rabindranath Tagore returned his Nobel Prize medal to the 
queen empress, I called upon my method of memorizing 
Bengali script. I drew my essay. I drew miniature ◄s, Bill 
Haley Kiss curls, mirror £ shapes, spliced ♦s, kulkul 
corkscrew shapes, marble outlines, P. K. chewing gum 
rectangles, fishhooks, brinjal ovals, rashogollahs, chippy 
alu rectangles, scythes, gun triggers, lances, bayonets, 
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buckteeth. I wrote my name above the test paper by placing 
a darning needle with unfurled thread beside a ◄ for the 
letter B. (100-101) 

 
This falling in love is fraught, as all the codes implicated in the process 
suggest. Puttla soon falls out of love when he fails to recite a poem by 
Tagore in sequential order, a moment the novel dramatises. 

 
The tension between the Anglo and the Indian most dramatically unfolds 
in a chapter titled ‘Ujjain 1799’ wherein war breaks out in the aftermath of 
a Royal Wedding, a reminder that cultural heritage comes in contact with 
colonial powers. 

 
In The Secret Vindaloo it is as though Anglo-Indians are twice removed 
from their cultural roots and must rebound between their two complex 
cultural legacies. But the novel suggests there is no single entity called 
‘Anglo-Indian’; there are many entities, each with its own language, 
identity history, regional parameters and personal taste. Anglo-Indian has 
to struggle to find a place for itself in gaps. Myths and stories can bridge 
this gap. A certain attentiveness to the other, empathy and love are the 
secret ingredient to vin d’alu. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Dominique Hecq's first publication, The Book of Elsa, a mythically 
inflected novel, was published in 2000. Since then she has published three 
collections of short fiction, five books of poetry, and one CD with libretto, 
Thirst, with the assistance of sound artist Catherine Clover. Two of her 
plays have been performed in Australia, Belgium and Germany. Her 
recent work increasingly pursues polygeneric concerns – see Out of 
Bounds and Stretchmarks of Sun (re.press). Hush, in progress, pushes this 
formal concern even further. 
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It is to their great merit that Reina Whaitiri and Robert Sullivan have 
assembled a large number of Māori poems in English in their path-finding 
anthology Puna Wai Kōrero, the first comprehensive collection of its kind 
ever published. By slightly altering the title of Michael O’Leary’s 2003 
poem ‘He waiatanui kia Aroha’ (189-198), or: ‘A great song to love’, I’d 
like to rename it ‘He waiatanui kia Aotearoa’, or: ‘A great song to 
Aotearoa’. Indeed, close to three hundred poems composed by nearly 
eighty writers, with a large majority of them being women, sing of tāngata 
and whenua, the people and the land. This anthology is composed of 
different voices: old and young; female and male; politically engaged as 
well as distinctly private; nostalgic, sad or even resigned as well as 
assertive and peremptory; at times ponderous, at others subtle; many of 
them emotionally charged and full of empathy, others intellectually 
detached and analytical. In short, this anthology offers a multi-voiced 
choir chanting and singing a wide range of lyrics and melodies in honour 
of Aotearoa. 

 
The two editors are intimately knowledgeable about Māori history, culture 
and literary traditions. They are expert teachers and researchers and, not to 
forget, practicing poets themselves who wanted, as they say, ‘to provide a 
space for as many poets as possible of Māori descent’ (2). Yet they 
concede that ‘the work collected here […] is but a fraction of what has 
been produced over the years’ (1). ‘Māori descent’, they continue, points 
at the important place whakapapa or genealogy has always played in 
asserting Māori identity; and indeed, whakapapa is ‘the source from which 
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we draw inspiration. Everyone and everything, including poetry, has 
whakapapa…’ (1). 

 
Interestingly, and perhaps unexpectedly, in their brief biographies quite a 
few poets do not just mention their Māori whakapapa but also refer to their 
European forebears. Reina, for example, is ‘of Māori and Pākehā descent’ 
(355), while Robert is ‘a poet of Ngāpuhi/Irish descent’ (291). Māori 
descent then denotes an inclusive rather than an exclusive, let alone a 
purist concept of ethnic identity, taking account of the transcultural roots 
of the country’s population. Nonetheless, many poets refine their Māori 
whakapapa by mentioning not only their iwi or nation affiliation but also 
their hapū or clan backgrounds. Hone Tuwhare (1922-2008) for example, 
the outstanding Māori poet – to whom Puna Wai Kōrero pays tribute ‘as 
Aotearoa’s poet laureate’ (1) – ‘was a poet of Ngāpuhi iwi – hapū Ngāti 
Korokoro, Ngāti Tautahi, Te Popoto and Te Uri-o-Hau’ (336). 

 
As little as her or his multiethnic descent appears to be problematic to the 
individual Māori poet’s projection on her or his identity, as little does the – 
often widely differing – employment of the two national languages of New 
Zealand, Māori and English, appear to raise questions of ethnic identity; it 
remains a matter of personal choice and educational background on the 
one hand and of a writer’s stance taken up over a political, a historical or a 
cultural issue on the other, as a few examples chosen at random will 
illustrate. 

 
Alice te Punga Somerville’s long poem ‘mad ave’ (324-328) contains just 
one Māori word, taurere, the name of a mountain; while spoken, even 
colloquial New Zealand English characterises her poetically rendered story 
of the fate of her childhood street, nicknamed ‘mad ave’. Incidentally, I 
chose the word story because here as elsewhere in Puna Wai Kōrero we 
encounter narrative features in Māori poems which remind us of the oral 
nature not only of traditional story-telling but also of poems and songs. 
‘mad ave’, composed in 2003, is a contemporary poem and one could 
argue that its recognisable colloquial New Zealand English points at its 
modernity. However, Tuwhare’s ‘The Old Place’ (349-350), published 
close to forty years earlier and addressing the same theme of change and 
loss does not contain a single Māori word either. What the two poems have 
in common though, and what reflects their Māori sensibility, is the insight 
into the inevitability of loss they convey, of a mood close to resignation; 
an experience the persona in Harry Dansey’s 1964 poem ‘The Old Place’ 
(68-69) phrases as: 

 
I […] hope for a sign from the past 
from the old dead people 
but there is no comfort here 
in the fierce bright silence […] 

 
However, in contrast to Somerville and Tuwhare, Dansey’s use of Māori 
words emphasises the cultural side of loss: 

 
Here came Uenuku, broke the tapu 
of the chief’s spring, left his 
deed in a proverb. Here the 
old man hauled a tōtara, with 
his own hands hewed a ridge-pole 
fifty feet from the sound red heart. (69) 
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Altogether then, the use or absence of Māori words or phrases is no 
yardstick with which to measure Māori poetic sensibility. It may express 
an individual poet’s temperament; which we encounter, for example, in 
several of Apirana Taylor’s poems, almost all of which date back to the 
1980s and 1990s. In order to communicate the mood of rejoicing in ‘Te 
ihi’ (317), the life breath, the poet takes recourse to Māori words and 
phrases, these being the most appropriate signifiers at his disposal – which 
in this case also confronts him with a dilemma. To those new to Māori 
they would hardly be intelligible if the poet had not glossed words like ihi, 
te hā, whaikōrero, ka ea, kia mau, or a phrase like ‘he pāua mura ahi ngā 
kanohi o Tūmatauenga’ – ‘the flashing eyes of Tū’ (317). It is a dilemma 
Taylor’s generation of the Māori renaissance had to solve one way or the 
other because of the comparatively small number of Māori speakers on the 
one hand and publishing necessities on the other; in any case, it is a 
stylistic device much less noticeable with younger poets. 

 
The use of Māori words and phrases may also grant insight into a 
momentary, if not a transitory state of mind; for example, in Robert 
Sullivan’s 2005 poem ‘Ahi kā – the house of Ngā Puhi’ (291-292). 
Observing ahi, the home fire that symbolises the inherited right to live in 
this place, ahi kā, actuates the poet to re-affirm his tribal, clan and family 
identity, his Ngāpuhi descent. With its emphatic repetitions of ‘Ahi kā’ the 
poem not only turns into song, waiata, but returns to mythology: 

We light the poem and breathe out 
the growing flames. Ahi kā. This 

is our home – our fire. Hot tongues out 
 

– pūkana – turn words to steam. This 
fish heart is a great lake on a 

skillet. Ahi kā! Ahi kā! 
 

Keep the fire. The sun’s rays are ropes 
held down by Maui’s brothers. 

They handed down ray by burning 
 

ray to each other every 
day – we keep the home fires burning 

every day. […] (291) 
 

Inseparable from their attention to the language is the poets’ commitment 
to reaffirm māoritanga, the value of cultural ideas and concepts like ihi and 
ahi, of practices like the haka, the dance of defiance, of rituals like tangi, 
funeral, or kai karanga, welcome to the marae; and further, of places like 
marae, the centre of the community, or urupā, burial grounds. Even myths 
and legends are retold, for example in Rewa Worley’s ‘The separation’ 
(379-380) of ‘Ranginui the sky father and the earth Papatūānuku beneath 
him’: 

 

the story of how our world was made 
and in it, 

the void, Te Kore, 
an empty silhouette of what would be 

filled its emptiness with the essence of the night, 
Te Pō-tahuri-mai-ki-taiao. (379) 

 
Compared to Worley’s traditional, serious approach, Reihana Robinson’s 
‘How it all began’ (258-260) ‘writes back’ ironically to a myth of 
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cosmology and uses a mixture of soliloquy, dialogue and comment. Rona, 
a woman looking for food for her children at night, is not pulled up by the 
male moon clinging to a tree but returns his love and follows him on her 
own: 

 

Rona, are you happy? 
 

oh yes 
come lie with me 
take off your slippers. (259) 

A happy ending, it appears, if the commentator does not conclude: 

Her brats grow, invent haka. 
You know where that got them – 

 
no land, no language. 
Free entertainment every rugby match. (360) 

 
Does he mean to censure Rona’s deviation from the traditional gender 
path? Or doesn’t the poem simply show ‘How it all began’; that is, a step 
taken even more determinedly in Jacq Carter’s ‘Me aro koe kit e hā o 
Hineahuone’ (66-67) – which translates as ‘The guidance from the breath 
of Hineahuone’. The speaker affirms her female power, mana wahine, by 
modelling herself after such powerful mythological and legendary women 
as Hine-nui-te-pō, the goddess of death, who killed the great Māori hero 
Maui; or tūpuna wāhine, ancestral women who left their ‘homelands in 
search of new homes’; and Wairaka, who had the strength to save a 
legendary waka or canoe, a task only men were considered to be strong 
enough to accomplish. 

 
Irony may not figure prominently when thematising Maori beliefs and 
rituals but it certainly does when questioning Pākeha rituals, a tone of 
voice often employed by Tuwhare, as when he lends a voice to a Māori 
bronze figure soliloquising about the circumstances of its ‘daily life’ in his 
1972 poem ‘To a Maori figure cast in bronze outside the Chief Post Office, 
Auckland’ (338-339); or, thirty years later, when a Māori comments on the 
ritual at a Pākehā honours ceremony with: 

 
the Governor-General, 

Dame Silvia [pinning] 
a round, green-stoned- 
cored badge on our 
plumped-up chests to a series 
of comedically repressed ‘Ow-ouches’. (‘On 

becoming an icon’, 353) 
 

Myths and legends are replaced by historical events in poems focusing on 
the encounter between Māori and Pākehā, the resistance of tāngata whenua 
to the Pākehā settlers and their loss of land and independence. There is no 
room for humour, let alone irony; instead the tone ranges from 
appreciating the qualities of courage (‘Ōrākau’, 99-100) and hope 
(‘Bastion Point – Koha 22/5/88’, 199-200), to documenting in detail the 
Māori defeat at Parihaka (‘Forget about Guy Fawkes (Parihaka)’, 265- 
266), and to praising people’s non-violent resistance (‘He waiata tenei mo 
Parihaka’, 284-285). On the other hand, a feeling of anxiety controls the 
people ready to begin their historical march in ‘The New Zealand land 
march on Wellington, Hepetema 14 – Oketopa 17, 1975’, 346-347). 
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Experiences such as these are deeply embedded in the collective memory 
of Māori people, and the two editors have appropriately included quite a 
few poems commemorating these events, to which poets have returned 
again and again over the last half century. 

 
Poems addressing māoritanga, Māori culture and cultural practices, make 
up a substantial portion of Puna Wai Kōrero. Nonetheless, examples 
highlighting the topos of Nature as well as underlining the close 
relationship between tāngata and whenua that has formed part and parcel 
of Māori life over centuries play an equally important part in the 
anthology. It is not unusual to come across poems celebrating Nature as 
nearly perfect or the relationship of people and their natural surroundings 
as harmonious and at times even symbiotic. Why so, one wonders. Do 
they reflect a romantic sensibility, or a need to find solace, look at nature 
as refuge vis-à-vis the harshness of one’s daily life? Natural phenomena, 
for example the ever changing shoreline, beaches, bays and mountains, 
rivers and hills, or rain, wind and clouds are perceived as beautiful, 
exuding the life force, a sense of safety and even offering refuge from the 
world. Arapera Hineira Blank calls her long poem ‘Rangitukia, soul place’ 
(27-31), and though her poem also refers to changes in Nature not always 
for the better, it confirms the binding power of place to the people: 

 

From Hikurangi the Waiapu 
binds many whānau to the sea, 
on the other side her sister stream 
the Waikaka renews my song 
above her Ō-Hine-Waiapu 
another soul place binding bones 
Hawaiki-nui-ki Aotearoa 
Rangitukia-Te-Uranga […] (30-31) 

 
In Tania Hinehou Butcher’s ‘Muriwai’ (59), the speaker resists the world’s 
tug on her but lets herself be held by Tangaroa, the god of the sea, ‘as he 
would [hold] a cello’; and ‘Rain’ (343), Tuwhare’s famous and often 
reprinted 1970 poem, celebrates the near-symbiosis of man and nature/rain 
by affirming: 

But if I 
should not hear 
smell or feel or see 
you 

 
you would still 
define me 
disperse me 
wash over me 
rain. 

 
My personal choice is Keri Hulme’s ‘Pā mai tō reo aroha’ (106-108), ‘To 
feel the love’, with its first four stanzas unfolding a beautiful scene of the 
sea, the beach and the shrubby cliffs of kaik’ bay near Moeraki on the East 
coast of the South Island: a view of Nature I’d like to call the objective 
correlative of the sensitive observer’s inner peace and abandon: 

 
Today, a cloud of midges weaves and 
dances through the evening sun. 
There are mysterious glassy tracks on the 
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sea. 
Thin waves hush in, pause, slide away. 
Moeraki, calm as untroubled sleep […] (107) 

 
Reading Puna Wai Kōrero, with its alphabetical arrangement of the poets 
chosen, made me feel I was working at an archaeological site. I would 
only know what to expect from a poem once I had read it or if I had 
already gained some impression about a particular poet’s work. Wouldn’t a 
grid, let’s say a chronological sequence of poems published over a period 
of a hundred years and irrespective of their authorship, have offered a 
more interesting picture of the development of the genre, permitted the 
reader to understand shifts and changes in the linguistic nature, the 
thematic concerns, the moods and tones chosen? Still, looked at from a 
different perspective, the present composition has the advantage of 
introducing us to individual voices, their thematic and linguistic strengths 
– or weaknesses – possibly also their poetic careers, which in turn would 
invite us to learn more about them by reading their books. It is certainly a 
line of argumentation suggested by the structure of Puna Wai Kōrero. Yet 
it is with their past experience of having co-edited Whetu Moana (2003) 
and Mauri Ola (2010), anthologies of Polynesian poetry organised in the 
same manner, that Reina Whaitiri and Robert Sullivan must be 
congratulated for their service to tāngata whenua and for having created an 
opportunity for ‘foreign’ readers to acquaint themselves with the culture 
and literature of a substantial population of Aotearoa. 
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A volume of new and selected poems signals a watershed in a creative 
career and taking stock of a poet’s life’s work to date. Geoff Goodfellow’s 
Opening the Windows to Catch the Sea Breeze brings poems from eight of 
his books. The sense of a life’s work is amplified by the primarily 
autobiographical author’s introduction and a passage introducing each 
section of the book. While the poems stand on their own, and really need 
no introduction, added biographical and bibliographical details help 
contextualise the poems and give the reader an insight into the poems’ 
creation (particularly in an educational environment). 

 
Goodfellow came to writing poetry relatively late in life, as a career 
change from carpentering and building, while recovering from work- 
induced injury. Though he began his relationship with poetry reading 
Banjo Paterson, he started writing in free verse and reading contemporary 
Australian poetry. At first finding many of the poems opaque, he soon 
found his voice and subject matter in his life and the life around him. He 
decided what kind of poet he wanted to be: 

 
I wanted to communicate. […] I thought if I’m going to be 
a writer (and I really wanted to be one) I’ll need to use the 
language that is within me to write bout concerns that 
people like me have with their day to day living. […] I 
thought there must be a lot of people out in the suburbs who 
want to read about lives similar to their own who didn’t 
particularly rely on sophisticated language and concepts 
and felt removed from mainstream culture. I wanted to 

http://www.textjournal.com.au/april15/kelen_rev.htm


 Review of Geoff Goodfellow, Opening the Windows to Catch the Sea Breeze TEXT Vol 19 No 1 

www.textjournal.com.au/april15/kelen_rev.htm 2/3 

 

 

become a voice for these people. (14, Author’s 
Introduction) 

 
He is certainly a poet of place, of specific locality. The odes to the streets 
and people of his home suburb Semaphore are perhaps the centre of his 
poetic universe; the circular, at times crazy conversations with his friends, 
along with people from the street and suburb and their lives captured in 
quick portraits – some pretty tough, like in ‘Melanie’ (85), and ‘Right On 
–Right Off’ (22) – and in anecdotes, remembered conversations. They get 
to speak for themselves so their voices sound real. The sense of location in 
the poems is almost palpable, the poet’s eye for detail makes for some 
handy snapshots of life in Adelaide, especially in his later poems that look 
back to his growing up: there is a raw nostalgia in poems like ‘The 
Accent’ (127). 

 
The poems are well-crafted throughout, and Goodfellow employs a handy 
arsenal of poetic techniques – rhyming when it suits, using repetition, 
good for spoken delivery effect and particularly useful for a performance 
poet. These techniques give many of the poems and parts of poems a 
songlike quality, as in one of the moving elegies for the poet’s father, 
‘Poem for Johnny’, that in the second stanza delivers a chant-like and 
factual view of his passing: 

 
there’s no more 
medication 

no more nebulisers 
no more oxygen masks 
no more calling out for Lois 
no more calling out for mum (115) 

 
A truly democratic spirit, the poet gives a voice and the right of reply to 
his deceased father, in ‘Johnny’s Reply’ (119). 

 
There is a strong performance dimension to the poems evident in the 
printed versions. Sounds – the music of words – matter in spoken poetry 
and flourishes of assonance and alliteration maintain the poems’ 
momentum: 

 
yeah the good old days 

those days when you’d either 
swelter or freeze in those 
outmoded temporary classrooms 
at the local Tech 

where half your teachers 
wore RSL badges 
& were just as neurotic as most 
of your fathers 

& keen as mustard to punch on 
with you in the classrooms […] (‘It All Happened in 
Copley Street’, 133) 

 

Geoff Goodfellow is known as an activist poet who brings his poetry to 
factories, building sites, schools and readings, and his directly political 
poems are those of an active observer and participant. The poems about 
work and the workplace are more nihilistic and stoic than revolutionary, as 
in ‘What Mum Told Me in 1964’ and ‘The Violence of Work’: ‘Monday to 
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Sunday /   want to punch on / punch on’ (159). The positive aspects of 
working and immigration are visited in ‘Turning in Circles’ (160). 

 
But anyone expecting simplistic protest poems or a call to arms or some 
kind of yelled manifesto will be disappointed. Goodfellow writes about 
life as experienced, and the political aspect is mostly his choice of subjects 
that often include the lives and speech of ordinary people and the 
dispossessed. And these people are given their own voices. ‘The Luxury of 
Work’ reads like an unedited ‘quote’ from a shop girl discussing working 
conditions and how she gets on with her boss. It comes across a bit like a 
hip-hop rhythmed interview. The Liberal Party appears several times in the 
poems like a dark spectre muttered under the breath. 

 
The poems in Opening the Windows to Catch the Sea Breeze meld every 
day speech with a neat structure on the page. The lineation of the poems 
reminds this reader of the work of Nigel Roberts, or Pam Brown, poets 
who, like Goodfellow, find their exceptional moments in everyday events 
and speech to create an artifice of poetic conversation spread elegantly 
down a page. A variety of line lengths from the traditionally iambic – for 
example, ‘you said you don’t use an aristotle’ (135) – to lines of one or 
two words, judicious use of the em-dash, and caesura, allow the poet to 
eschew standard punctuation, and in fact many of the poems read like 
single sentences spread over several pages. 

 
The later poems take on a more elegiac and confessional tone, particularly 
those written for his father’s passing. The final section of the book features 
combative poems – fighting cancer fighting for life and health. It narrates 
the frustrations, sadness and anger with disease, and its treatment. The 
restrained fury of ‘The Seventh Doctor’ is sweetly balanced by the quiet 
whimsy of the dream-like ‘Hospital Ship’ (195). 

 
The poems in Opening the Windows to Catch the Sea Breeze are largely 
autobiographical – the poet’s persona and voice come through very 
strongly. But they are also poems of place and time that include the words 
and voices of the people who help make up the poet's world. They go a 
long way toward capturing the ‘vibe’ of the Adelaide area in the late 
twentieth/early twenty-first centuries, securing Geoff Goodfellow a place 
on the map of Australian poetry. 

 
 
 

SK Kelen lives in the bush capital and enjoys hanging around the house, 
philosophically, and travelling. His most recent books of poems 
are Goddess of Mercy, Earthly Delights and Island Earth: New and 
Selected Poems, recently published by Brandl & Schlesinger. 
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A cloud into the rainbow 
 

review by Vivienne Plumb 
 
 
 
 

Dominique Hecq 
Stretchmarks of Sun 
re.press, Melbourne 2014 
ISBN 9780980819786 
Pb 98pp AUD20.00 

 
 

Dominique Hecq is an award-winning Belgian-born poet, fiction writer, 
playwright and academic based in Melbourne. With Stretchmarks of Sun 
Hecq has produced a provocative ninety-eight-page poetry text that is 
effective and entirely challenging. The fragments draw on the experience 
of the female voice of the piece, focusing on her dislocation and, 
eventually, reconnection. 

 
The back cover blurb presents the work as being ‘informed by the crossing 
of borders – geographical, historical, formal and subjective.’ Indeed, the 
geographical space of this poetry involves re-inscription with the narrative 
heart of the work relating the story of a life that has suddenly fallen 
between words. Hecq’s autofictional fragments are successful in moving 
the usual boundary lines and the result is a manuscript that offers a high 
degree of risk in the writing. 

Early on, the protagonist describes herself as ‘[s]he who had no name’ 
(14) who eventually ‘felt the urge to speak’ (16). Soon she states she is 
‘here for all herternity’ (33), but by the third segment of the poem we 
discover she has entered a ‘twylight’ world where she feels she is ‘back in 
the womb’ (33), and ‘already in the tomb’ (33). We learn she is the 
survivor of a tragedy ‘beyond decline, destruction and ignorance’ (32), 
now admitted into hospital where she feels as if she is being punished by a 
God whose voice is adrift and who has previously instructed her to self 
harm. 

 
This ‘unsouled’ twylight is not as dark as we may imagine; instead the 
author of the text finds herself ‘drowned in liquid light’ (33), ‘buried under 
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a yellow lustre of light’ (33), and fears she may sink in the incandescence 
of ‘this broken water aglow’ (35). Light is constantly mentioned, although 
rather than being open and illuminating, it is overpowering, suffocating. 
She has created a new world with her own words but now she fears she is 
to be punished as she attempts to question her relationship to God and the 
divine power. She has become ‘slick with sweat’ (36), her tongue is numb, 
and she is ‘flooded’ with a light (32) that is harsh and erasing. 

 
In the hospital ward the protagonist’s body is prodded and poked, and 
while she is interrogated by a male moustache (a doctor on the ward) as to 
her identity she finds herself holding on to just one thing – although barely 
unable to answer, she knows it is important to ‘hang on to the word word’ 
(42). For this woman words are of the greatest importance: ‘Give me a pen 
for God’s sake’ she states (39). She is a little like the female character in 
Samuel Beckett’s short stage piece, ‘Not I’, who has remained mute until 
the day she suddenly experiences an epiphany in the middle of a field, and 
the words begin to gush from her mouth. 

 
The woman of Hecq’s poem is finally deemed ready for discharge, 
although entry back into the outside world is compared to ‘a moon on the 
wane’ (52) or ‘an afterglow of madness’ (52). 

 
Sections of the autofictional fragments often begin with or alternatively 
contain a variety of (paratextual) quotes from the work of writers such as 
Emily Dickinson, Paul Celan, Patti Smith and Arthur Rimbaud. These 
epigraphs enhance the composition and hold strong currency within the 
narrative, acting as intertextual building blocks in the construction of the 
narrative world and voice of each poem. 

 
A number of these paratextual quotes are dream descriptions apparently 
authored by ‘Peau d’âme’ (the skin of the soul), but in fact attributed in 
the reference to ‘D.Hecq’. Peau d’âne or Donkeyskin is an instructive 
(French) fairy tale about the incestuous love of a widowed king for his 
daughter. He wishes to marry her and in an attempt to prevent this, the 
princess requests difficult gifts. These are all duly delivered, so she asks 
for the skin of the magic donkey kept in the king’s stables and when even 
that is presented, the princess makes the decision to disappear from her 
bad situation by disguising herself inside the donkey skin that renders her 
invisible, thus enacting a transformation and within this metamorphosis 
she is enabled to save herself. Such fairy stories, but also Hecq’s 
instructive text, stand as a reminder of the myth of security, especially 
certain kinds of ‘security’ that ‘protect’ women. Hecq’s autofictional 
refigurations of this sort of script resonate deeply: women must dare to 
take the risks that have been discouraged in the past and become capable 
of creating their own fate. 

 
It is generally accepted that the parent, the older human, should naturally 
die before their child, therefore the earlier death of a child defines itself as 
unnatural. In the section entitled ‘Off the Edge of Love’, such an absence 
and the grief involved in such a situation is defined by Hecq. Even ten 
years later such a bereavement still results in ‘something oozing from 
under the surface’ (58), and Hecq is positive that: 

 
the greatest pain 
is the sheer business of surviving a child (62) 

 
Hecq is not only concerned with survival, she discusses the passage of 
words within time and space, and the way the reassemblage of words can 
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form new meaning. But Stretchmarks of Sun is also an examination and 
analysis of fragments of a life, and by the use of these fragments Hecq 
displays her predominant interest in celebrating poetry and word to relate 
the life that is given to the reader within these pages. 

 
See how writing makes loss festive 
turns a shadow into the sun 
a cloud into the rainbow (69) 

 
 
 
 
 

Vivienne Plumb is a poet, a fiction writer and a dramatist, and holds a 
DCA from the University of Wollongong. Born in Sydney, she is presently 
based in New Zealand, where she held the University of Canterbury 
writer-in-residence position during 2014. Her collection, The Glove Box 
and other stories, was published in 2014 by Spineless Wonders, Sydney. 
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Up-hill all the way? 
 

review by Susie Utting 
 
 
 
 

Susan Bradley Smith 
Beds for All Who Come 
Five Islands Press, Parkville, Victoria 2014 
ISBN 9780734048950 
Pb 78pp AUD25.00 

 
 

The title of a poetry collection always intrigues – what directions and 
connections does the poet anticipate the reader to make before entering the 
text? Susan Bradley Smith’s Beds for All Who Come is no exception. The 
complete last verse of Christina Rossetti’s poem ‘Up-Hill’ forms the 
epigraph of this book, its title drawn from the final line: ‘Yea, beds for all 
who come’. The opening of Rossetti’s poem, ‘Does the road wind up-hill 
all the way? / Yes, to the very end’ establishes a question and answer 
format in which an unnamed traveller queries the anonymous guide 
regarding the journey. So, what journey is Smith asking the reader of her 
collection to embark upon? 

 
The contents page of Beds for All Who Come suggestsa poetic ride rich in 
intertextual and sub-textual allusions, as well as public and personal 
historical details. The Prologue, with its single poem entry ‘Girl on fire in 
the eucalypt gulag: Germaine Greer witnessing the end of the world’ 
introduces a cast of characters who appear in three separate Acts: 
Clementine and Sarah Churchill, Sylvia Plath and Frieda Hughes, and 
Ulrike Meinhof and Bettina Röhl. All these mothers and daughters write 
poems. With this cast in mind the reader begins her own journey to explore 
Smith’s collection. As in Rossetti’s poem, does the road for the traveller 
wind up-hill all the way, and will there be answers to the questions such a 
fabulous assembly of women raise? 

 
An overview of the characters in Beds for All Who Come reveals less than 
perfect marriages and troubled female progeny who do not become 
mothers themselves. All except Clementine are described as writers – 
poets and journalists. Several suffer violent deaths, including suicide. 
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Bookending these voices with that of Greer, the struggles by these women 
in their private and public lives to determine their own values and 
identities, is the path the poems follow. 

 
The Prologue poem evokes a ‘psychedelic tsunami’ (Smith, 17). Is this the 
little girl who ran in the famous/infamous 1972 Vietnam photo and/or a 
stultifying 1950s suburban Melbourne ‘place of burning edges’ (17) where 
Greer lived? The voice promises: ‘If I get out / of here alive, the girl / 
promised. I will do it. I / will’ (17). Overtones of Sharon Olds’ ‘I Go Back 
to May 1937’ (‘Do what you are going to do, and I will tell about it’) is 
later echoed in Smith’s Frieda poem ‘I go back to 1963’. The allusions are 
dense and enticing. The reader must also assimilate the different ideas and 
feelings of these women in their roles as mothers and daughters, their 
places along the evolution of contemporary Western female identity, the 
uniqueness of each voice, as well as attempt to register other 
interconnections Smith’s poems suggest. In the first Act the Churchill 
upper class family world is initially accessed through the interior 
monologue ‘Infinite London’. Clementine’s strong maternal voice 
addresses Sarah, and later her other daughters: 

 
This I wish for 

you, for all girls: that you might better 
learn how to wield your own weapons, 

 
because this city she needs staunch 
women unafraid of the entrails 
of life. (Smith, 23) 

 
The poems that follow reveal Clementine’s joys and regrets in her 
marriage, as a wife and mother who outlives her husband and three of her 
five children. The voice of Sarah, beginning with her first poem ‘Me and 
Lynne and the L-shaped rooms we know’, is crowded with imagery. She 
describes herself and Lynne Reid Banks as ‘the grainy / bottom of a bottle 
of bad wine, we / are the red screamers of lost latchkeys to / home, to 
history’ (33). The reflections in the six following poems reveal ambiguous 
feelings towards both parents but especially her father: ‘Why do they ask 
me? Am / I always, only his daughter?’ (‘It was only ever Soho’, 39). 
Smith’s ability to evoke two distinct voices who reveal much about their 
personal and public personas is skilfully crafted. Sets of images 
interconnect within and between the poems in this first Act, enabling the 
reader to process much in few lines. Increased meaning comes with 
reading more widely about the lives of both women. This is prompted by 
what Bradley Smith leaves unsaid in the nuanced spaces that her poetry 
allows. 

 
In my reading I move ‘up-hill’ with Sylvia and Frieda. I recognise the 
voice of Plath’s Ariel. Strategically positioned words evoke moments from 
her collection. The word ‘fat’ in the opening poem by Smith’s Sylvia 
recalls ‘Morning Song’ with its ‘fat gold watch’; ‘bees and boxes’ appears 
in ‘On not moving to Yorkshire’; and the colour blue (often employed by 
the real Plath) is repeatedly alluded to in the poem ‘The stigmata of 
marriage’. Smith’s affection for the dead poet as well as Olds has been 
previously noted. Smith’s Frieda poems evoke her overriding sense of loss 
for her mother Sylvia, her brother Nicholas, and a fierce loyalty/love for 
her father Ted Hughes. In ‘You came here to live’ Frieda addresses her 
mother for the last time: ‘you were a character / stuck in the bell of your 
own novel’ and ‘you went / back to black, as though stuck in the bog / of 
your father’s manic-depressive / Prussian hamlet’ (64). This is reminiscent 
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of Plath’s ‘man in black with a Meinkampf look’ in her poem ‘Daddy’. 
The relationship of Ulrike and Bettina as represented in Smith’s third Act, 
concludes on a more positive note with Bettina’s words: ‘I know you are 
behind me’ (85). Mother and daughter are united in their mission to 
rewrite the history books and women’s role in the reformation of the 
world. 

 
Greer’s voice in the closing poem of the collection in ‘On being three 
million dollars richer after selling my papers to the university’ seems tired, 
jaded, even resigned: the anonymous biographer at the Byron Bay Writers’ 
Festival ‘made me feel cheerless’ (92). Smith’s Greer seems disillusioned 
with contemporary women’s understanding of the place they have reached: 
‘it was too late … to / begin a proper education. It was too late / for me to 
promise her one’ (92). Yet the final line, ‘The view from this terrace is 
spectacular’ suggests there is an ongoing journey for women to resolve the 
conflicts in and between their private and public lives (93). This terrace is 
not the last nor the final resting place. The reader recalls Rossetti’s verse, 
the epigraph at the beginning of the journey into Beds for All Who Come: 

 
Shall I find comfort, travel-sore and weak? 
Of labour you shall find the sum, 
Will there be beds for all who seek? 
Yea, beds for all who come. (np) 

 
The title once again reinforces the notion that there will always be 
travellers who follow in the wake of the women Smith presents so cleverly 
in her collection; the journey isn’t over, and there will be beds for all who 
continue to come. 

 
 
 
 
 

Susie Utting has recently submitted her doctorate for examination at the 
University of the Sunshine Coast in Queensland. Her book of poems Flame 
in the Fire, published by Ginninderra Press in 2012 will be followed by a 
further collection in 2015. 
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Anne Elvey 
Kin 
Five Islands Press, Parkville, Victoria 2014 
ISBN 9780734048974 
Pb 80pp AUD25.00 

 
 

The cover of Anne Elvey’s Kin features artwork by Melbourne’s Eleni 
Rivers that, for me, provides a tantalising visual metaphor for Elvey’s 
poetry. A sort of luminous seed or spore hovering in a night-like, inky 
swell, it resonates between the strange and the natural, or perhaps reveals 
the uncanny presence of the strange in the natural. The image also gestures 
in some part towards the ecological awareness of Elvey’s poems – her 
attention to nature and to the earth surrounding the poet writing, versed as 
that earth is in exciting us with subtle (and sometimes not so subtle) 
mysteries. 

 
Elvey is the Managing Editor of online journal Plumwood Mountain, 
which publishes ecopoetry ‘engaging with a more-than-human context’, as 
noted in the journal’s mission statement. She also has a background in 
theology (as both researcher and teacher), and these two threads – the 
spiritual and the ecological – are evidently interwoven throughout Kin. 
Importantly, however, the poems do not push an agenda; rather, there is a 
sense that the author is moving through spaces – the personal, the 
environmental, the historical – and quietly observing encountered ‘kin’. 

 
Kin is divided into three sections: the first, ‘Skin to Skin’ reflects things 
close to or felt by the self and body – lovers, parents, relatives, sensations 
and emotions. The first poem, ‘Sheet music’ considers the memory 
embedded in everyday things: 

 
If there were sheets that night 
scored with the labour of cotton-farmers 
and their pickers 
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and certain workers spinning thread 
and the giant looms, 
there was also the comfort of cloth— 

 
the several skins of the covers 
and the skin of the night (11) 

 
Elvey notes the layers that surround us, that hold close to – or constitute – 
our living skins, and create our histories. The poem, which draws from 
philosopher Michel Serres’ book The Five Senses, suggests a body always 
in touch with the world, revelling in a complex state of sensations and the 
knowledges they can trigger. Another poem, ‘A finite catalogue of self’, 
lists with ironic wit some elements of the corroding body: ‘the shedding of 
dead cells’, the paring of cartilage from bone, and the hair’s loss of colour 
(14). A short poem, this ‘catalogue’ seems less finite than it is ever- 
evolving; what constitutes the ‘self,’ or more specifically ‘the body,’ must 
be revised (and forgiven) continually during the course of its inevitable 
decay. 

 
These are thoughtful poems that not only locate the strange in the 
everyday, but also find complexities in what may have seemed a simple 
concept; or, as Elvey notes with reference to Jean-Luc Marion, ‘the excess 
is the essence of the thing’ (16, italics in original). ‘Tinnitus’, for example, 
unfurls from the ‘thin and ringing pulse’ of ‘vibrational damage’ (15) to 
the lips’ visible trace of a word spoken but obscured. This theme of silence 
is also evident in ‘Last breath’ and ‘The honour of things’, dedicated to her 
father and mother respectively. Both poems gesture towards the 
untranslatable attributes of remembrance and the integrity of a quiet 
absorption of life’s details, ‘to think / the way a leaf / swallows the light’ 
(19). (Note the poet’s deft conversion of the scientific to the poetic!) 

 
Philosophical wandering is part of Elvey’s poetic pathway, and in the 
book’s first section we find numerous deliberations on the distance 
between the word and the thing, or the significance of the word in relation 
to the self and its surrounds. But what it is, exactly, that constitutes 
language is not confined to the human; we may turn toward ‘a grammar 
taught by birds’ (16), listen for the sky’s ‘answering light’ (18), or hear the 
‘magpie’s repertoire [which] spills … on[to] the blue page’ (23). Elvey 
offers the reader a varied score for listening and speaking to ‘this 
landscape of kin’ (41), which includes humans, wildlife and earthbound 
phenomena. This is especially showcased in the second section, ‘Kin’, 
where birds, trees, creeks, rivers, the sea, bridges and paths comprise a 
varied landscape for poetic play. A personal favourite is ‘This sound’, 
which ‘speaks / to the eye’ and ‘is held in the hand’ (40). The poem is a 
sort of riddle that brings us to ‘lightning’ and ‘thunder’, without 
mentioning either word; rather we ‘solve’ the poem by way of following 
the varied sensations that both evoke. Repetition (‘the sound …’, ‘the 
sound …’) throughout the poem evokes the ripples of a storm, and 
emphasises the multiplicity of ways in can be felt by bodies. 

 
Elvey’s poetic thoughts on language and the communication of ideas and 
sensations also manifest in her experiments with form: she write in 
couplets, tercets and quatrains; there’s a villanelle, a prose poem, and 
several poems that play with margins and shape. Of the latter, ‘Romancing 
the creek’ requires us to read across the void of space, as if skipping from 
side to side across Melbourne’s Merri Creek (referred to in the poem) one 
afternoon: 
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Between the lines 

a lizard slips 
where the rock face 

shears from the earth 
and stone stands 
stacked like crates 
against the sky. 
Moss probes 
a gap with serried 
tongue and risks 
a phrase to bound 
the mineral. (31) 

Again, Elvey leaves room for the landscape to speak for itself, in a 
language we perhaps cannot understand. To ‘romance’ the creek – 
appreciate its form and find connection with its offerings – is not to 
romanticise it, but to attempt a meeting point, responding to sensation. The 
anthropomorphisation of the rock face, as seen in the closing lines (‘The 
light softens, / as the rock wall / pulls the creek / up to its chin’ (31) is not 
heavy handed, but suggests an intimacy between these non-human bodies. 
Similarly in the poem ‘Spirit’, where the wind is ‘neither love nor thought, 
but otherwise— / the making possible thing’ (49), wind, like the spirit, is 
more powerful than the forces of the jackhammer, steering shaft and blade. 
There are understated lessons here for the contemporary reader – parables, 
almost – that urge a less violent human imprint on the world. 

 
This brings me to a sequence of three poems in the final section (‘Coming 
Home’), titled ‘Claimed by country 1, 2, 3’, which responds to Aboriginal 
understandings of land and belonging, and to Miriam-Rose Ungunmerr- 
Baumann’s concept of ‘attentiveness’ or dadirri. As Ungunmerr-Baumann 
notes: 

 

It is inner, deep listening and quiet, still awareness. […] It 
is something like what you call ‘contemplation’. When I 
experience dadirri, I am made whole again. I can sit on the 
riverbank or walk through the trees; even if someone close 
to me has passed away, I can find my peace in this silent 
awareness. There is no need of words. A big part of dadirri 
is listening. (Ungunmerr-Baumann 1988: 9) 

 
‘Claimed by country 1’ notes tourists marking place ‘with eye and voice 
and lens’, posing ‘for shots for Nanna’s wall’, while a nearby sign ‘recalls 
/ a people, in two memories and one name: / Massacre Bay’ (64). Across 
the three poems in the sequence, the narrator retreats from the impetus to 
mark the landscape, as if by way of recognising the colonising forces of 
her ancestors, and desiring a less aggressive way of existing within this 
country. To be ‘attentive’ is to let the voice be ‘drowned by the torrent that 
presses / toward the cliff’ (65) and to ‘give a peace / that takes the breath’ 
(66). 

 
This ‘silent awareness’ as a mode of being in the landscape, among earth 
others, is espoused in many of the poems throughout Kin. Indeed, in a 
book that attends to so many aspects of the (mostly Australian) 
environment, it is not surprising that Elvey includes poems addressing 
extinct or threatened species (‘Ecos echoes’, 42-43) as well as 
lamentations for ecological damage (‘Lamentation’, 44-45) and animal 
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cruelty (‘Nanoq’, 46-48). ‘i / want to forget / what colonisers do’, Elvey 
writes (46) – perhaps the lower case ‘I’ employed throughout ‘Nanoq’ 
presents the diminished presence of the colonising ‘I’ (the human self as 
central to the earth). To ignore or forget the historical past and its 
shockwaves would be an impossible task to achieve. Elvey’s resolution in 
the face of varied devastation is in her poetics – exploratory, inquisitive, 
attentive: ‘I lick my thumb. I turn the air’ (23). One senses that the book 
reflects her own mode of being in the world, and that the world in turn is 
her book to be carefully considered, leaf by leaf. Elegantly political, Kin 
inspires attentiveness in us as readers, and suggests that such small-scale 
quietude – toward detail, sensations, our non-human earth others – may 
offer a pathway for ecological and spiritual reparation. 
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review by Linda Weste 
 
 
 
 

Bel Schenk 
Every Time You Close Your Eyes 
Wakefield Press, Mile End, South Australia 2014 
ISBN 9781743053195 
Pb 96pp AUD19.95 

 
 

‘The lights are out and people must find a new way to see’: so reads the 
tease lead of the verse novel Every Time You Close Your Eyes by poet Bel 
Schenk, a graduate of the University of Adelaide’s creative writing 
program. The teaser not only conveys the theme of the verse novel, the 
blackouts in New York City in 1977 and again in 2003, but also draws 
upon the conceptual metaphor ‘understanding is seeing’ to imply that 
characters must gain knowledge, insight or wisdom to rise from such 
adversity. 

 
The impact of the blackouts on three main characters is central in Schenk’s 
two-part narrative. Part one, with twenty-seven poems, introduces Rose, a 
waitress living in Brooklyn, her nine year old son, Alex, and a cellist, 
Robert, who lives alone, several blocks from Rose. In Part two, forty-one 
poems re-present these same characters, revisiting their lives as it were, 
twenty-six years later. 

 
To find a new way to see is a challenge for these characters who struggle 
to make and maintain a connection with others, or to ‘move on’. For Rose, 
whose ‘best companion is her walk’ (32), desire and agency are at odds: 
‘She wants … She wants … She’ll take anything she can’ (30). This 
amounts to a ‘quickie’ with Bernie in a car parked at the river’s edge (27) 
in a poem ironically entitled ‘Romance’ (17); an affair that exemplarily 
ends with ‘Babe, I’m late. I gotta leave you here. You ok to walk?’(30). 
The trajectory of Rose’s love life is such that in Part two, aged fifty-eight, 
internet dating for the first time, she muses whether ‘it might be better to 
wait …with dreams of a superhero’ (54). Alex, her son, is by then aged 
thirty-five and works in an architect’s office. He is yet to collect his toy 
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soldiers from Rose’s apartment, despite ‘saying for years that he’ll pack up 
his childhood’ (80). He’s ambivalent about the real world still – hesitant 
despite meeting Martha who ‘lets him feel weightless’ (66). Robert, the 
cellist and whiskey drinker in the poems ‘Embrace’ (11) and ‘Falling Star’ 
(29), remembers a man he used to know and likely loved. He lies awake, 
‘glassy with memories’, in the poem ‘Passing’, regretting ‘He once meant 
to tell someone…’ (65). He remains without a partner, twenty-six years on. 

 
Schenk foregrounds how fears, real or imagined, constrain, or perhaps 
compel these characters’ choices and behaviours. Several poems allude to 
the impact of 9-11 on the psyche of New York residents, but common to 
all poems is a focus on existential and psychological concerns; these 
predominate in thoughts and speech and often link to setting, to the literal 
and metaphysical spaces which shape and regulate characters’ interactions 
and agency: 

 
Lines of people wait for the telephone 
and stubbornness equates to crankiness 
when someone dares to touch another man. (46) 

 
Alex’s fears originate in his childhood experience; so the many poems 
about him as a nine year old in Part one, suggest: ‘Ammunition’ (4); ‘The 
Soldiers’ (7); ‘Hiding’ (9); ‘Dear Sam’ (16); ‘Misbehaving’ (19); ‘Comic 
Book’ (31); and ‘War Games’ (33). As a cycle of poems they document 
the boy’s concerns about his personal safety and perceived lack of 
protection. The boy’s imagined fears see him cowering under his bed with 
his toy soldiers lined up in rows. In the fourteen numbered sections of 
‘Misbehaving’, the vulnerability of the boy is made manifest. Aware he 
has been left in the apartment on his own, he ventures out, with 
disconcerting consequences, as the following excerpts of the poem reveal: 

 
3. A piece of cardboard keeps the apartment door ajar. 
He climbs to the rooftop. 
Never leave the apartment at night. 

 
4. The tops of his teeth bite the lower lip 
to stop the shakes. The crash of Brooklyn. 
Women roam and men steal. 
… 

 
6. A man and a woman 
from somewhere 
ask what he’s doing. 
He says: Nothing much, just looking. They step closer: 
Do you want to come and talk to us. We live here too. 

 
7. He does not yell for her. 
He does not yell. 

 
8. What number are you in? 
We locked ourselves out. 
What a night to lock ourselves out. 

 
10. The man steps close. 

 
11. The boy jumps back. He does not yell for her. 
The man in overalls whistles a tune. There is stubble on his 
face 
and a stench, odd. Grease. 
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12. The boy runs at a pace of nine miles per hour 
how long does it take him to climb back down those stairs? 

 
13. Swiftly. That’s how long. 
He outruns them. His body swerves and weaves. 
His tiny legs lead him back down. 

 
14. How fast he runs. 
How they shout: Come back, let us in.(19-20) 

 
In few words, the poem conveys a palpable sense of menace. A further 
poem, ‘War Games’, imparts a sense of the boy’s unspoken resentment for 
having been left to fend for himself. He ‘waits for the sound of a key in the 
door’ (33). His soldiers and a tank are lined up ready to attack, in aim at 
the front door in anticipation of his mother’s imminent return. ‘At 2am he 
gives up and falls asleep’ (33). 

 
The sense of disconnection experienced by the characters extends to the 
verse novel’s form. With few poems longer than a page, in its entirety the 
verse novel is a slim eighty-six pages. The individual stories of the 
characters emerge from fragments and evocations rather than detail and 
elaboration. Schenk elects for an unsettling and grammatically jarring use 
of language to communicate the fear, loneliness, ennui and longing of the 
characters. Part of the unease arises from a disruptive construction of 
syntax. The literal delivery, ‘Shoes remain tied to his feet’ (27), for 
instance, is de-familiarising and impersonal, evoking a mortuary and 
corpse chattel. Other destabilising uses of language include: ‘jet planes 
tortoise on the tarmac’ (47); ‘On its paws, the grease leaves a trail’ (27); 
and ‘The sausages fry on gas heat./ People wrap them in bread, mustard 
and onions’ (52). Many lines are prosaic in their syntax, presenting as 
cropped prose, rather than as poetically condensed or honed. The 
resonance of the verse novel is all the more surprising for its rupturing and 
its understated intensity. 

 
To intensify the ‘edginess’ of Every Time You Close Your Eyes, Schenk 
includes two non-fictional characters, the first of these being the serial 
killer and arsonist David Berkowitz, known as Son of Sam, whose crimes 
took place in New York City during 1976-77. Schenk takes up the 
challenge of conveying the serial killer character’s interiority in the poem 
‘42 Pine Street’. Schenk’s astute approach is to present a disrupted and 
altered account; an incongruent experientiality: 

 
His dog has been talking in strange phrases. Odd ways. 
It’s as if he is in control. David opens a pack of peas 
and eats them frozen. Once, there was a steady line to 
continue on. 
A path with an easy tread. 

 
Now, when he is most expected, he stays in. 
The dog makes it clear after he drinks again, 
from the un-flushed toilet bowl. (18) 

 
Schenk refrains from using the word ‘delusion’; rather, the portrayal of the 
serial killer’s diminished hygiene and his submission to an animal serve as 
implied markers of psychological and moral deficiency, and mental 
instability. The serial killer’s inclusion enables a thematic construction of 
character to emerge, embodying people’s fear, real or imagined. The 
inclusion of Christopher Reeve, the actor who played Superman in four 
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movies, is also thematic, in that it taps the cultural phenomena of the 
superhero: a generic superhero, a model to help people cope with 
adversity, to take stock after trauma or loss. 

 
In an emergency, information technology and networks are crucial for 
communication, a fact Schenk foregrounds in eight poems of Part two 
which incorporate sections of sms text; these are two font sizes smaller 
than the poems, and placed in the vicinity of the page numbers, on the 
right hand side. The sms texts are part of the fiction and first accompany 
the poem ‘Twelve Million text Messages’ to enable the understanding that 
sms become scrambled in an overused network and ‘land on the phone 
screens / of lonely people / they were never meant for’ (42). Presumably 
this explains why these sms texts are not always relevant to the poems 
they accompany. Examples such as: ‘Where are you?’ (42); ‘Good to meet 
you too. / I’ll call when things / calm down a little’ (79); ‘Hey, are you in / 
power? We’re out’ (67) and ‘Don’t be surprised if / I say something silly / 
today’ (57) appeal to contemporaneity, but iterate, rather than extend the 
narrative. 

 
‘In the end, darkness or light, things remain’ (35): so Every Time You 
Close Your Eyes reconciles its concerns to the fact that life continues, in 
spite of adversity; that ‘nothing really changes’ (79). 

 
Schenk doesn’t allow such aphorisms to hackney her first verse novel. 
Every Time You Close Your Eyes makes a solid and original contribution 
through which readers can see the verse novel anew – as mutable and 
dynamic in its ongoing negotiations with genres, techniques and forms. 

 
 
 
 
 

Linda Weste is a poet, editor and teacher of creative writing whose recent 
academic research on verse novels is available in the online journals New 
Scholar and JASAL. 
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Navel gazing in the eighties 
 

review by Jeremy Fisher 
 
 
 
 
 

Grant Caldwell 
Love & Derangement 
Australian Scholarly Publishing, North Melbourne 2014 
ISBN 9781925003871 
Pb 220pp AUD29.95 

 
 

Grant Caldwell’s novel Love & Derangement is set in the eighties, mostly 
in Sydney with the odd excursion to Melbourne, the North Coast or 
Queensland. From the acknowledgments it is clear that it has had a long 
gestation, with part of it having been written as a MA thesis for the 
University of Melbourne. It concerns Aiden Wallis, a writer and poet. 
Aiden is continually producing small books from small presses, and, given 
Caldwell’s own copious output of small books from small presses, there is 
some temptation to read an autobiographical element into the book. This 
would be unwise. 

 
The author has obviously drawn on his experiences and knowledge of 
Sydney’s underbelly in the eighties but surely cannot have perceived 
himself as Aiden Wallis. Aiden Wallis remains immature, even in his mid- 
thirties. While I felt some familiarity with Aiden’s discontinuous 
recollection of his life, he was difficult to sympathise with due to his 
apathetic, anti-social and narcissistic nature. He whined about how he 
couldn’t talk to people, how he didn’t have friends, how he lived for years 
on the dole rarely considering looking for employment, and, to me, 
seemed to be an unkempt grot living in squats or the equivalent thereof. I 
kept wishing he would take a shower. In one of many instances of name- 
dropping, Aidan paraphrases Flaubert: ‘to be happy, first you must be 
healthy, selfish and stupid’ (50). That summarises Aiden. 

 
Aiden’s drug and alcohol consumption is detailed, with acid trips and 
stones excruciatingly described. That he manages to maintain a writing 
routine through all this is surprising, but he does, doggedly sending off 
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poems and stories to literary journals and slowly producing his little 
books. He does have relationships, but his female partners remain one- 
dimensional, and his selfishness is clearest when they have abortions. He 
has male friends, with Jack given some attention. The two collaborate on 
an art exhibition with an associated limited edition book of poems. The 
men’s friendship disintegrates in a physical argument over drugs and theft 
related to the book of poems. 

 
The dirt and sleaze of Darlinghurst is almost palpable as Aiden continues 
in his search for his great literary work at the expense of meaningful 
human relationships. Some passages in this section where Aiden reflects 
on his relationship with his father could have been further edited; they 
appear to add little to the character or story and read as Freudian tangents. 
Rimbaud is quoted. Aiden is at least sufficiently self-aware to know he is a 
loser. His drug use continues and he starts using heroin, smoking but not 
injecting, encouraged by the junkie musician Lenny. A key scene sees him 
witnessing Lenny and his partner Marion shoot up, Marion suckling their 
child Opal still with a needle in her arm. 

 
After this, he continues to use drugs, but not heroin, and gamble. His life 
unravels; an unravelling largely not shown, as the narration engages quotes 
from Kafka and mentions the authors and books read. Aiden undergoes a 
conversion to macrobiotics and Eastern philosophy, and Emma enters the 
story, a woman much younger than Aiden, who is now nearly forty. She is 
moody; he replaces drugs with yoga and meditation, then I Ching. He 
becomes rather obsessive in his pursuit of healthy eating, then, just as he is 
about to ask her to move in with him, Emma tells him she is moving to 
Leichhardt to live with a man called Michael. Aiden sees this as inevitable, 
part of a cosmic plan. He becomes even more obsessive. Emma, now 
using speed, leaves Michael and resumes an on-off relationship with 
Aiden. This is good for neither of them. Emma becomes pregnant to 
another man, and the novel peters out. 

 
Overall, this book is written in relatively formal style. It is rarely 
colloquial in tone. Editorial issues were noted, such as missing 
prepositions, the odd ‘kilometer’ or ‘maneuveur’, and other minor glitches 
such as ‘Blackwood’ being the next town to Katoomba instead of 
Blackheath. As well, an editor might have advised against the regular use 
of parenthetical interventions which disrupt yet serve no narrative purpose. 
It was also unclear what was achieved by the use of italics to highlight 
certain phrases. The continued use of ‘Lunar Park’ for Luna Park appears 
intentional since there is a moon-based pun, then the venerable Sydney 
institution is correctly named two sentences on. 

 
Nevertheless, this is essentially a competently told story about a man 
confused about himself and his place in the world. It has its flaws – 
consistency of voice, a variable point of view and a meandering structure, 
for instance – but no more so than most of the books produced by much 
larger publishers than Australian Scholarly Publishing. Because it is about 
a man, major publishers would run a mile from it. They only want books 
about women because the marketing data show that women are the 
majority of book buyers and readers. Yet we need male stories like Love & 
Derangement not only to bring males back to reading but also to document 
the full human story. 

 
This is by no means a perfect book, but it is far from being a bad one. 
Grant Caldwell can be proud of his achievement. 
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Jeremy Fisher teaches writing at the University of New England, 
Armidale. 
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Flying close to the sun 
 

review by Amy Brown 
 
 
 
 

Lisa Jacobson 
South in the World 
UWA Publishing, Perth, Western Australia 2014 
ISBN 9781742586021 
Pb 110pp AUD24.99 

 
 

In her second book of poetry, Lisa Jacobson uses the myth of Icarus as a 
vessel for carrying the raw subject of Victoria’s 2009 Black Saturday 
bushfires. As the fires’ ‘litany of loss rouses / earlier griefs that once lay 
sleeping’ (27), Icarus’s hubristic flight, referred to directly in the opening 
poem, spawns a rich miscellany of rising and falling motifs. Angels ‘flying 
in on burning wings / and crashing to the ground’ (29); horses morphing 
into Pegasus; flighty daughters; sadness ‘flapping away on sullen wings’ 
(22); birds and insects; Anne Frank’s sister ‘rising like smoke’ (36); the 
smell of sugar cane … / drifting up’ (39); the dead rising; paper planes; 
airless fish drifting ‘in the drowning skies, / pointing upwards to heaven or 
the surface’ (55). The limit between the relative underside and what is 
above – not merely the geographical equator between northern and 
southern poles, but a psychic equivalent between the earthy and the 
ethereal, the domestic and the mythic – is the ultimate obsession of this 
ambitious and mostly satisfying collection. 

 
Divided into five sections and spanning a broad temporal and geographical 
scale, South in the World shows how grief, pervasive as smoke, may 
announce itself in unexpected thoughts or circumstances. In the opening 
section, autobiographical memories of family members gather heat and a 
sense of ominous inevitability. The following section catches fire and 
includes several of the strongest poems in the collection. In the title poem, 
Jacobson describes hearing of Black Saturday from Switzerland. 
Structured in a sequence of eight lightly connected memories, the poem 
juxtaposes a rejuvenating charcoal forest with Chagall’s Green Christ, 
which: 
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drifts up 
through arcs of painted glass, 
backlit by temperate sunlight. 
The spirit takes flight as nails 
sink into skin, the cross dissolves 
into leaves, becomes a ring, 
a hoop of gold rising above 
tree level. (26) 

 
That Christ drifts upwards like smoke, that the sunlight is temperate, and 
that the gold leaf halo rises above tree level like an approaching 
conflagration indicate vividly how this geographically distant Southern 
Hemisphere disaster finds its way north via the poet’s sympathetic 
imagination. 

 
Where ‘South in the World’ conveys the metaphorical associations that 
news of the fire inspires, another highlight of the collection, ‘Calling Up 
the Dead’, cuts to the literal experience of having one’s land and 
belongings burnt out. The plainness of the language ensures the dreadful 
emotion of the subject is neither smothered nor paraded; it exists simply in 
the facts of the situation; for example: 

 
A year has passed and still she wakes to find 
the house is full of smoke, the horses gone. (44) 

 
After the intensity of the fire, the final three sections address the loss of 
the disaster obliquely, via reflections on motherhood, tender portraits of 
parents, and analyses of sexual relationships; throughout these three 
sections, the personal experience is measured via an external comparison, 
be it with the myth of Persephone and Demeter, Wordsworth’s ‘The 
Leech-Gatherer’, or the story of the Dutch Tulip Bubble. 

 
As well as conscientiously balancing the personal with the universal, 
Jacobson’s poetry attempts to incarnate the ethereal. In ‘Some 
Adjustments to the Original Idea’, there is the enchanting observation that 

 
bits of god 

get caught 
in the rolling, animal rhythm of things. (45) 

 
When the ‘bit of god’ is vengeful rather than benevolent, fiery rather than 
Chagall’s Green Christ, Jacobson’s poems find the sublime. 

 
The alps rear high above the lake. 
I wake to see their whiteness 
satiate the windows in this room 
with a diamantine ferocity, 
so vast the mind suspects illusion. (28) 

 
The vastness that confuses and causes distrust reminds the reader of the 
collection’s opening image: Icarus becoming ‘mesmerised by the sun, 
bigger now than the / world below’ (3). The subtle internal rhyme and 
assonance exhibited in the excerpt above crescendos effectively in the title 
poem, gradually resembling a sort of keening. The aural techniques echo 
the repetitive sensation of grief as Jacobson depicts it. 

 
‘Fire, fire, fire,’ the people mutter 
in the temporary village and shops, 
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in the pub and makeshift post office, 
until the word is emptied of meaning. (27) 

 
South in the World has a raw quality that tends to accompany memoir and 
confession, which was absent from Jacobson’s acclaimed speculative verse 
novel, The Sunlit Zone. Compared with the narrative control and firm 
science-fictional concept of her previous book, South in the World appears 
loosely wrought. At times, this looseness lets the voice dip into 
sentimentality; the profoundly emotional subject matter is not always 
served well, when the apparent immediacy of the expression results in 
cliché (‘there are ghosts of me here’ [17]). However, generally, it 
contributes to the immediacy and authenticity of the perspective. 

 
The poems that appear to relinquish a degree of formal control seem to 
share the honest discomposure of the voice narrating ‘Several Ways to Fall 
Out of the Sky’. In a series of desperate, oneiric imperatives, the poem 
instructs: ‘Remember to collect your wings, having noticed the / post-it 
note on the bench that says “wings”. But in your / haste to take flight, 
forget to fasten their buckles’ (3). In empathising with those trying to take 
flight, this collection never flees from the catastrophe of the subject, but 
rather, Icarus-like, aims directly for the bright, dangerous source of the 
emotion. 

 
 
 
 
 

Dr Amy Brown is a New Zealand poet and novelist, who lives in 
Melbourne. In 2012, she completed her PhD at the University of 
Melbourne, where she now teaches creative writing. Her first book The 
Propaganda Poster Girl was shortlisted for a New Zealand Book Award in 
2009. Her latest book, a contemporary epic poem titled The Odour of 
Sanctity was published in 2013. 
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Michelle Leber 
The Yellow Emperor: A Mythography in Verse 
Five Islands Press, Parkville, Victoria 2014 
ISBN 9780734050069 
Pb 90pp AUD25.00 

 
 

‘Who knows if “the Yellow Emperor became a god by absorbing the yin 
juice of twelve hundred women?”’ [1]. So asks Michelle Leber in the note 
that prefaces her new collection of poems − citing just one of the countless 
colourful claims which the collusions of history, art, folklore and myth 
over centuries have staked on the god-like figure of the book’s title. As a 
subject about whom apparently everything is speculated yet nothing 
substantiated, the Yellow Emperor − a legendary Chinese ruler of the 27th 
century BCE − offers vibrant grounds for the ‘poetic inquiry’ [2] that 
constitutes The Yellow Emperor: A Mythography in Verse. Suspended at 
the fertile and altogether uncertain point between ancient reality and 
cultural invention, Leber’s is a richly-formed effort of research and 
imagination. Unsurprisingly, Leber’s own long-term practice and study of 
Chinese Medicine flows through the collection, not least in the form of 
translated references to evocatively-phrased principles of Chinese 
Medicine, and names of acupuncture points, such as ‘evils come like swift 
winds and rain’ (25), and ‘returning current’ (22). 

 
Structured in five main parts, and comprising predominantly of free-verse 
stanzaic poems, The Yellow Emperor traces an expansive movement across 
space, time, and the perspectives of the emperor’s various intimates. In 
‘Women Would Believe’, the emperor’s mother, Fu Bao, is imagined in the 
nine months of her pregnancy, months pervaded by the fervent, folkloric 
cautions of others: 

Third month— 
For a son 
practise your archery 
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an old woman’s counsel 
smooth river-rocks falling 
from her lap 
offered as apples. 

 
Fourth month— 
Unknown woman: 
do not eat rabbit. (20) 

 
A cast of characters, from the moon goddess Chang-O to the emperor’s 
various ministers and wives, are summoned in the course of the collection, 
creating a charged atmosphere of wide-ranging voices, directed toward the 
god-like ruler of their collective interest. These voices frequently impress 
as a kind of disembodied murmuring, in which observations of natural 
processes give way to philosophical questions and glimpses of human 
truths, imparted with serene resignation. Such a voice, belonging to the 
emperor’s imperial envoy, is heard in ‘The Messenger’: 

 
My dear emperor, the day has brought 
its vestiges to pasture— 
Sun is blinking death from its eye. 

 
Your thoughts are already 
debating carrion like flies. 

 
Have you forgotten words 
To return the dead? 
… 

 
This ragged night, the north wind 
will stride past. (27) 

 
A sense of meditative observation, in which the vivid physicality of the 
natural world animates and is animated by an equally vivid reality of the 
mind, pervades poems such as ‘Unburdened By Memory Or Storm’: 

 
Wide-eyed one, 
you must know the exterior 
to know the interior— 
pluck sleep from the burning snow 
of your next thought, 
let the hunger of empty fields 
be a clever traveller 
in your imagination. (24, italics in original) 

 
In the midst of myth, Leber’s poems remain close to the earth, affirming 
the primacy of wind, rivers, trees and valleys, and the world of the senses. 
Similarly, her poems evoke the essential presence of other-than-human 
beings − wolves and ants; owls and rats, as seen here within the same 
poem: 

 

as night picked up 
its axe, he came to worship 
the howling owls and 
whistling rats, 
the company of little sages. (24) 

 
Elsewhere, in ‘Lei Zu and the Discovery of Silk’, Leber attends to the 
perspective of a worm: 
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On a leaf above, one worm 
cocked its head, praised her behind its eye, 
the mystery of adoration 
difficult for the air of its short life, 
returned to its patch. (36) 

 
Through spare, vivid images, Leber deftly conveys a sense of the 
immediacy of history, the materiality of myth, and the way that the 
singular detail can convey a truth that is timeless and universal. A kind of 
lyrical fatalism underpins many of these poems, colouring observations of 
the natural world, as in ‘Culmination at the Point of Deliberation’, a poem 
of reverie spoken by the emperor’s first wife, Lei Zu: 

There are things to understand: 
 

the nerve of the eagle 
tumbling its appetite to earth, 

 
the necessity of raising 
fugitive birds for feasts. 

 
That for each death 
there is circumstance. (39) 

 
In ‘Lei Zu and the Discovery of Silk’, the delicacy and drama with which 
Leber handles her mythical material is displayed alongside lustrous 
imagery: 

 
Was it a hand that released her sash 
or the wind that swept it eastward? 
It fell like a snake, 
an arrow aimed at the river. 

 
Did her gown open in its own time 
or did the peaks of her breast-points swell 
to breathful bounty so all clothes 
became impossible? (36) 

 
Amid the shifting perspectives of Leber’s poems we are also offered the 
emperor’s own. In ‘Penetrating Inside’, he addresses his courtesan Su Nu 
with playful passion: 

 
My jade stalk 
could fill a field. 

 
Call me and I will kneel 
valley side 

 
at your most inclined 
twin-bud boulder. (52) 

 
Elsewhere, Leber imagines the emperor in his later years, in moments of 
expansive meditation, his thoughts shadowed by the passage of time and 
the fact of mortality. In ‘The Great Kiln’, taut images convey the 
emperor’s quietist rapture in face of the end of things: 

 
In my ninetieth year— 
observing my minister 
of tripods at his furnace, 
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I applaud flames 
excelling in their duty 
of baked vessels. 

 
Moths fly out of my whiskers 
to settle on the hearth, it is then 
I grasp the notion that all life 
is slanted toward the sun. 

 
How on these shaky legs 
does a man at his height concede to 
darkness over pastures? 
When height is fleeting? 

 
Surrender with each step 
towards fire. (71) 

 
In navigating the seemingly infinite and often contradictory accounts of 
history and myth from which the Yellow Emperor was created, Leber at 
once demonstrates vision and restraint. By summoning a constellation of 
perspectives and voices traversing time, space, and emotional registers, 
Leber honours the vibrancy of her material, while eschewing the reduction 
that a more unary or linear narrative approach might have risked. 
Preserving the emperor’s presence as a radiant enigma, even as we are 
witness to his most intimate thoughts, and around which the voices of his 
intimates converge, The Yellow Emperor invites us to slow down, lean in, 
and look closer; to ‘[s]urrender with each step/towards fire’ (71). 

 
 

Notes 
 

[1] Author’s Note, unpaginated. Leber lists this reference as pertaining to Barbara G. 
Walker in The Woman’s Encyclopedia of Myths and Secrets (no edition or page number 
provided). return to text 

 
[2] Author’s Note, unpaginated. return to text 

 
 
 
 

Ruby Todd is a PhD candidate and tutor in Creative Writing at Deakin 
University, Melbourne, and a writer of prose and poetry. Her current 
research investigates the connections between elegy, ethics and ecology. 

 
 
 

TEXT 
Vol 19 No 1 April 2015 
http://www.textjournal.com.au 
General Editor: Nigel Krauth. Editors: Enza Gandolfo & Linda Weste 
Reviews Editor: Ross Watkins 
text@textjournal.com.au 

http://www.textjournal.com.au/april15/todd_rev.htm
http://www.textjournal.com.au/
mailto:text@textjournal.com.au

	Reviews contents Vol 19 No 1.pdf
	Review of Craig Batty (ed), Screenwriters and Screenwriting TEXT Vol 19 No 1.pdf
	TEXT review
	TEXT

	Review of West & Dwivedi TEXT Vol 19 No 1.pdf
	TEXT review
	TEXT

	Review of Moya Costello, Harriet Chandler TEXT Vol 19 No 1.pdf
	TEXT review
	Works cited
	TEXT

	Review of Keith St Clair Butler, The Secret Vindaloo TEXT Vol 19 No 1.pdf
	TEXT review
	TEXT

	Review of Reina Whaitiri, Robert Sullivan (eds), Puna Wai Kōrero TEXT Vol 19 No 1.pdf
	TEXT review
	TEXT

	Review of Geoff Goodfellow, Opening the Windows to Catch the Sea Breeze TEXT Vol 19 No 1.pdf
	TEXT review
	TEXT

	Review of Dominique Hecq, Stretchmarks of Sun TEXT Vol 19 No 1.pdf
	TEXT review
	TEXT

	Review of Susan Bradley Smith, Beds for All Who Come TEXT Vol 19 No 1.pdf
	TEXT review
	TEXT

	Review of Anne Elvey, Kin TEXT Vol 19 No 1.pdf
	TEXT review
	Works cited
	TEXT

	Review of Bel Schenk, Every Time You Close Your Eyes TEXT Vol 19 No 1.pdf
	TEXT review
	TEXT

	Review of Grant Caldwell, Love & Derangement TEXT Vol 19 No 1.pdf
	TEXT review
	TEXT

	Review of Lisa Jacobson, South in the World TEXT Vol 19 No 1.pdf
	TEXT review
	TEXT

	Review of Michelle Leber, The Yellow Emperor TEXT Vol 19 No 1.pdf
	TEXT review
	Notes
	TEXT




