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Better than theory...?

review by Shane Strange
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The incorporation of creative writing into academia remains fraught, with
struggles ranging from disciplinary and pedagogical refinement to outright
contestation of the grounds upon which creative writing and the academy
have anything to do with each other. Arising from these contestations, as a
sort of ideological cover-all, is a conservative narrative that acts at once as
a justification for creative writing, while replaying its virtues for the
academy.

This narrative suggests that somehow the propriety of literature was
disrupted by the turn to the novelty of (dare I say ‘French’) theory of the
late twentieth century. Writing, the argument continues, has the virtue of a
long lineage of being taught as a practical skill in US colleges (though new
to the United Kingdom/Australia/New Zealand) and its emphasis on
practice, creativity and multi-disciplinarity make it the ideal foil to the
hazy detours of theory. Besides, creative writers were the first critics, and
they did so out of practical engagement with their craft, not at the behest
of some imported faux-logic. Thankfully, all that theory rubbish is behind
us and we can get back to the business of adjudging works of literature as
‘words on the page’, slotting them neatly into their value categories.
Though, of course, the values that buttressed ‘literature’ are now morphed
into the values of practicality and common sense that somehow ‘creative
writing’ as a discipline embodies.

Jonathan Bate’s foreword to the Cambridge Companion of Creative
Writing rehearses this argument with relish, and it acts as a directive for
the rest of the book. ‘Forget about that theory bumpf!” it proclaims.
‘Here’s the practical way through the various genres of writing— all craft
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and skills based — no nonsense.” (‘At last!” one thinks, reaching for the
parchment and quill.)

However, this approach does disservice to much of the contributor’s often
insightful work — work that might have found a more suitable home in
other publications. The key problem with this book is that it doesn’t know
what it wants to be. Some articles are ‘how to write’ and some are ‘how to
teach’. For example, Ron Carlson’s short story writing contribution (‘A
writing lesson: the three flat tyres and the outer story’) is a straight up
writer’s workshop. Maureen Freely, in the very next chapter (‘In
conversation: a new approach to teaching long fiction’), discusses
constructing workshops based around ‘purposelessness’. Each has a
different audience: Carlson speaks to the writer; Freely to the writing
teacher. Is this book aimed at the creative writing student, the teacher, or
the enthusiastic amateur? For whom are the series of writing exercises that
interrupt or end each chapter intended?

To sully the waters even further, the second half of the book (‘Topics”)
deals with issues that are only extant in academic creative writing. But are
they of the same interest to the student who read Kim Wilkins’ excellent
chapter on writing genre (‘Genre and speculative fiction’)? Who are the
intended audiences for A.L. Kennedy’s take on the creative writing
workshop (‘Does that make sense?’) and Fiona Sampson’s chapter on
translation (‘Creative translation’)?

This editorial uncertainty does great injustice to some of the work in the
collection. Bronwyn Lea’s superb chapter (‘Poetics and Poetry’) is a
concise and engaging 20-page journey through the poetic form, that
touches not only on poetry’s historical and traditional forms, but really
hammers home the skill and concision of the craft of poetry — finishing
beautifully with a short but evocative account of the composition of one of
her poems. Free of the ‘writing as mystique’ or ‘look at how great I am’
school of exposition, Lea’s chapter should be compulsory reading for the
‘it can be anything’ school of poetics.

Hazel Smith’s chapter (‘Creative writing and new media’) while probably
more at home in a book from the late 1990s when the love of ‘computers’
and ‘the internet’ seemed to be at its zenith, makes the excellent point that
much of what is called ‘new media’ evolves from avant-garde practices or
is translated from visual art — an important and clear-eyed riposte to the
ground-breaking technologists who find innovation under every key-stroke
or embodied in every new media slide show.

Fiona Sampson’s engaging chapter (‘Creative translation”) posits
translation in a way I’ve not seen broached before in a creative writing
book. This is not only about the disjuncture of translation and the varying
chances for misinterpretation that it holds, but rather a call to engage with
the creative possibilities that translation offers for expanding meaning and
understanding writing in its structure and form. In short it recommends: to
read creatively, to engage in ‘literary curiosity’, to understand a work
down to its very root, and to rebuild it again.

But what to make of Maureen Freely’s tertulia? It aims to replicate the
literary salon in an academic setting and is aimed at formulating longer
fiction. The focused ‘purpose’ of workshops or tutorials is replaced by a
kind of ‘hanging out” where ideas and writing flow forth depending on the
needs and interests of those assembled. The idea is that good writing will
emerge once the yoke of the academy is loosened, though I suspect, given
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the anecdotes Freely provides, the content of the fertulia quickly devolves
into discussion of ideas that she is fond of rather than her students.
Nonetheless, what harm can come from taking a few students down the
pub and seeing what happens? Now I have a name for it.

Anyone with an academic interest in creative writing will understand a lot
of where this book is coming from, but will find its unevenness and
confused purpose difficult to congeal into a satisfying whole. In parts it is
very good and addresses singular issues quite well. But the tenor of much
of it aims for a grey area that is too under-theorised to be considered
academic, and too over-theorised to be of use to students. It seems that
theory creeps in through the window when the door is shut, which is how
it got in in the first place.

Shane Strange is a tutor and lecturer in Writing and Literary Studies in the
Faculty of Arts and Design at the University of Canberra. He is a writer of
short fiction and creative non-fiction who has been published widely in
Australia, including Best Australian Stories 2006 & 2007, Griffith
Review; Overland & Heat Magazine. Between 2005-2008 he was a
regular book reviewer for The Courier Mail.
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TEXT review

Rich stuff

review by Marion May Campbell

Research
Methods
in Creative

Writing

Jeri Kroll and Graeme Harper (eds)
Research Methods in Creative Writing
Palgrave Macmillan, Basingstoke UK 2013
ISBN 9870230242678

Pb 232pp AUD23.51

In more traditional academic cultures the epistemological status of creative
arts practice has been the object of suspicion, if not derision, perhaps
because of the persistence of the myth that the creative artist is dumb, in
the sense that she cannot speak for herself, but must be spoken for by
those from more analytically oriented disciplines. I use the generic
feminine here because creative practice has often been feminised, relative
to the power that Theory has wielded. However, as most would agree,
theory was already decapitalised and pluralised before Lyotard’s (1983)
celebrated report on postmodernity, witnessing the demise of the grand
narratives. From the late 1980s onwards, with the accelerated growth of
creative arts across campuses in the Anglosphere, we have witnessed the
increasing power of arts practitioners to contest the theoretical divide
between praxis and theory, between techn€ and knowledge [1]. Of course
the frequently innovative force of this defence has been catalysed by the
demands of national research bodies for creative arts academics to
articulate their claims to new knowledge production, if they want to keep
their jobs.

At the recent Creative Ecologies workshop convened by the Writing and
Society Research Centre University of Western Sydney, the driving
question, fraught but highly productive, was of the relationship of critical
reflection to creative practice, and how best research ‘outcomes’ might be
articulated with the creative work. Amongst higher degree candidates in
Creative Writing, considerable anxiety seems to be generated by
perceptions that the notorious ‘exegetical component’ of the thesis be a
reflection on the making of the ‘creative artefact’, as it is quaintly known
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in many creative arts departments. Countering this expectation, some
speakers [2] suggested that we ditch the notion of the exegesis and think
critical and theoretical dissertation in dialogic relation with practice.
Ideally this would see a single research question driving both components
of the thesis, thus guaranteeing the dialogue and securing a firm
articulation between the two.

It is to this debate which Research Methods in Creative Writing delivers a
timely and most valuable contribution, addressed as it is both to scholars
and students in the field — stimulating, often provocative and, throughout,
eminently accessible. The editors Jeri Kroll and Graeme Harper, highly
regarded writers and scholars in creative practice-led research (see Harper
2012, Harper & Kroll 2008), have done a splendid job in the conceptual
design of the work and in their lucid, elegant introduction and conclusion.
Each chapter, elicited from internationally selected researchers, offers a
cogent abstract and, as a bonus, provides exercises and experiments,
whereby readers might extend and deepen in praxis their understanding of
the multifaceted potential of practice-led research.

Kroll and Harper argue that all the researchers invoke the synergy between
the creative, the practical and the critical, ‘healing [the] rifts’ between
‘practice and theory, technique and expression, craftsman and artist, maker
and user’ (2). The productive epistemic shift is away from the angst-
inducing critical and hermeneutic analysis of the work towards how it is
working. Kroll and Coles, in their respective contributions, argue that it is
more productive to look at the larger cultural context in which the work
hopes to be an intervention, rather than simply focus on the work itself.
The most productive move is a poetics which might enable students to
integrate skills and technique.

British poet Kim Lasky (14-33) makes some terrific bibliographic
suggestions for students and teachers alike for heightening the awareness
of the traditions on which their writing draws, and she suggests that
paradoxically the failed experiment can make a strong contribution to
knowledge. She identifies as exemplary, work like that of Joan Retallack,
or Rachel Blau DuPlessis, governed by an aesthetic that joins elements,
activating a dialogue between poetics and practice. She promotes as an
exercise for students the value of the manifesto, a genre which certainly
ignites the fuse of poetic desire as it enacts the elements of a poetics.

Donna Lee Brien (34-55) covers some fascinating questions regarding
creative non-fiction and shows how creativity is the engine: beyond fact-
finding there is the accreting and synthesising power of the imagination,
with subjective hermeneutics always at work. She argues that every act of
writing is a potential disturbance of the field of generic expectations and
that this is also an act of knowledge production, once how it works is
retrospectively identified. Non-fiction writers might be, to a small degree,
mirrors for factual capture but they also can be seen as warped and
warping captivators, as subjective refractors. Brien cites Norman Mailer’s
provocative dictum that —

writers are ‘the philosophers who are there to make sense of
those concentrated if frozen fantasies we call facts.
Someday, may it be, we will say, those old fantasies we
used to call facts until we learned to unpack them’. (50)

Margaret MacRobert’s contribution concerns an empirical study about
creative process in a group of South African women writers and finds that
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the creative work involves many ‘embedded sub-processes’ (4), none of
which advances in a linear fashion; she invokes the entanglement of the
world of the writer with the world she is creating in the text, a relation
difficult to unravel and explain, as one impends on the other and as the
making transforms the maker. MacRobert suggests that the ‘Aha!” moment
(66) when things crystallise in writing, or come to a point of resonant
reconfiguration, has usually been prepared by a vertiginous ‘recursion of
sub-processes’ (64) and might well be sparked from a slow psychic fuse
coursing through the decades. So much is in retroactivity that one can
never say where the writing begins. However, it is often technique,
structural and poetic, that applies the pressure for the ‘Aha!” encounter of
elements.

In ‘New Modes of Creative Research’ (78-101) Kerry Spenser takes
scientific method a step further in performing statistical modelling around
readers’ expectations and tastes in terms of marketing young adult fiction
and allowing this to shape her creative project. While some might find
such a pragmatic orientation abhorrent, such methods may effectively
identify how to deliver a potent social message while affording pleasure to
younger readers.

Co-editor Jeri Kroll performs a neat turn here, using a certain scientificity
of metaphor — in ‘The Writing Laboratory and its Methodology’ (102-132)
— to return us to questions of poetics. She brings a refreshing breadth of
vision to illuminate creative research, citing diverse sources from the
philosophers of science, like Thomas Kuhn and Paul Davies, to material
thinking theorist and artist, Paul Carter (107) and feminist theorist and
poet, Adrienne Rich (106). Writing is always ‘Re-vision’ as Rich famously
wrote (Rich 1972) and, as Carter says,

If research involves finding something that was not there
before, it might be obvious that it involves imagination. If it
is claimed that what is found was always there and merely
lost, still an act of creative remembering occurs. (107)

Kroll productively promotes an aesthetics that is improvisational, mobile,
and in the Deleuzo-Guattarian sense, rhizomatic (Deleuze and Guattari
1987) — able at once to capture the ‘focal’ along with the ‘exotic’,
unexpected encounter. Such a synergetic concern underpins Graeme
Harper’s call in ‘The Generations of Creative Writing Research’ (133-154)
for a holistic view of doing creative writing within the multifarious realm
of human creativity. He compellingly typifies creative writing as a
dynamic interplay of ‘events’.

The conceptual narrative enacted by the book's structure primes the reader
for Catherine Coles’ contribution on intertextuality, ‘Forward, Wayward:
the Writer in The World’s Text at Large’ (155-174). The American poet
and scholar exhibits a protean curiosity and pleasure in serendipitous
cultural finds reminiscent of E Annie Proulx and demonstrates the power
of multifaceted research, such as looking, for the generation of poems, into
the Renaissance trading of images, or into myths, artworks and biological
facts concerning sheep, for instance. Words themselves, she writes, are
marvellous modes of travel —

They are so grubby, words, carrying with them every
meaning they’ve ever rubbed against, travelling in a dust
storm of usages and implications, like Pigpen from the
Peanuts comics. Artists talk to each other across time and
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space, saying, Look at the way I curl this tail, this wing.
Look at what I took and look at what I made. Becoming,
together, immortal. (159)

She celebrates the productivity of digression, and of intercourse with
artists, architects and writers past, suggesting that the most valuable lesson
is the ‘dreaming passion’ in contemplating great artworks. She
refreshingly affirms, against the essentialist romance of finding ‘one’s own
voice’, that our voices are made of myriad other voices. The more open to
other voices, the more ‘singular’ one’s ‘own voice' is likely to sound. This
fittingly segues into Dominique Hecq’s wonderful chapter, ‘Creative
Writing and Theory: Theory without Credentials’ (175-200) on the uses of
theory after the putative ‘Death of Theory’ and the interaction that diverse
theories can have with our creative process. Hecq’s particular focus here is
on the facilitations of psychoanalysis, Lacanian, Cixousian, Irigarayan and
beyond these, on her own fertile engagement with it, for creative practice.

Hecq formulates her pedagogy as enacting a ‘philosophy of ethical desire’
(183). She provides a marvellous allegory of the way creative production
can speak back to theory: how in tracking, in Out of Bounds, her poetic
persona’s mute rush from traumatic violation, she took her to the limits of
silence and then, by polyglot punning and the musical suggestiveness of
sound, she was able to sing her subject back in from the violating ‘scopic’
domain of the phallic mother-father to the auditory. It is ironically through
the silence of metaphor (188-194), and I would add, the ‘noise’ of the
portemanteau, that the unspeakable truth can be ‘heard’.

In his essay on ‘Transcultural Writing and Research’ (201-221), Graeme
Mort reflects on the contemporary boom in Creative Writing and, in
particular, on the success of the virtual delivery of rich Creative Writing
dialogues from Lancaster University amongst a multicultural and
geographically dispersed cohort of doctoral and masters candidates. He
concludes that,

[j]ust as creative writing is a dialogical art form engaging
readers to realise or ‘complete’ its texts, so, as a research
discipline, it is dialogic in uniting actual textual production
with abstract hypotheses or ‘theories’ of creativity in order
to fully realise or complete that process. (207)

But, most importantly, Mort celebrates the workshop whereby writing is
critically and artistically re-inflected through its encounters with
sociocultural alterity (209). I'm not quite sure, however, how Mort’s
metaphor of writing as 'integument' between self and other quite works,
since the outer casing of the seed might well inhibit germination or cross-
fertilisation.

When I complained to a friend of the ‘stuff life throws at us, like review
deadlines’, she reminded me that I’d once taken a shot at such a lazy use
of the word stuff and challenged me to use it in this review. With their
openness to play, to serendipitous finds, to random encounters, the most
inspiring of these essays remind me that all szuff'is grist to the creative
mill, and that any writer should check out etymology if she is to find her
way through the ‘duststorm of usages and applications’ invoked by
Katherine Coles (159) —

Origin Middle English (denoting material for making
clothes): shortening of Old French estoffe ‘material,
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furniture’, estoffer ‘equip, furnish’, from Greek stuphein
‘draw together’. (Harper, D 2001-2003)

So, despite the joke behind my friend’s challenge, stuff turns out to be
quite cogent here, as this collection is about the drawing together of
threads: suggesting creativity as psyches in concert talking the work of
writing, of intersubjective entwinement, of furnishing together critical and
creative material. What is certain is that Research Methods in Creative
Writing offers very rich stuff: identifying, often exhilaratingly, an
impressive range of productive methods to draw together critical and
creative practice in writing.

Notes

[1] This notion of transformative techné was very productively explored in the visual art
practice by Barbara Bolt and in subsequent projects undertaken with Estelle Barrett. See
Bolt 2004; Bolt 2011; Barrett & Bolt 2007 and Bolt & Barrett 2012. return to text

[2] Notably Professor Jen Webb of Canberra University. return to text

Works Cited

Barret, E & Bolt, B (eds) 2007 Practice as Research: Approaches to Creative Arts
Enguiry, 1B Tauris, London return to text

Bolt, B 2004 Art Beyond Representation: The Performative Power of the Image, 1B
Tauris, London return to text

Bolt, B 2011 Heidegger Reframed, 1B Tauris, London return to text

Bolt, B & Barrett, E 2012 Carnal Knowledge: Towards a "New Materialism" through the
Arts, 1B Tauris, London return to text

Deleuze, G & Guattari, F 1987 A Thousand Plateaus, trans & foreword B Massumi,
University of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis return to text

Harper, D 2001-2003 Online Etymology Dictionary,
http://www.etymonline.com/index.php?term=stuff (accessed 20 October 2013) return to
text

Harper, G (ed) 2012 Inside Creative Writing: Interviews with Contemporary Writers,
Palgrave MacMillan, London return to text

Harper, G & Kroll, J (eds) 2008 Creative Writing Studies: Practice, Research and
Pedagogy, Multilingual Matters, Clevedon, UK return to text

Hecq, D 2009 Out of Bounds, Repress, Melbourne return to text

Lyotard, F 1983 The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, trans G Bennington
& B Massuni, foreword F Jameson, Manchester University Press, Manchester return to
text

Rich, Adrienne 1972 "When We Dead Awaken: Writing as Re-Vision', College English
34, 1, Women, Writing and Teaching, National Council of Teachers of English, 18-30

http://www.jstor.org/stable/375215 (accessed 11 September 2008) return to text

Marion May Campbell is Associate Professor in Professional and Creative
Writing at Deakin University, Melbourne. Her most recent work of fiction,
konkretion, appeared with UWAP earlier in 2013. Her critical work Poetic

www.textjournal.com.au/oct13/campbell_rev.htm 5/6



Review of Kroll and Graeme Harper (eds), Research Methods in Creative Writing TEXT Vol 17 No 2

Revolutionaries: Intertextuality & Subversion will be soon appearing with
Rodopi, Amsterdam and New York.
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A marketplace of ideas

review by by Jeri Kroll
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Dominique Hecq (ed)

The Creativity Market: Creative Writing in the 21st Century
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ISBN 9781847697097
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The Creativity Market: Creative Writing in the 21st Century, edited by
Dominique Hecq, offers readers an experience akin to browsing through a
marketplace of ideas. Styles range from the scholarly to the colloquial with
one creative chapter (a short two-act play) and a poetic Preface included.
The collection originated at a formal ideas marketplace — the 2008
Australasian Association of Writing Programs ‘Creativity and Uncertainty’
Conference — and in the responses Hecq received to her paper, ‘Banking
on Creativity?’ Subsequently, that paper was circulated to a range of
writer-academics in Australia, Canada, Singapore, the United Kingdom
and the United States. Some essays, therefore, critique, echo or develop
Hecq’s arguments or respond to motifs, such as Paul Klee’s painting
Angelus Novus as well as Walter Benjamin’s analysis of it. Some provide
higher education, national or industry case studies to pursue their
arguments.

The introduction announces that: ‘The Creativity Market ... both focuses
and broadens the international debate by investigating how the creative
and expressive arts are positioned within existing “knowledge economies”
[sic] (OECD, 1996: 7)’ (2). It takes a global perspective to contextualise
how economic and research discourses have impacted upon the academy
and the resulting competing agendas. This summation is accurate,
although the book itself doesn’t seem to be very ‘different from other
books in that it provides a space where creative workers and educators can
engage with the larger theoretical discussions through their craft and
reflexive practices’ (2). Many recent books provide just such a space. That
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said, The Creativity Market is an extremely worthwhile read, in particular
for some cogently argued and comprehensively researched chapters. A few
are disorganised and perhaps under-researched, missing key articles in the
areas under discussion. All engage, however, to some degree with the
questions: what is creativity (a noun, a metaphor, a myth?), what are its
sources and what is its purpose? In her introduction, Hecq notes that
contributors approach the term creativity in either of two ways: ‘those . . .
looking at the creative mind, albeit within a specific socio-political
context; and those dealing with management and policy, with direct
reference to national economies’ (4). The strictures of the publishing
industry — and, in particular, the oft-cited thesis criterion that the creative
work be ‘publishable’ — also receive detailed treatment and reflect upon
how authors must position themselves in the academy. Hecq’s introduction
provides a valuable summary of recent research into the creative mind as
well as concepts such as ““new knowledge products”, “knowledge
economy”’, “creative economy’ and “knowledge capitalism™’ (6). Indeed,
many contributors play variations on the theme of buying and selling:
what are we selling in creative arts higher education and why do people
buy?

This review does not have space to discuss key points in each chapter,
which readers can find in the second part of Hecq’s introduction, so I will
focus on those that I found most advance debates in their respective areas.
Graeme Harper, focusing on the recent UK political context, asks what
might be lost when aesthetic achievement becomes confused with
commercial imperatives and, in particular, critiques how we advertise
universities as sites of creative activity. Government policy replete with
buzzwords such as creativity, innovation, originality and invention exerts
unhealthy pressure on the academy. Hecq’s ‘Banking on Creativity’
chapter analyses global developments in higher education. Calling
attention to what she calls a ‘discursive crisis,” arising from ‘economic
and scientific paradigms .... being conflated,” she considers how
‘quantifying, evaluating and cashing in on creativity have become
problematic, as is the case in creative arts research’ (24). She makes the
point that policy-makers have difficulty in understanding the nature of
artistic practice, where experimentation and failure sometimes go hand in
hand. Jen Webb’s ‘Creativity and the Marketplace’ cleverly unpacks the
Greek concept of the ‘agora,” the communal space where political,
religious, economic, educational and social interactions took place. The
university, she argues, by providing a place where practice can occur
freely, can function like the agora, to some extent satisfying marketplace
and creative imperatives and, hence, healing the disjunction between art
and craft.

Jeremy Fisher’s ‘The Publishing Paradigm: Commercialism versus
Creativity’ updates what we have known from previous research and
government reports about the economic state of Australia’s writers, and
includes an incisive analysis of why digital publishing hasn’t been taken
up wholesale by large publishers. He explains commercial pressures,
emphasising the financial context of authorship. Useful essays that critique
bibliometric and journal ranking systems in Australia, New Zealand and
the United Kingdom, and which analyse the effects of neo-liberal policies
on the arts, are otherwise hampered by being somewhat out of date in
terms of policy and statistics. This is the result of either a time lag between
submission of chapters and publication, or of too narrow a view of
program offerings and student cohorts. Some universities in Australia, for
example, might take fee-paying domestic students for doctorates, but
many don’t, in which case their students are awarded a Research Training
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Scheme place and, hence, do not pay tuition. Mike Harris’ case study of
his TIE (Theatre in Education) company is one of the most entertaining
reads, providing an effective model of collaborative community arts work,
including how to engage with stakeholders and how to negotiate to
maintain the writer’s artistic values. Finally, ‘On the Commercialisation of
Creativity in the Merlion State’ by Eric Tinsay Valles engages with
creative arts policy in the city-state Singapore and how centralisation
affects practitioners. It provides a fascinating case study that raises more
general questions about the implications of becoming a ‘creative nation,’
including the role of public support for the arts, the nature of artistic
independence and the search for a global audience within the context of
postcolonial nation-building.

This collection, focused on creative writing and the global marketplace,
contains provocative essays that interrogate the uses and misuses of the
term ‘creativity,” as exploited by government, business, advertising and
higher education. It also addresses the question of whether or how creative
individuals and those stakeholders can interact profitably, contributing to
aesthetic excellence as well as to global knowledge and economic
progress.
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Running into the fog: Australian writers speak

review by Helen Gildfind

NG T

e

Kirsten Krauth (ed)

Talking Writing

New South Wales Writing Centre, Sydney, 2013
ISBN 9780957973510

Ebook 480pp AUD9.99

Talking Writing [1] is an e-book presenting a digital archive of articles
published in the New South Wales Writers’ Centre magazine, Newswrite.
The book offers a huge range of contemporary Australian voices exploring
the writer’s inner and outer journey from novice to published professional
in a digital age.

The collection is divided into seven themed sections. The first section
explores writers’ literary influences: Emily Maguire discusses how
Graham Greene has mentored her fiction; Fiona McGregor claims no
writer can survive without the ‘fundamental protein’ (10.3) of poetry
(Anna Akhmatova taught her to write about ‘the skin of the earth’, 10.5);
and Fiona Wright learns to see the extraordinary in the ordinary through
Patrick White’s compassionate characterisations of suburbanites. Further
contributions in this section testify to the diversity of writers’ literary
influences: Sam Cooney pronounces David Foster Wallace the best writer
in ‘forever years’ (12.5); Adrian Deans is captivated by Irvine Welsh’s
formal experimentalism, ‘vicious honesty’ and ‘kaleidoscopic morality’
(16.8); and Jon Bauer applauds Ray Bradbury’s intolerance for tortured
artists suffering ‘writer’s block’, reminding us that when it comes to the
‘loveable bastard’ (18.12) of writing, the means must be the end: writers
must run into the ‘fog” willingly (18.11), ‘with fascination and patience’
(18.11), and despite all doubts.

The theme of Talking Writing s second section is ‘emerging writers’, a
term that proves contentious. Twyford-Moore suggests that the phrase
‘emerging writer’ is best understood as meaning ‘coming into view’
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(19.5), and Sullivan — a ‘late bloomer’ (27.3) — reminds us that writers
emerge at all stages of life. Pip Smith and Adrian Deans maintain that
rejection improves a writer’s craft. Deans wonders if online self-
publishing is a good thing: without the ‘Destiny Police’ (i.e. publishers)
who will ‘euthanise’ terrible writing (26.35). Van Badham and Jessica Au
discuss the stresses and excitements of first publication and being
professionally edited. Further responses to the theme ‘emerging writers’
include: Badham, who reminds us that the ‘final’ draft we submit to a
publisher is their editors’ first draft; William Kostakis, Aleesah Darlison
and Angie Schiavone, who discuss the Young Adult market; Ricky
Macourt, who examines the ‘protocols and permissions’ (24.3) that
uniquely influence and shape his writing as a young bi-cultural Aboriginal
writer; and Kirsten Krauth, who reflects on how Three Novelettes has
given voice to three exceptionally talented South-Western Sydney girls.

In the collection’s discussion of genre, John Safran gives novice writers
for television a kick up the backside: ‘Here’s what’s wrong with you.
You’re lazy and too in love with your one stupid idea’ (28.22). He warns
writers against pride and sloth, and claims the latter can be overcome by
working with someone else: ‘When being watched I have a Protestant
work ethic, when I’m not being watched I have a bong smoker’s work
ethic’ (28.19). Rebecca Giggs discusses nature writing, noting how we
live in a time where the boundary between ‘real” weather and ‘its
counterfeit’ (30.5) is being eroded as we become accustomed to the
terrifying magical realism of unnatural disasters. Twyford-Moore
interviews Oscar-winner Shaun Tan about the transition from illustrating
books to animating films. Tan explains how stories help people confront
the positive and negative bewilderments of change. Other writers in this
section include Sonya Harnett on non-fiction and horror, Hilary Bell and
Keith Thompson on screen and playwriting (a film, unlike a play, is ‘like
an insect caught in amber’, 31.18) and lan Meadows with Awek B Akech
on collaborative playwriting aimed at countering xenophobia.

In “‘How to Get Your Manuscript Moving’, Charlotte Wood warns against
succumbing to readers’ and publishers’ desire for likeable characters. She
relates this impulse to a wider cultural trend of ‘diagnosing’ people in
reductive ‘pseudo-psychological terms’ (41.10). Further responses in this
section emanate from a range of practitioners: Kate Holden reminds
writers tackling intimacy that sex is ‘a conversation’ and ‘a continuation of
dialogue’ (42.15) between two people; Kirsten Tranter reflects on the
pressures of writing a second novel; Mandy Brett discusses the anxiety of
editing (‘an editor’s read is a mean, carping, joyless thing’, 44.5); and
Judith Beveridge advises how to write a good love poem (quoting Wei
T’ai: ‘be precise about the thing and reticent about the feeling’, 48.56).
Completing this section of Talking Writing are Krauth’s interview with
Veronica Gleeson about screenwriting; Kathryn Lomer’s discussion of the
short story with Cate Kennedy; and Patti Miller’s article on memoir.

In the collection’s section on digital media, Cooney notes how digital
shorts (e-books of 8,000-15,000 words) can give short literary forms an
infinite shelf life, James Bradley reflects on how blogging has engaged
him in a democratic ‘strangely intimate online world’ (50.14) that has
freed him of the desire to control everything, and Geordie Williamson and
Angela Meyer discuss digital-era criticism (including the problem of
writing gratis). Other responses in this section of Talking Writing include:
Kim Powell, who discusses her blog The News with Nipples and the
difficulty of using social media to criticise Australian news media (‘The
irony would be delicious if it wasn’t so damaging’, 52.9); Linda Carroli,
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who outlines Vooks (video plus book) and crowd editing; Paul Callaghan,
on interactive story telling; and Sophie Cunningham, on print journals’
relationship to online publishing (a literary journal, which, she notes, is
like a platypus, ‘made of disparate parts [and] needing a very precise
environment in which to survive’, 54.3).

In ‘How To Reach an Audience’, Alice Grundy appraises the development
of Seizure magazine, Lisa Dempster encourages us to seek out the writing
of globally marginalised women and to build online communities
constituted by something more than Facebook ‘likes’ and Twitter
followers, and Bronwyn Mehan and Angela Meyer discuss Australia’s
neglect of short fiction and Mehan’s new publishing company, Spineless
Wonders. Other practitioners featuring in this section of Talking Writing
include: Jen Breach, who considers how writers are expected to be public
performers; Patrick Lenton, who spars with Adam Norris on the ‘Touchy
Subject of Reviews’ (‘there should be a site that reviews other people’s
reviews’ 63.10); and Mark Mordue, who argues for the importance of
intelligent criticism in the digital age. Mordue states that ‘a great critic
can, and should, be a responsive poet’ (66.8), and that good criticism
creates rather than destroys, and loves rather than hates. For those of us
sick of hearing oldies condemn youngies as narcissistic, vacuous and
digitally deformed, Lili Wilkinson emphasises our kids’ cultural worth,
engagement and literacy. She notes that today’s teens ‘are the first
generation of true writers’: text is ‘their primary mode of communication’
(68.5) as they construct identities across multiple digital mediums and
engage in digitally-enabled, global activist organisations.

The closing section of Talking Writing examines the relationship between
writing and healing. Arnold Zable shares how writing terrifying and
surreal stories about Black Saturday has empowered many of its survivors.
Twyford-Moore suggests that David Foster Wallace’s suicide made him
look seriously at his own depression, writing and relationships by forcing
him to recognise how the writing process so often mimics ‘manic-
depressive cycles’ (68.15). Quoting Roberto Bolano’s ‘Illness+Literature =
Illness’ (Bolatio 2013), Twyford-Moore’s article powerfully warns against
romanticising depression as intrinsic to ‘creativity’ or valuing creative
production over life itself (68.17). Keri Glastonbury’s brief survey of the
growing genre of Medical Memoir reminds us that ‘life writing’ is
‘always-already peculiarly imbued with the aura of its other: mortality’
(69.12). This final section of Talking Writing shows how both the act and
content of writing can, quite literally, be a matter of life and death.

Talking Writing offers a vast, accessible and engaging entry point into the
diverse and complex world of contemporary Australian writing and
publishing. Ultimately, the optimism and energy of this collection leaves
its readers feeling confident that Australian writing can and will adapt to
the money-strapped, digitised world we live in today.

Notes

[1] The full title is Talking Writing: 50 contemporary writers on novels short stories non-
fiction poetry playwriting digital fantasy sci-fi blogging criticism comedy erotica crime
young adult screenwriting picture books memoir and much, much more. return to text

Works cited
Bolano, Roberto 2013 [2003] ‘Illness+Literature = Illness’, The Insufferable Gaucho
trans Chris Andrews, New Directions, New York return to text
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Reflective practice

review by Jeremy Fisher
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Amal Chatterjee (ed)

Creative Writing: Writers on Writing

Creative Writing Studies Imprint

Professional and Higher Partnership, Newmarket, UK 2013
ISBN 9781907076114

Hb 216pp GBP75.00

What a good idea, I thought when I first received my copy of Creative
Writing: Writers on Writing. Amal Chatterjee has collected creative works
from himself and seven other writers, Colm Breathnach, Fred D’ Aguiar,
Jane Draycott, Philip Gross, Kathryn Heyman, Sabyn Javeri and Emily
Raboteau, and then asked each writer to pen a reflective piece about the
creative works. The original literary works cover poetry, fiction and
translation. The writers come from Australia, India, Ireland, the United
Kingdom, and the United States. Most of the material is written in English,
though Colm Breathnach’s poems are presented in Gaelic as well as
English.

The original creative works are short enough for seminar use. The
reflective pieces are also reasonably digestible. I am already using
different chapters in class because they provide practical insights into what
I expect when I ask students to complete an exegesis. Undergraduate
writing students frequently clamour for exegesis examples. This book
offers multiple solutions, since both the original literary works and the
exegeses are greatly varied.

Fred D’ Aguiar starts off the collection with a rollicking short story,
‘Grandfather calypso’. A drunk Grandfather is intent on killing his wife,
who has been having an affair with the local bar owner. The grandson-
narrator tells the story. In his reflection, D’ Aguiar writes about ethical
choices in writing. For him, stories ‘heighten awareness of shortcomings
in society and help to raise the ethical fibre of a community’ (32).
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Jane Draycott’s literary works are two poems, ‘De somniis’ and ‘Why
some people like to keep chickens’, which both feature stairs. Her
reflection is titled ‘The staircase’ and she talks of how the poems, written
six months apart, were influenced by an image of a staircase. She then
writes about her writing process, seguing into dream theory and the works
of other poets including Les Murray.

Australian Kathryn Heyman’s creative work is ‘Wood for the trees’. Her
male narrator is in Prague, visiting Klara, a girl he had sex with while in
London. She’s a doctor, working most of the time, so her father shows the
narrator around Prague, but the narrator tires of the old man and runs away
from him. The father has a heart attack trying to keep up with him, but the
narrator takes him to hospital and Klara thanks him for saving her father.
The story takes place as Czechoslovakia is dividing into two nations.
Much of Heyman'’s reflection concerns the decade-long gestation of the
story and the context of place.

Philip Gross returns to poetry with ‘Cave diver in the deep reach’, a twelve
part poem about a diver choosing death to a chance for life. Gross’
reflection is one of the strongest in the book, nurtured by what Gross terms
‘an uneasy but creative balance [that] holds between the idea of rhetoric
and that of reader response’ (71). The poem was written for a children’s
collection and Gross’ musing on this particular fact is lucid and thought
provoking. He also includes a thirteenth verse that was omitted from the
final version and explains why.

His work is followed by Sabyn Javeri’s short story ‘A malady of the
heart’, an account of a consultation with a hakim sahib, a spiritual healer,
in Karachi. Her reflection is more magic-realist than the story, though
quite brief.

Next up are Colm Breathnach’s poems ‘Poem 300 (and seven)’, ‘Good
night, ya bastard’, ‘If you could see her after drinking wine ...” and ‘The
ancient book’. The Gaelic versions are printed first. I loved the look of
them with the accented letters, the unusual (to me) combinations (gceantar
and dtugaid, for example), and for the fact that Beaujolais Nouveau has no
Gaelic translation. Breathnach reflects on writing in two languages —
though he only writes in Irish now — and the musicality of language.

Emily Raboteau then presents the story, ‘Rapture’. In her reflection she
notes she wrote the story in 2011 shortly after giving birth to her first
child. The story has a grim humour. Raboteau writes about how she wrote
the story, her reasons for wanting to write, what she used as supporting
and source material, and how she arrived at the character of the narrator. It
is clear that ‘Rapture’ is not the story of her giving birth, though there are
parallels. She gives an interesting insight into her writing process when
she writes: ‘During the plotting stage I allowed my imagination to begin
playing and to untether the story from reality’ (163).

Finally, the editor, Amal Chatterjee offers his story ‘A simple recipe’. He
writes in the voice of a woman married to Sachin, a Calcutta businessman.
The couple move to New Delhi and a life of middle-class luxury. The story
is an interesting insight into a changing India. Chatterjee’s reflection on
the story demonstrates how he used consistency of knowledge and
character to anchor it. He also uses prejudice, which seeps seemingly
unconsciously through the narrator’s voice. It is a fitting conclusion to a
book that offers a great deal to teachers, and students, of writing.
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The book is available as an ebook, paperback or hardcover. The print
versions are made available through Lightning Source, so they are printed
on demand in Australia. This book is not only a good idea, it is a good
read, and also very useful for teaching. What more could you want?

Jeremy Fisher teaches writing at the University of New England,
Armidale.
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Mid-century well-meaning?

review by Victoria Reeve

Mid-centary Wamen Writers

David Brooks and Elizabeth McMahon (eds)
Southerly: Mid-century Women Writers
Volume 72, Number 1

Brandl & Schlesinger, Sydney 2012

Pb 276pp AUD26.95

Southerly gathers together poems, short stories, reviews and themed
essays. The collection’s focus this issue is mid-century women writers and
the essays that address this theme explore works by Jessica Anderson and
Eve Langley, and the cultural, ideological and political contexts relevant to
the working lives of Thea Astley and Dorothy Hewett.

One of the best creative works Southerly: Mid-century Women Writers has
to offer appears early in the collection. Jennifer Maiden’s poem, seemingly
a fragment from a much larger work, invokes the narrative form of the
epic in an externalised depiction of subjectivity blended with lyrical
descriptions of the events taking place. It is a beautiful and beguiling
poem, but it left me wondering at its underlying derogations. The
protagonists, a middle-class professional couple, Clare and George
Jeffreys, are addressed in ironic terms by the poem’s speaker: ‘Clare,
forever / the Mt Druitt girl-child, said, ‘I love that / purple entrance colour.
I just gave / our baby a toy that shade.” The child turns out to be the child
of a woman Clare rescued ‘from an abusive husband’ in France. This
blithe account of parenthood provides a clue to the purpose of this couple’s
visit to China: they are there to help, although the details of their exact
intentions remain ambiguous. These ‘do-gooders’ are beautifully drawn
and the poem’s formal elegance together with the couple’s highly wrought
ennui is fascinating. The couple are so self-absorbed that they seem inured
to the possibility that they are putting themselves in peril by meeting up
with a dissident in China. Indeed, they seem thoroughly and deliciously
bored with the whole situation, which, with its drolly aloof protagonists,
resembles an episode in a James Bond film. I liked this poem so much that
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it disappointed me when I realised what was being represented: a wry look
at the middle-class left, a sly dig at social activism, and a glib portrayal of
various forms of oppression.

Fiona Morrison’s essay on Dorothy Hewett’s changing literary form (from
realism to modernism), and the relationship this bore to Hewett’s shift in
intellectual and political allegiances, is fascinating. But I was left
wondering whether conservatism motivates this excavation of what might
be termed ‘unworthy’ moments in Hewett’s career as critic, viz.: Hewett’s
misogynistic criticism of Katherine Susannah Pritchard, which Morrison
identifies as an episode of transference—of Hewett exorcising her
frustrations at having allowed her allegiance to the Communist Party of
Australia (and socialist realism in particular) to cramp her literary style for
so long. I’'m not suggesting this is inappropriate as the subject of study, but
rather, that it seems to situate responsibility for unattractive stances almost
wholly in the individual—that is, without giving due weight to the
ideological impacts of wider stances, choices and approaches within
society itself and the authority that these discursively delineate.

This emphasis on the individual as a figure worthy of shaming (in contrast
to the critical attention that might be given to ideas, processes, organised
responses, and what are abstractly designated social forces), is apparent in
Karen Lamb’s bewildered reaction to Thea Astley’s excessive humility
(and sense of shame and humiliation) at finding herself in a male-
dominated profession in an androcentric world. The heavy-handed ironic
awareness of B. R. Dionysius’s poem, ‘Ghouls’, is another instance of
shaming. The emphasis on the strange proclivities of the individual is also
apparent in a short story by David Cohen, the humour of which depends
upon the depiction of its guileless narrator, a character whose naivety and
awkwardness in response to ordinary situations seems to have been
modelled on a particular and highly stereotyped syndrome.

Although I enjoyed Lucy Treep’s essay on an unpublished novel by Eve
Langley, ‘Bancroft House’ (c.a. 1954), and found it insightful in its
reading of ‘contact zones’ within colonial contexts, her argument — which
persuasively identifies the white Australian, Sutcliffe, as the
metaphorically construed indigene through the excessive representation of
his Argentine associations — fails to address the displacement taking
place in Langley's novel. This silence is iterated in Helen Verity Hewitt’s
short story, ‘Sugarloaf’, disturbing for the narrative’s failure to comment
in any meaningful way upon the appropriation of culture and place that
underpins this story. It seemed to endorse the protagonist’s conflation of
her personal suffering with that of Indigenous Australians through the
‘healing’ ceremony offered by the dancers of East Arnhem Land.
Although it is possible that the character’s predilection for cultural
appropriation—evident in the blurred mysticism she practices—is being
called into question throughout, I found it hard to tell whether the narrative
was presented as sympathetic or ironic in the staging of this.

With my sensitivities already heightened, it was with relief that I read A.
S. Patric’s short story, ‘Boys’, and Damien Barlow’s excellent essay, ‘The
Queerness of Jessica Anderson’s Fiction’. But why, I wondered, follow it
with a poem that elaborates and reinforces heteronormativity in its account
of the oppression of an adolescent girl who dares to act upon her sexual
desires (and gets pregnant)? I’m not suggesting that the topic is unsuitable,
but it is fairly well rehearsed in popular culture these days and its position
in relation to Barlow’s essay seemed rather pointed. The ubiquity of that
narrative—its normativity—seems to function competitively. This may not
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have been intended at all, but I think it is a consequence of what is in
effect a formal matter, and something the editor might have borne in mind.

R.D. Wood’s ‘In the Desert’ (a page of closing parentheses) was amusing
but consistent with the closing off of thought that I had already
experienced in reading the collection. I doubt the connection of ideas as I
relate them here was intended. My reaction to this work was, after all,
affected by my reaction to the collection of writing that had preceded it. I
found Southerly: Mid-century Women Writers problematic in many ways;
a deep, moralising tone that seemed to blame the victims of oppression
had seeped through to its outer layers of inquisitive ‘good-will’. Whether
this oppression was partisan, socio-economic, or based on gender and sex,
much of the writing offered the same kind of misguided ‘help’ that
Maiden’s poem lampoons: blithely well-meaning, dressed up in radical
rags, perhaps, but ultimately patronising—a mid-century ideological tone,
perhaps.

It is certainly an interesting and well-presented collection. The themed
essays are informative, well researched, insightful and provocative. Read it
for interest, for pleasure, for enlightenment, but read it deeply and
critically, rather than superficially—unless you are happy to identify with
its sometimes confused and submerged motivations.

Victoria Reeve teaches literary and cultural studies at The University of
Melbourne.
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Fascination of islands

review by Laurie Hergenhan
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David Brooks and Elizabeth McMahon (eds)
Southerly: Islands and Archipelagos
Volume 72, Number 3

Brandl & Schlesinger, Sydney 2012

Pb 239pp AUD26.95

‘This issue of Southerly 1s motivated by the both [sic] a deep fascination
with real and imaginary islands and by a deep concern for their current
challenges.” Thus the editor of this special issue, Elizabeth McMahon,
introduces the subject of this special issue. She continues: ‘Although the
allure of islands in the western imaginary is bound up with fantasies of
autonom... In the last couple of decades various associations have been
formed to foreground the importance of islands and the challenges they
face at this juncture of global economic and climate change, and to
identify attendant capacities of resilience and creativity’. Australia is
‘comprised of 8,222 islands of divergent cultures and histories ... and
[they are] at the centre of debates about asylum seekers’ (6). At the time of
the writing this review Queensland was commemorating the inauguration
of ‘black birding’, the forced conscription of islanders to work on sugar
fields as slave labour. This Southerly accordingly contributes to what is a
relatively new and interesting field of inquiry.

It is surely true that islands have long attracted the western imagination.
Sometimes this fascination may have had a personal stimulus, and
McMahon admits hers has, from living in Tasmania, but creative literature,
including formative children’s books, has often transported readers to
islands. Although these excursions have encouraged ‘fantasies of
autonomy’, there have been alternating representations: the essential
isolation of the human condition and the interdependence of humans.
Hence such a span as represented by: Donne’s famous ‘no man is an
island’, popularised by Hemingway’s novel of the Spanish Civil war, For
Whom the Bell Tolls; Matthew Arnold’s declaration that in the sea of life

www.textjournal.com.au/oct13/hergenhan_rev.htm 1/3



Review of Brooks & McMahon (eds), Southerly: Islands and Archipelagos TEXT Vol 17 No 2

‘we mortal millions live alone’; a modern expression of alienation occurs
in the poetry of AD Hope, where love draws humans ‘closer and closer
apart’, so that in the end ‘the rescue will not take place’ (‘The Wandering
Islands’, mentioned in the editorial). The myth of autonomy is strongest in
Robinson Crusoe, because of, not despite, its realism. Hope and M
Coetzee have both rewritten this story to show its concealed underbelly.

The lead article is the opening address by Elaine Stratford at the inaugural
meeting of the Australian Small Islands Forum, May 2012. Stratford, Head
of Geography and Environmental Studies at the University of Tasmania,
aims to ‘foreground the material conditions of island life because I see
more opportunities for more “conversation” across literary theory, and the
geopolitics of island enquiry. As physical entities, and for their
metaphorical, emblematic, narrative and linguistic power, islands have
much to “say” about our past, present conditions and possible trajectories.’
Her chief argument is that islanders know how change challenges the
island condition and that it is important to ask questions about islanders’
aspirations for ‘sustainable communities, modern and accessible
technologies, services and opportunities’ (13).

Brigid Rooney’s article with flamboyant title, ‘Pathological
Geomorphology and the Ecological Sublime’ concerns Andrew
McGahan’s novel Wonders of a Godless World (2009), ‘a puzzling work...
published at a high point in climate change debate in Australian politics’.
In her introduction Rooney comments: ‘In ecocritical studies in Australia
and elsewhere, the question of how to write, think and read ‘non-
anthropocentrically’ has spurred interest in the workings of the
environmental imagination ... (56)’ Rooney’s aim is to ‘consider the
questions of genre and setting in [the novel], asking what might be implied
by its island topography and what to make of the configuration of its
characters. How, and to what end, does Wonders evoke the rhetoric of
sublimity? Can the sublime function ecologically? Can a novel be made to
work, even temporarily, against is own inherent anthropocentricism?’ (59).
Large questions and large language!

Randolph Stow’s novels are probably the most underrated of recent
Australian literature and his work is comparable to Patrick White’s in
achievement if not in output. His landscapes, his insight into human
longings, aspirations and degradations, his poetic language all combine to
make his works memorable. Islands feature in an early work 7o the
Islands, based on time he spent at a Western Australian Aboriginal mission
but in a symbolic way drawing on indigenous mythology. Visitants, his
novel based on his experiences as an Australian patrol officer in the
Trobriand Islands, is the best novel I have read about that particular area,
and about islands; it is both magical and frightening, indeed scary. In
Southerly Fiona Richards writes on Stow perceptively and sensitively,
drawing on his papers recently deposited to the Australian National
Library. She is original in bringing out his love and knowledge of a range
of music and his extensive wanderings, often in extreme landscapes and
localities, in Australasia and the United Kingdom, where he later lived as
an expatriate.

David Brooks’ ‘Outcast of the Islands: Malinowski amongst the
Modernists’ introduces an unexpected perspective, showing the famous
anthropologist’s intersections with Australia and the Trobriands, and also
bringing in Conradian connections. This piece is fascinating but in the end
a bit disappointing for it trails off, recommending the reader to a

www.textjournal.com.au/oct13/hergenhan_rev.htm 2/3



Review of Brooks & McMahon (eds), Southerly: Islands and Archipelagos TEXT Vol 17 No 2

companion piece in conference papers of a 2008 meeting at Rajasthan
University.

Southerly is true to character in including selections of poetry and short
fiction, not necessarily about islands, as a variant of its fare; for instance,
an attractive poem, ‘Breath Creatures’, by an Australian psychoanalytic
therapist, Craig Powell , author of eight books of poetry, and a short story,
‘Silvereye’ by Angel Rockel, on the Huon valley, near Hobart. A long
review of Drusilla Modjeska’s award winning novel, The Mountain, set in
New Guinea, makes me wonder why there is not more in the issue —
though it is packed — on New Guinea, a fertile field for Australian writers
from Errol Flynn to James McAuley, and beyond.

It is good to see Southerly in such a flourishing condition. It is Australia’s
oldest twentieth century literary journal, originating from Sydney
University, founded in 1939 and still bearing its original logo proudly: a
cherub with floating hair lustily blowing out air, an emblem of the
refreshing Southerlies that can bring relief in Sydney and New South
Wales at the end of hot days.

Laurie Hergenhan has published widely on Australian literature. He was
foundation editor of Australian Literary Studies (ALS), 1963-2002. It
celebrates its fiftieth year in 2013, and is currently edited by Leigh Dale,
University of Wollongong.
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Kirsten Krauth

just_a_girl

UWA Publishing, Crawley 2013
ISBN 9781742584959

Pb 272pp AUD24.99

Layla is only fourteen with a life centred on online cruising, experimenting
with sex and meeting strange men in hotel rooms while juggling school, a
part-time job and an older boyfriend Davo who desperately wants to have
sex with her. Layla’s dad says she’s ‘fifteen going on fifty’ (197).

Her mother Margo has her own concerns. Abandoned by Layla’s father
who left her to pursue a homosexual relationship with a man on the Gold
Coast, Margot is depressed, and increasingly obsessed with the sleazy, yet
charismatic pastor who leads the evangelical church that she attends in the
hope of deadening her pain. Margo knows Layla needs her but her
daughter is an expert at avoidance and deception, ‘Mum lets me have the
laptop in my room for homework. She has no idea of what I really get up
to. The internet means I can play with myself. In all kinds of ways’ (85).
The connection between Layla, her mother and her father is frayed almost
beyond repair.

Layla and Margo live in Springwood in the Blue Mountains and Layla
spends a lot of time on the train. Tadashi, a lonely young Japanese man
who carries a large suitcase, is also a regular commuter and while he and
Layla develop a fascination for each other, they never connect.

Krauth tells the story in two narrative styles: first person for Layla and
Margo, and third person for Tadashi. Layla’s story is the distinctive,
sometimes maddening voice of a fourteen year old girl who fluctuates
between being aggressively worldly and off hand, and desperately in need
of her mother, ‘Mum just can’t seem to talk to me directly. She’ll hand me
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a book. Or leave bits of paper around for me to read’ (25). Layla’s sexual
adventures are underpinned by a longing to be loved, ‘What I’ve always
wanted from a guy is a love letter. Not an email but actual words down on
paper’ (14). The author uses short sentences, disjointed thoughts and
contemporary idioms of speech to create the voice of Layla which is
convincingly authentic.

Davo catches the 7:15 train to Penrith. When he gets up on
time. Same school but no uniform. I can’t believe he’s in
year 12. On our first train date it was front carriage. Bad
hair day. [ was sweaty in my tunic... Dark curly hair and
great shoes. Skateboard dreams. He leans over and swirls
his tongue into my world. Our kiss went from Glenbrook to
Emu Plans. (14)

Margo is a less convincing character. The chapters devoted to her are
written in italics to emphasise the difference between Layla and her
mother, and while the latter is cast as overwhelmed, and desperately
unhappy, there is also a somewhat self-conscious inflection that verges on
the didactic: ‘I grew up thinking I’d have a brilliant career and that many
possibilities were open to me ... it feels like I never switch off, I wake up
working and I fall asleep working ... (47) ... ‘And the thing about
depression is it makes you feel fuzzy around the edges and you can never
quite grab it with your mind ...” (121). For someone who is so
dysfunctional, Margo displays a self-awareness that tends to override her
supposed fragility.

Tadashi’s story, told in third person, offers a different perspective.
Tadashi’s aching loneliness reaches out to the reader, and yet offers
welcome relief from the relentless unhappiness expressed by Margo and
Layla. Tadashi finds his own creative, if warped, way to make ‘the silver
serpent of loneliness start to slither away’ (175), but ultimately this is a
book that hammers home its underlying theme of overwhelming
hopelessness: the moth battering against the train window is released only
to flutter straight back into the train carriage; and Layla’s growing
realisation that the world is one big ball of lies and disappointment leads to
the fake bravado with which she faces life, ‘But fuckadoodle, I don’t really
care’ (118).

The author describes just a_girl as a work of contemporary fiction, but it
also fits into a growing body of Australian young adult fiction that deals
with disaffection and the difficulties of negotiating the narrow divide
between childhood and adulthood in a world fraught with danger.

just _a_girl displays all the hallmarks of the genre: characters ground in
gritty realism; a location set in the stifling mundaness of suburbia;
references to popular culture; meditations on the power of social media;
and protagonists like Layla struggling to find where they fit in the world.
Comparative examples might include Sonya Hartnett’s A/l My Dangerous
Friends (1998), Alyssa Brugman’s Finding Grace (2002), and Christie
Thompson’s Snake Bite (2013).

just_a_girl had its genesis in the author’s Masters in Creative Writing at
the University of Sydney. While not perfect, it is an edgy, confronting,
thought provoking work that deserves a wide readership and much
success.
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Sandra Burr is an adjunct in the Faculty of Arts and Design at the
University of Canberra where she is currently research officer on the ARC
funded project ‘Understanding Creative Excellence: A case study in
poetry’. She is a member of the University § recently established Centre for
Creative and Cultural Research and her research interests include human-
animal relationships and animal art.

TEXT

Vol 17 No 2 October 2013

http://www.textjournal.com.au

General editor: Nigel Krauth. Editors: Kevin Brophy & Enza
Gandolfo

Reviews editor: Linda Weste

text@textjournal.com.au

www.textjournal.com.au/oct13/burr_rev.htm 3/3


mailto:text@textjournal.com.au

Review of Finola Moorhead, A Handwritten Modern Classic TEXT Vol 17 No 2

TEXT review

How to write a classic

review by Jay Daniel Thompson

)
(e milonsilin

':‘}J}fl./ﬂ Jr.(.-lt'ﬂﬁ‘-

e

Finola Moorhead

A Handwritten Modern Classic
Spinifex Press, Melbourne 2013
ISBN: 9781742197999

Pb 75pp AUD24.95

Finola Moorhead’s A Handwritten Modern Classic first appeared on
bookshelves in 1982. The book’s recent republication by Spinifex Press
will doubtless mean that it is introduced to a new readership.

The book is mostly a series of loosely-connected ruminations on the
strengths and pitfalls of cultural production and creativity. Moorhead
describes the importance of ‘imagination’ and ‘simplicity’, and cautions
against ‘nonsense’ (1, 14, 12). For the author, ‘understanding’ is
important: ‘To sacrifice the experience of understanding for some pre-
determined ego gratification is what is generally expected of the individual
in this society’ (13).

Throughout the text, Moorhead also makes observations about the
(sometimes parlous) nature of local and global politics. She describes the
oppressive experience of living in a society where protest is stifled (and in
quite dramatic fashion) by state forces. Take the following scene, which
unfolds in inner-city Melbourne:

I am too scared to live in this police state. The installation
down at Brunswick St. now includes an enormous cyclone
fence, three to five lines of vehicles, including buses,
paddywagons [sic], horse-floats, dog-vans and many white
squad cars. (28)
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Elsewhere, Moorhead concedes that ‘[i]gnorance is reactionary politics’,
and that ‘[r]elationships can change your politics’— no doubt for better
and worse (51). ‘Normality’ might be ‘a neurotic mess’, but ‘[i]tis a
political act to change normality’ (26).

Moorhead’s book is indeed handwritten. This invites a more careful
reading of the text than might otherwise have been possible. I found
myself paying particularly close attention to the words on the page, just so
that I did not miss (or misread) something. 4 Handwritten Modern Classic
traverses the boundaries of poetry, prose and free-thought. Some passages,
such as those quoted above, resemble slogans that one might encounter
emblazoned upon banners at political demonstrations.

The very act of ‘handwriting a modern classic’ is mentioned several times
throughout the meagre seventy five pages, and it seems almost laughably
—and intentionally— oxymoronic. After all, ‘classic’ status is usually
bestowed upon a text over time. (Surely nobody sets out to write one?)
Handwriting is hardly ‘modern’, and anyway, who reads, let alone
publishes, handwritten books? The text’s idiosyncratic literary style (of
which the scrawled passages form a major part), would surely, however,
make it eligible for ‘cult classic’ status.

At its best, A Handwritten Modern Classic marries savvy ideological
insights with literary flair. Take the following passage:

Dear Ladies-in-the-lounge, you are older and you imagine
that it would be better having an intelligent man to talk to.
Why do you blame each other? Your blame keeps you
separate from one another and magnifies the ravages made
by men on each of you — one even has a bandaid [sic] over
the left eye. (20)

This passage suggests the way in which women are pitted against one
another in sexist societies. The passage also suggests the societal pressures
that women face in order to relate (sexually and otherwise) to men. The
latter suggestion is in keeping with Moorhead’s lesbian feminist politics.
These politics have been integral to several of her other works, namely
Remember the Tarantella (1987) and Darkness More Visible (2000).

And yet, in the above passage, women are not framed as the powerless
dupes of hetero-patriarchy. The question ‘Why do you blame each other?’
encourages the ‘Ladies-in-the-lounge’ — and, more broadly, female
readers — to confront their ingrained sexism, and hopefully do something
about it. Moorhead closes this passage by stating: ‘Now I’ve finished this
glass of beer. Good night’ (20). She leaves the ‘Ladies-of-the-lounge’ to
decide whether to remove the male-biased ‘bandaids’ that blind them, or
keep them intact.

Alas, some of the book’s other political statements are almost painfully
naive. For example, readers are warned that ‘(b)eing a victim is watching
too much television’ (2). We are also warned that ‘frustration’ and
‘sentiment’ are tools used by the political Right to nullify the masses (26
and 38). So I wonder, are readers being asked to accept that (say)
‘frustration’ is always ‘right-wing’? Is television always oppressive? To be
fair, the above warnings may well be (at least partly) tongue-in-cheek, but
this is never entirely clear. Conversely, Moorhead may have decided to
speak her mind without resorting to metaphors or abstraction. That is fine,
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and to some extent commendable, but it does not always make for
sophisticated reading.

Finally, and perhaps understandably, some passages have dated. In 1982,
the idea of a ‘spontaneous revolution’ breaking out in ‘untrendy, forgotten’
Collingwood may have seemed like a delightfully utopian prospect (30).
Yet revolution seems highly improbable in the gentrified Collingwood of
today. The notion that ‘writers should have ... free access to Photostat
machines’ seems very quaint in 2013 (37).

Despite its flaws, 4 Handwritten Modern Classic remains a wonderfully
lively and eccentric read. Moorhead’s prose and political edge are
endearing, even if her platitudes are sometimes cringe-worthy. Her
handwriting (which is more legible than this reviewer could ever muster)
is a refreshing alternative to the more impersonal printed text.

Dr Jay Daniel Thompson completed a PhD in Australian Literature at The
University of Melbourne in 2009. He works in research administration at
La Trobe University, and is Book Reviews Editor for the Journal of the
Association for the Study of Australian Literature (JASAL).
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Kristin Henry

All the way home

UWA Publishing, Crawley 2013
ISBN 9781742582825
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Kristin Henry’s adult verse novel, A/l the way home, begins with a poem
about orchids. The main character, Jesse, remembers how his orchids were
once a ‘sickly pot-bound clump / whose roots had circled the heart / and
squeezed’ (1). To save the plant’s life, he had to use a knife to disentangle
the roots. ‘Most of Jesse’s [memories] are coiled and knotted / from years
of looking somewhere else,” Henry writes. ‘But now he’s taking his
courage / and a blade to the tangles’ (1). Each poem that follows in A// the
way home 1is a tendril of memory that links the events of Jesse’s life.

Henry segments Jesse’s story into short, song-like poems that bloom into
an engaging narrative. The verse novel is divided into twelve main
narrative sections, each exploring a different year in Jesse’s life in
chronological order. The first section starts in the United States: It is 1956,
and Jesse is eight years old, travelling with his father in a ‘shiny green
Packard’ (8). The duo constantly travels, stopping in cities and small
towns where his father sells ‘everything from vacuum cleaners to cologne’
(8). Jesse’s mother has died, and Jesse stares at a photograph to remember
his mother’s red hair, and thinks about what she once said about ‘our duty
/ to those who loved us’ (6). As Jesse grows up in his father’s care, he
learns ‘to read / a map and a road / to take the wheel / when his dad was
tanked, / to let a waitress ruffle his hair / for another cup of coffee’ (10). A
few short poems into the verse novel, when Jesse is just sixteen, the father
passes away, leaving Jesse ‘the last Packard, / his life insurance, / the habit
of moving on’ (12).
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With his Gibson guitar as his sole companion, Jesse drives down the
historic Route 66 for a few years, but after a while, the United States can’t
contain him, and Jesse’s thoughts drift towards Australia. He remembers
what his father said about Australia: ‘If you went any further / you’d be on
the way back’ (16). On his nineteenth birthday, Jesse buys a passage to
Sydney on a freighter ‘with a list so bad, / everyone on board walked /
clutching the sky for balance’ (16).

As an American transplant herself, Henry realistically describes Jesse’s
initial observations of Australia, which draw a sharp comparison to the
concrete highways, roadside diners, and truck stops that Jesse was used to
frequenting in the United States.

He noticed how the people here
always talked about the sea,

as though having the edge

of the earth in sight

was their birthright.

They needed to plough their bodies
underneath its churning surface. (21)

While Jesse doesn’t feel the same pull to the land and ocean, he finds
himself gravitating towards a red-haired, fiddle-playing Irish girl named
Flannery, who he meets at the local pub. The reader can understand Jesse’s
intense attraction to Flannery when she is described as ‘another foreign
land’ that would require Jesse to ‘brush up on the customs’ and ‘learn her
language’ (31). At the end of a narrative section, Jesse speaks to the ghost
of his father, revealing that Flannery is pregnant.

... Idon't want my kid to grow like I did
and what if I can never settle down —

if there’s too much of my old man in me
to let me give up living on the run? (38)

In the large gaps of white page space that follow this poem, the reader
might wonder what Jesse will do — if he’ll settle down, or hit the road
again.

In 1968, everything changes for Jesse. His red haired daughter, Maille, is
born, and she becomes the ‘clasp’ that joins him to Flannery (45). More
significantly, Jesse meets Leon, this man he spots walking barefoot on the
beach ‘with people leaving the road / in ones and twos, climbing over
rocks, / to walk beside him’ (42). Jesse joins the throng of people walking
with him, ‘striding backwards in the sand / so he wouldn’t lose the man’s
face.” Jesse suddenly feels ‘ignited,” ‘his body tight, excited’ as he watches
Leon (42). Admittedly, I wasn’t entirely convinced that Jesse would be so
immediately drawn to this stranger, and I even wondered if the author was
hinting towards a homosexual attraction. While my conjecture was wrong,
the question of why Leon captivated Jesse certainly kept me flipping the

pages.

The reader is provided with the barest details about Leon, but we know
that he abruptly left ‘a book-lined office’ in a ‘grey gothic building’ in
Adelaide, and we get the sense that he was running away from a painful
past (41). Leon remains a mysterious character, but a charismatic one, and
he easily convinces Jesse and Flannery to move to his five hundred acre
property to start up a commune called ‘Heartsong’. Leon’s vision for the
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commune is quixotic, but for many years, Jesse, Flannery and Maille (as
well as many other families) live the utopian dream that Leon envisions.

They cleared and planted,

raised their crops and raised their
chickens,

raised each other’s roofs and children,

raised each other’s spirits,

they were teaching,

they were learning,

there was no inside or outside.

Leon held them all together,

rejoiced in every triumph

and first among the victories —

their kids had no word for ‘stranger.’

(71)

In her letters to her parents in Ireland, Flannery quells her parents’
concerns that Heartsong is a religious community, but the author often
uses language that likens Leon to a Jesus figure. For instance, one poem
entitled ‘Leon’s thou shalt nots’, lists things that Leon forbids in
Heartsong: drugs, television, outside jobs, handouts (85).

Following many years of bliss, the community begins to disband. Leon
becomes more withdrawn, and ‘small outbreaks / of disenchantment’
occur in the community, prompting many people to leave (86). Eventually,
Leon hands Heartsong’s reins to Jesse, a responsibility Jesse struggles to
handle, especially when Flannery pressures him to leave the community
with her and Maille. For the first time in his life, Jesse feels burdened with
duty, and he’s afraid that his ignorance of the outside world will shame his
family. When Flannery leaves him, Jesse comes to the realisation that
‘[w]hen it came to the people he’d loved / it was always them who

left” (142).

In All the way home, Henry has skilfully developed convincing characters
through rich poetic language. These are not cardboard cutouts, but multi-
faceted characters who act from the songs of their hearts, and keep the
reader intrigued until the very last page.

Elizabeth Claire Alberts is an American ex-pat who moved to Australia as
a young adult. She is currently completing her PhD in creative writing at
Macquarie University, where she also tutors and lectures in creative
writing. Her creative writing thesis is on young adult verse novels.
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‘How to Hunt March Hare’ points to the Carrollian nature of Dan Disney’s debut collection of
poetry, and then when the. The poem begins and ends with the following lines:
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The poem’s title is expressed horizontally, but the poem, itself, is rotated ninety degrees to the
right, so that the words reach vertically down the page. The reader has two choices: either to
physically rotate the book so that the poem is horizontal, or to orient his/her eyes and read from
right to left and down the page.

Heidegger’s phenomenological assessment of Kant and his theories of concealment are also
referenced throughout Disney’s collection in an explosion of postulations. Therefore, the
physical orientation of the poem and the way it is read is perhaps a nod to Heidegger and the

way in which he was influenced by Eastern philosophical thought, The Kyoto School. The
positioning of ‘How to Hunt a March Hare’ is also reminiscent of John Barth’s postmodern
opening to Lost in the Funhouse where the ‘Frame-Tale’ is written vertically on different sides of
the one page in order for it to be cut out by the reader and made into a Mdbius strip. This is the
kind of wit and intellectual play that features in Disney’s poetry.

The Elmer Fudd-like narrator appears to be as mad as a March hare, despite purporting to be
hunting one. At first, he ‘puts an (unloaded) gun to the rabbit hole’ (16), only later, ‘load(ing) the
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gun with a paper sheet’ (16). In this way, the blank page becomes a weapon and the anxiety of
the blank page is ready to explode into the darkness. The vertical alignment stretches the poem
down the rabbit hole and tilts the reader’s expectations so that he/she is encouraged to
accompany the words down the rabbit hole as they slip down the page. Like all clever leporidae,
the rabbit is victorious in the end, as after waiting half the night, the narrator concedes that he is
‘in for the long haul’ (16). Certainly, the questions about poetry and philosophy that Disney
poses in this collection have been debated for centuries, and like the hares, are very unlikely to
be pinned down in one night, or in one poetry collection.

Like Carroll, Disney explores language in incredibly clever word games. Indeed, the illogicality
of language, and the relationship between sense, and nonsense, is highlighted in a series of
Disney’s poems that try to make sense of the world and the connection between poetry and
philosophy. Whereas Carroll’s armoury is composed of mathematics, Disney prefers philosophy.
The line, ‘... never come to thoughts. They come to us’ (36), not only references Heidegger’s
quotation, ‘We never come to thoughts./They come to us./That is the proper hour of/discourse.
Discourse cheers us to/ companionable reflection (36)’, but invokes Heidegger’s oeuvre in the
epigraph: ‘Heidegger Poetry, Language, Thought’ (36). This points to the way in which Disney
uses the language of philosophy and couples it with the patois of everyday language to explore
the ‘neighbouring’ of poetry and thinking. In the following poem, Ern Malley, Buddha and
William Wordsworth appear alongside a Neanderthal in boats, reminiscent of Wordsworth’s
‘spots of time’ and his experience of the sublime. The surreal moment with which this poem
opens, where a trapdoor allows the reader to see the inner workings of the brain, is wonderfully
Archimedean. This is the only other ‘rotated’ poem in the collection:
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The ‘Up-and-coming nature
poet’, W Wordsworth and the
way in which he is seasick in
Disney’s poem, references both
Wordsworth’s voyage to
Germany in 1798 and his
manifesto of English Romantic
criticism in Preface to Lyrical
Ballads. In this way, Disney
aims to speak in ‘the real
language of men’, which
Wordsworth identifies as ‘more
permanent and more
philosophical’ (Wordsworth
1979: 5). Disney’s character W
Wordsworth muses that,
‘maybe there’s a force that can
open heads to screw in ideas’
(36). 1t is a wonderfully surreal
moment which, when it is
twinned with the Satrean
epigraph to Disney’s book: ...
how strongly things exist
today’, suggests that the
collection turns on its appeal to
permanence and ‘repeated
experience’ (36), only to find it
all transitory.
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In a series of cannibalistic or
perhaps Tiddalickean
moments, Disney consumes the
work of an array of writers,
artists and philosophers and
purges them on the page in a
brilliant series of intertexts.
Indeed, many of Disney’s
poems use epigraphs, forging
poetic relationships between
himself and Wallace Stevens,
Barnett Newman, John Brack,
Anne Carson, Umberto Eco,
Immanuel Kant, Orhan Pamuk,
Michel Houellebecq, Plotinus,
Mary Shelley, Buddha, Horace,
Primo Levi, Martin Heidegger
and Gianluca Lena. Other
poems reference Kurt Vonnegut, Jorie Graham, Siddhartha Gautama, Wittgenstein and Herman
Hesse. The eclecticism of Disney’s choices is exhilarating and makes reading and then when the
like spotting the “Who’s who’ in the Arts. This consumption is referenced in the hilarious ‘Ecce
Hombres’:
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A thing eats a thing
and is eaten
by another thing. This thing
not lasting long, is eaten
by a further thing
the further thing eaten by something again, eaten
soon after
by something else....
This thing is eaten by
another thing called Craig.
Craig
though perhaps never believing in the
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unstoppable nature of destiny
is also eaten. (17)

This modern take on ‘There Was an Old Lady Who Swallowed a Fly’ is also a nod to Stoker’s
zoophagous character, Renfield, a madman obsessed with consuming life. Disney’s poem on the
survival of the fittest concludes with Craig, the only named ‘thing’, being eaten by an unnamed
thing. Craig is no Ubermensch and thus is consumed, perhaps by existentialism.

The title of Disney’s collection of poetry, and then when the, is wonderfully curious. It begins
and ends in the middle of something, without identifying exactly what that something is. In this
way, Disney speaks to the modern world; we are always in the middle of something and our
thoughts are often interrupted. Disney’s brilliant collection of poetry is the force that ‘opens
[readers’] heads to screw in ideas’ (36).
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TEXT review

Song of the wind-up birdman

review by Susie Utting

A Frances Johnson

The Wind-up Birdman of Moorabool Street
Puncher and Wattmann, Sydney 2012
ISBN 9781921450525

Pb 80pp AUD24.00

The title of a poetry collection can suggest so much to the reader; the
Table of Contents too. A. Frances Johnson’s The Wind-up Birdman of
Moorabool Street is a recent example of the thought and care a poet can
invest, indicating directions and connections she would like readers to
explore, before the opening poem. The title, The Wind-up Bird of
Moorabool Street immediately invites associations with Haruki
Murakami’s eighth novel, The Wind-up Bird Chronicle. This is an
‘account’ by a voice (Toru Okada), lost between the real and
unreal/surreal, between cultures (he is never specifically identified as
Japanese), between time zones (future, present and past), in a text that
swings out of the chronological and back again, in an ever spiralling
journey, seemingly downwards. The novel is contemporary, funky/topical
and experimental, in content and literary form. Johnson’s book of poetry is
similarly intriguing, for some of the above reasons.

As a long time resident of Victoria, the Barwon references are immediately
evident to me. Moorabool Street is well known to AFL followers as the
home of the Cats. The upstream branches of the Moorabool River trickle
around the Great Dividing Range before joining the Barwon, down to the
sea. Johnson’s landscape referencing is precise, yet somehow ‘globalised’
by the association with the Japanese novel. The Moorabool River’s flow
and wildlife are presently under stress from farmers and local businesses
with access to its waters. Indigenous inhabitants traditionally believed this
area to be the home of the cooloo, a night bird that could be heard but
never seen, like Murakami’s Japanese counterpart. The noun ‘Birdman’ in
the title infers some kind of fusion, the natural world of the avian, with the
human, a possibility Johnson invites us to explore in some of her poems.
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As a poet/critic T.S.Eliot was intrigued with the concept of time and the
constancy with which it changes in relation to the absolute stillness of
eternity. In ‘Four Quartets’, he conveys his perceptions of how the past
intersects and influences the present and, in turn, the future, and how
intricately mankind’s survival is interdependent on all these changing
constancies and constant changes.

Time present and time past

Are both perhaps present in time future
And time future contained in time past.
If all time is eternally present

All time is unredeemable.

Go, go, go, said the bird : human kind
Cannot bear very much reality. (Eliot 171)

Eliot understood one of the poet’s concerns is to articulate such insights,
for the personal, cultural and spiritual reasons he outlined in his critical
essays. Johnson seems to share the above concerns, as well as a respect for
birds. Many poets share this fascination. Birds perceive the world in ways
of which we humans can only dream.

The Wind-up Birdman of Moorabool Street is divided into three sections:
‘wind-up future’, ‘wind-up present’ and ‘wind-up past’. The reversal of
chronological order mirrors the disjunction of time found in Murakami’s
novel, where the present is split by past narratives describing war
atrocities, from the Japanese rather than the Western viewpoint, again
reversing anticipated Western literary outcomes. Okado’s journeys down
the well occur in surreal interspersed sequences, possibly in the future; we
never really know. It probably doesn’t matter. Johnson’s first poems depict
future wars after which the world may return to ‘A place for animals to
rest quietly’, as before the Flood (‘Future Ark’ 27). Time future in time
past or the other way around.

References to birds flit in and out of all sections. The artificial, self-
destructive birds of war in the opening poem ‘Microaviary’ are contrasted
with birds local to the Barwon area. The second poem of ‘wind-up
present’ is ‘Gang-Gang: Callocephalon fimbriatam’ which ends with the
lines, ‘We are so terribly alike, confess / blood and present circumstance /
so often drive us, yellow-tailed / to chew the veranda posts down’ (34).
The complementary ‘Black Cockatoo: Calyptorrhynchus funereus’, which
opens the third section, implies the survival of the avian, despite how
‘They once flew too close to heat or ice’, yet somehow ‘The stripped,
cratered hills will be theirs / no matter how we foul them, no matter how
we die’ (57). But it is the eponymous ‘Wind-up Birdman of Moorabool
Street’, strategically situated in the centre of the collection, whose
existence is ambiguous, if not tenuous: ‘Each day you take flight / double-
breasted, with a tie / caw-caw-caw your urgent office chat / Your flight
instincts are made over into “acceptable departures™ (38).

The final section sketches, in different poems titled ‘Europa’, ‘Wallace
Line: A letter to Alfred Wallace from Charles Darwin' and ‘Poison Cake,
Benalla’, different interpretations of natural history and subsequent
colonial abuses of the indigenous human and natural environments. It also
continues the meme of the loss of the call of the poet to alert the human
world through language. ‘Listen Century’ (23) exposes the arid isolation
of the poetic voice while the penultimate poem, ‘We are So Far South of
“South of My Days’”’, dedicated to the poet sisters Judith Wright and
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Oodgeroo Noonuccal, recalls how they were able to sing for country and
be heard. Perhaps Johnson’s carefully nuanced voice, through her own
skilful use of language, may help to rectify this in present day downtown
Geelong, and the rest of the world.

WorKks cited
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Behind the eyes: Poetry of witness

review by Autumn Royal

Susie Utting

Flame in the Fire

Ginninderra Press, Port Adelaide 2012
ISBN 9781740277488

Pb 68pp AUD20.00

Flame in the Fire poetically explores issues of an intense and unsettling
nature. In this debut collection, Susie Utting offers the reader her ‘poetry
of witness’ from her time spent as a volunteer in 2006 at an orphanage in
Zimbabwe for children affected by HIV/AIDS. Through a series of
autobiographical poems, Utting expresses an elegiac observation of social
and political injustices, revealing the nuanced ways in which these
experiences have altered the perceptions and understandings of her own
personal grief. Utting offers this contextual information in the collection’s
foreword, providing a frame through which to read the poems. In her own
words, Utting explains:

The poems portray my residual trauma of the Zimbabwean
experience; how when I returned home I could not
reconcile my life in Australia with or to what I had so
recently witnessed. I reassessed painful personal
experiences with a new perspective and then revisited my
representation of the Zimbabwean situation to ensure that
people and places were portrayed in the most authentic way
possible. (7)

Thus, for Utting, there is much more at stake than the aesthetic qualities of
her poetry. Utting’s intention is for Flame in the Fire to offer a poetic
documentation to promote social awareness of the difficulties she
witnessed in Zimbabwe.
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According to Carolyn Forché, a poet and the anthologist of Against
Forgetting: Twentieth-Century Poetry of Witness (1993), a fundamental
significance of witness poetry is that it may provide ‘evidence of what
occurred’ (Forché 1993: 30). Whereas Forché’s description of witness
poetry focuses on the personal rather than the political, Utting's focus is on
the personal as a political statement. Flame in the Fire is both Utting’s
testimony and a testament to the children she helped to support.

Flame in the Fire opens with the poem ‘Self-reflection in Mwenezi River’.
It is one of the collection’s most outstanding poems and in this lyrical
encounter, Utting explores the role of memory and ethics implicit in her
observational position. The sparse lines mirror the sharpness of such
introspection, and emphasis is placed on the act of looking as well as the
point of view from the lyrical ‘I’. The opening stanzas read:

I see the bucket crashing
down the well

where the snake slid
over the rim into the chill
dark water. (11)

With these lines Utting explicitly positions herself as a visitor in an
unknown environment, expressing regret for not encountering it sooner:
‘You didn’t look / until other winters / coiled more empty skins // around
the rope’ (11). Utting’s self-reflexive lines then move toward the specific
subject matter of the children for whom she has volunteered: ... Now /
you slip / behind these eyes that see // rooms of children / sleeping on
pillows of broken glass’ (11). The ‘broken glass’, sharp at many angles
and difficult to grasp, evokes multiple images of violence. Utting
expresses the hopelessness and struggle of her position with the lines: *... I
feel you // inside me about to scream—’ (11). The metronomic rhythm of
each word builds up to this ‘scream’ in end position on the line, next to an
em dash; the punctuation representing a sharp and internal tension.

‘First Light’ constructs a representation of Utting’s first encounter with the
orphanage. The poem surveys the environment, intertwining observations
with brief reportages, hinting at dangers in the surrounding area:

In the gardens, cannas have spread
and the grass has grown untidy.
This farmer sleeps

with his loaded guns.

The bridge has long ago been
swallowed
by mopani trees. (12)

Utting then takes the reader into the domestic setting of a kitchen where a
woman sings as she works. Utting asks the woman, whom she identifies as
the ‘kitchen maid’, ‘What song is that?’ (12), to which the woman replies,
‘A song for my children’ (12). This response situates Utting once more
into the position of a visitor; a person who will enter, and then leave. That
Utting both recognises and accepts this positioning is evident in what is
perhaps the most powerful observation of the poem:

The maid can put her mind inside the
mind —
What does it say?

www.textjournal.com.au/oct13/royal_rev.htm 2/4



Review of Susie Utting, Flame in the Fire TEXT Vol 17 No 2

You are not my child.
— of another living being and tell you
where it has been. (12)

The first and last lines of this stanza are parenthetical, encouraging the eye
to read and then follow the lines around again in a circular motion. The
stunning construction of this stanza represents a cycle of thoughts, of
memory and reminiscence, and provokes us to consider how our
interactions with others influence our thinking processes and imagination.
The poem also allows Utting to posit both her presence and her
representation of that presence, as ethical concerns.

The ethical considerations of Flame in the Fire are also detailed in a
conference paper Utting delivered on the subject of witness poetry.
Utting’s critical work (Utting 2011) may be viewed as complementary to
this poetry collection, as she specifically addresses the practice-led
research involved in determining her position as a witness poet.
Throughout the paper, Utting identifies the key features associated with
witness poetry, with particular focus on the lyric and how the tendency of
witness poets to employ the lyric demonstrates ‘the suitability of the lyric
‘I’ to accommodate a variety of viewpoints and positional slippages’
(Utting 2011: 3). Poems such as ‘Screaming Pianissimo’ (17) beautifully
capture the disconcerting ways in which memories and imagination
influence the position from which we speak. As Utting writes in the poem:
‘This undersong of poems / plagues my memory // surcingle thick’ (17).

The poetry of Flame in the Fire is divided into three sections: ‘Ways of
Seeing’, ‘Return to Kangerong’ and ‘Things Foreknown’. This order, as
well as being a guide for the reader, is also suggestive of the ways in
which memories are formed and how they continue to influence our future
thoughts. Utting’s narration is torn between her painful memories and the
desire to represent them. The subject matter of ‘Back-row Boy’ (25) is
perhaps the most disturbing of the collection. In an unnervingly measured
tone Utting looks at a photograph of a boy who ‘resembles / [her] elder
son so / hunched over his books’ (25) and a fondness of memory is
created, the boy revealing a smile Utting ‘loved to love down the years’
(25). However, Utting then reveals the fate of this boy and the complex
psychological consequences of trauma are left for the reader to infer. The
reader, just like Utting herself, does not ‘want to know / he will turn out
bad’ (25), the resonance of the word ‘bad’ having an unsettling effect,
much like the entire collection itself. Flame in the Fire urges the reader to
feel complicit in the act of witnessing.

The concluding poems in Flame in the Fire create an uncanny
juxtaposition of Utting’s personal traumas with the atrocities that she has
witnessed elsewhere. The collection ends with the haunting poem, ‘Things
Foreseen’. Utting conveys in this poem how experiences scratch at our
thoughts ‘like mice in broken straw’ (66), and how her ‘inside mourning’
lurks ‘behind [her] eyes’ (66).
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TEXT review

Bully for Alpha-Beast

review by Justin Clemens

Toby Davidson

Beast Language

Five Islands, Melbourne 2012
ISBN 9780734048028

Pb 79pp AUD24.95

What a great title. Its undertones and overtones range from the shocking to
the comedic: what you hold in your hands is not only written in the
language of the beast about the language of the beast, it is perhaps itself
the language of the beast. The syntagm might even drive you to the point
where all the suppressed genitives start to chasm and chiasm until you
sense the terrifying emergence of the Beast of Language Itself. If you
remember the great 80s death metal group /ron Maiden, you might
suddenly be possessed by screeching ghost guitars just about now and
overtaken by a feeling that it’s 2 Minutes to Midnight and that you’d better
be ready to Run to the Hills/Run for your Life. Six, six, six may well be
The Number of the Beast, but from the evidence of this title, the Beast also
speaks a cosmic tongue. The cover image for this edition — a sublime
incarnadine nebula punctuated by stellar scintillations — only serves to
hammer the (literally) universal point. So it’s then no surprise to find that:

Blood fades as blood hardens,
sun can set without a sun. (19)

But Beast Language is also an oxymoronic title: for a beast is, well,
beastly — that is, stupid, grunting, dumb. A beast is by definition and by
common acceptation incapable of the proper work of the tongue, too
malformed and brutish to be properly up to the sophisticated
linguistrickeries (as the French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan’s English
translators sometimes like to phrase it) of language, let alone of verse. In a
metaphysical announcement of incalculable import for political and
linguistic history, Aristotle announces that:
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why man is a political animal in a greater measure than any
bee or any gregarious animal is clear. For nature, as we
declare, does nothing without purpose; and man alone of
the animals possesses speech. The mere voice, it is true, can
indicate pain and pleasure, and therefore is possessed by the
other animals as well (for their nature has been developed
so far as to have sensations of what is painful and pleasant
and to indicate those sensations to one another), but speech
is designed to indicate the advantageous and the harmful,
and therefore also the right and the wrong; for it is the
special property of man in distinction from the other
animals that he alone has perception of good and bad and
right and wrong and the other moral qualities, and it is
partnership in these things that makes a household and a
city-state. (Politics 1.1253a, Aristotle 1994)

There you have it: language/voice, reason/sub-reason or non-reason;
human/beast; politics/gregariousness; good and bad/pleasure and pain; and
so on. So Davidson’s book is also a poetic assault upon such philosophical
pieties, resituating humanity within a vaster and stranger nature from
which it has somehow deleteriously separated itself. To cite Lacan again,
Davidson is engaging in a kind of mystical alphabeastisation. Hence such
lyrics as:

In a dream of Melbourne
whales hung by their tails,

cried out, mouths awry
like distraught pale pelicans ... (24)

We, the beast we have ourselves forgotten, only now find that that
forgetting returns without restitution as lethal, syntactically deranged
horror. It turns out that the alphabeasty can be a very nasty creature
indeed, spurting out high-falutin’ words — even Gnostic songs of praise to
its creator — as it feasts on and on. As the ‘Metropolitan Cannibal Hymn’
has it:

Master of Stomachs, our powers have
greyed

absorbed for congruent, apparent
eternity...

...Lord of Starlessness, lumbering
slob!

Skyscraper, babel of crockery, serves
you. (37)

Yet, for all this corrosive inhumanity bleaching the body from within and
without, above and below, there’s perhaps also something rather polite and
well-heeled about this collection. Given the recent and ongoing
international furore in poetry circles over the evils of plagiarism, I suppose
it’s just prudence and commonsense to provide a helpful list of ‘Notes’ at
the end, as Davidson does here. This, at the very least, ensures that
allusion remain allusion and not be mistaken as theft, or that lay readers
who might otherwise miss an important reference be apprised of its topical
significance. Yet, to get all anxiously metaphysical about it, there’s
something a little too Aristotelian about such taxonomic scholarly
politesse: ‘Plato’s Ideas, or Forms, are eternal truths of temporal
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phenomena ...’; ‘References are made to late Neilson poems ...°;
‘Epigraph from St Augustine ....” And so on. It’s not only the Notes that
deliver this middling sensation, but some of the implicit in-line poetic
editorialising ‘spewing forth with no programming but to feed, to devour
Joe Public’ (69) — ‘Joe Public’?! Really? This doesn’t quite strike me as
the right ironic note.

But Davidson’s notes can certainly be very beautiful. As Ali Alizadeh put
it in his Overland review of the book, Davidson is one of the new blokes of
the lyric in OzPo: strong-yet-supple; masculine-without-misogyny;
scholarly-yet-sensitive, etc. Take the neo-Romantic-Western-Buddhist
flavour of ‘The News’, stunning in parts—

Four ibises launch in fright

before an actual sunshower’s quarter-
rainbow

and its coruscating cloud,

avoid the verdigris goalposts,
synchronise their necks, neck, none
into the sun. (63)

— but lamer in others: the endings, in particular, occasionally read as quite
weak conclusions to otherwise striking lines. ‘Enclosure’, which begins
with the assertion ‘They have made me section manager of the
intergalactic zoo’, ends with ‘We run with colours’ (70). Likewise, in
‘From Mount Zero’, the plateauing pun ‘The view is plain unsurveyable’
(74), falls somewhat flat. In such cases, the self-absenting beast manifests
as a vanishing object of verse, rather than in and as the verse itself. The
object thereby comes to be distanced by the lines that would convey it,
placing the object against and beneath the discerning, descriptive and
lyrical I of mnemonic reflection and reflectiveness. This is presumably
why ‘Dialogue strays, indisposed for a punchline’ (62) and even the
assumed personae sometimes tremble and subside into something that’s
just another person, ruminating away on yet another plane-flight: ‘I gaze
down the aisle at imperfect creations’ (44). Well, aye aye Cap’n! —
Davidson thus wavers against himself as to whether he would be pious or
piratical.

Other reviewers, such as Kim Cheng Boey in Cordite, have also
mentioned the book’s sometimes vague, sometimes awkward character.
For my part, the mild dissatisfaction I experienced with this volume was
that, despite the promises, promises — man, after all, as Friedrich
Nietzsche declared, being the promising animal par excellence — it was
not, finally, beastly enough. Yet it is already clear that, even if presently
mostly quite beautiful and often quite polite, Davidson’s poetry might be
on the way to somewhere else, bearing or baring ‘the genius of an
ear/splitting hairs with either mind’ (11). Under any description, then, the
very opposite of stupid, grunting, dumb.
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