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TEXT review

Practice, research and their phantom limb

review by Dominique Hecq and Robert Banagan

J 8§

Hazel Smith and Roger T Dean

Practice-led Research, Research-led Practice in the Creative Arts
Edinburgh University Press 2009

ISBN: 978-0-7486-3629-7

Pb, 288pp, AUD62

In the existing higher education environment, Practice-led Research,
Research-led Practice in the Creative Arts is a timely book. For creative
practitioners based in universities, the problem of defining knowledge and
knowledge production has taken on urgent import because of
governmental and institutional imperatives. Practice-led research and its
many avatars are reshaping practitioners' understandings of both their
fields of expertise and the significance of their practice. Further, the
current Excellence in Research for Australia trial program (ERA) puts
enormous pressure on arts practitioner-researchers to pinpoint what
exactly about their work constitutes research and is an original
contribution to knowledge. These timely questions are all addressed from
different perspectives and with differing magnitude in this complex and
erudite book.

Practice-led Research, Research-led Practice in the Creative Arts will be
of interest to arts practitioners working within the academy as well as
other researchers who work across disciplines in the humanities, for it
takes pains to elaborate methodologies, contexts and outcomes while
emphasising the process of enquiry and its relationship to research itself.
In addition, one would hope that Practice-led Research, Research-led
Practice in the Creative Arts also comes across the desk of policy makers
and administrators. Whether this was the editors' hope is not stated, for the
book is clearly designed as a research initiating and training tool and is
structured on what may be called 'work in progress' model. A
comprehensive introduction lays out the book's framework and individual
chapters by practitioners from different disciplines to provide concrete
examples of practice-led research and research-led practice in creative
writing, music, film, dance, and the visual and media arts, each
contextualised by a theoretical essay. The 'Appendix' reproduces the
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'Questionnaire to Creative Arts Practitioners' devised by the editors for
their survey of practitioner-researchers in higher education whose
rationale, findings and significance are expounded in the introduction.

The aims of the book are, as stated in contributors' brief as well as in the
introduction, 'to examine "the relationship between research and creative
work not only in terms of practice-led research but also of research-led
practice" and "to explore the multidimensional, reciprocal and iterative
relationship between research and practice, including comparisons
between research and practice in the creative arts and sciences"' (10),
arguably a tall order given the breadth of the proposed interdisciplinary
field of enquiry.

Among other exciting areas that cut across interdisciplinary concerns, this
book probes into international scholarship regarding innovative
developments within higher education, including the consolidation of the
creative arts as acknowledged disciplines and the concomitant urge that
creative practice be recognised as a valid field of research. Creative arts
research indeed requires a certain degree of meta-discourse or explaining
just how practice operates with regard to the production of knowledge.
This demands showing how the dialogue between theory and practice
emerges in the research project. Conceptual and theoretical frameworks
provide a means through which to discuss practice as research and of
research as practice and to locate the enquiry within the context of
historical, social, political and cultural frameworks of the research.
Research here is treated "not monolithically, but as an activity which can
appear in a variety of guises across the spectrum of practice and research’
(3). However, in many ways the book draws on a scientific model whereby
research deals with a number of conventions that relate to materials and
methods: assumptions, apparatus, instrumentation, procedures and
processes, observations, methods of data collection and ethical
considerations. Some of these conventions are in fact adapted and
incorporated into more idiosyncratic methodologies as is the case, for
instance, for the 'iterative cyclic web of practice-led research and research-
led practice' (Fig 1.1: 20).

Upon closing Practice-Led Research, Research-Led Practice in the
Creative Arts we are left wondering if the book asks more questions than it
answers, and conclude that to generate debate may have been one of its
aims. But in order for a debate to take place, there needs to be a
conversation. And in order for there to be a conversation, one needs a
common language. Like the phantom limb, this common language,
although absent, is activated subliminally, but its action (or rather, by
analogy, its articulation) is blocked. So, while the interdisciplinary
approach of this collection may have been its strength, we feel that it is
also its weakness. We also feel that in a way the book keeps the binary
distinction between research and practice, or between theory (a word
rarely used) and practice - do the research / read the theory, then produce
the work; or produce the work, then explain it in theoretical terms. What is
indeed the new knowledge produced in this way? How might it be
different from knowledge produced in artworks outside the university
context?

In the utilisation of either practice-led research or research-led practice,
the emphasis is on data creation rather than data collection, where research
and practice are reciprocal. For Brad Haseman, for example, 'both the
artwork itself and the surrounding practices are research' (6), which ties in
with Chapter One, where the concept of 'emergence’ is first introduced
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(28), only to recur throughout the book, but never to address the question
of where exactly the research element lies. Nor is the question actually
addressed of what is the original contribution to knowledge that an
artwork makes. Simply because an artwork is new doesn't make it original
or ground-breaking in terms of knowledge production.

There is little doubt that these elusive qualities are what make practice-led
research and research-led practice so appealing as a field, due to their
limitless possibilities. At their core, the common goal of both areas is to
move knowledge 'from the unknown to the known' (6). Finding methods
for artists to examine their own practice has the potential to open vast new
avenues of knowledge and may, in fact, assist in redefining exactly what
knowledge is. The description of practitioners' methods, engaging
consistent methodologies in some form, and developing a common
vocabulary appear to be and remain the sticking points though.

Throughout the book, the reader is introduced to a number of different
artist-practitioners from fields such as creative writing, dance, new media
and performing arts, to name but a few. These individuals then explain
their methods and findings. This is a critical point. What seems to be
lacking in this realm is a common language whereby cross-discipline
practitioners can be read and interpreted in a linear or dialogical fashion.
What is one writer's 'Practice-Led Research' (7) may be another's
'fossicking' (8), while another's 'ecosophical praxis' (187) is allegedly in
line with someone else's 'creation of new knowledge' (260). It takes more
than a bit of interpretation on the part of the reader to connect the dots and,
troublingly, there is no clear way to clarify whether or not those dots are
meant to be connected or if they are supposed to be connectable. Are the
various authors in fact saying the same thing and simply using different
definitions or descriptions?

Part of the origin of this confusion might lie with the editors' original
project. Their data was gathered through the distribution of a questionnaire
to a 'wide range' of 'artist/practitioners' in Australia, the United Kingdom
and the United States of America. The editors state that the questionnaire
'was intended to allow the respondents to approach the topic relatively
freely' (15). The respondents did just that, as have the fourteen authors of
the twelve chapters. This is part of an ongoing, larger, divergent problem
between practitioners and the institution.

Between the covers of this book of course lies a wealth of knowledge put
forth by some of the most notable names in the field. However, wading
through and deciphering the domain-specific jargon and trying to piece the
chapters together with cohesion is an undertaking requiring diligence.

Nonetheless, as a collection of individual practitioners stating their
individual cases and introducing some thought-provoking propositions as
well as hard facts, the book is a resounding success. In Chapter Nine, for
instance, Jane Goodall eloquently recounts how her career in the academy
and, in particular, the humanities instilled in her certain quite fixed and
rigid disciplines and perspectives regarding what research is and how it
'should' be conducted. She then goes on to describe how difficult it was to
free herself of that yoke in order to write fiction successfully. As an
academic, her research cast her in the role of investigator. But, she says:

the spooky art of fiction writing involves a commitment to
improvisation and randomness, a submission to the erasure
of authorial design, a readiness to be mesmerised by place
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and possessed by psychological energies from competing
directions. (207)

There is no analysis of 'the muse' or any attempt to claim that she has
figured out the answer to the seemingly unsolvable riddle of creativity.
That is what makes her accounts of her personal journey so interesting.
She has immense respect for the processes of creating, and at the same
time gives permission for the work to become real, with a life of its own.
And to backtrack only to show how this book can be read, in Chapter Four
Shirley McKechnie and Catherine Stevens, writing about contemporary
dance, offer hope and optimism in the form of pointing out technological
advances that are changing the way abstract data can be accumulated and
analysed.

But to focus on the findings of the individual offerings would be to miss
the larger point of the collection. Looking at the book as a whole, one
comes to understand the immensity of the issues regarding the longterm
prospects of this form. Academia, in its convergent approach to problems
grounded in the fields of 'hard' science, will inevitably insist on a unifying
cross-discipline language to be established and agreed upon, so that cross-
discipline collaboration can be undertaken. Such a starting point would no
doubt facilitate the sharing of knowledge and practice, which would
accelerate the growth of this seemingly bottomless well of knowledge. The
question for the leaders in the field appears to be whether or not they are
willing to relinquish their divergent approaches and reach a consensus, or
at least a common language. The consequences are severe, no matter what
the decision.

Thus we find ourselves in a conundrum. It would appear that in order for
the institution to partake in and communicate about practice-led research
and research-led practice in a way that is both comfortable and familiar,
creative artists may find themselves needing to 'narrow down' their
perspective, acting more like scientists than artists. A convergent solution
would no doubt affect the way artists conduct their research and, in doing
so, could limit the accumulation of this new knowledge. On the one hand,
Graeme Sullivan and then Simon Biggs ask in Chapter Two and Three if it
is 'contradictory to employ artists within an institution that then requires
them to submit their creative practice for assessment as research' (28). On
the other hand, the editors argue that 'the consensual assessment technique,
developed and applied by Amabile and colleagues ... is essential' but with
the caveat that:

peer assessment in the arts is something of a minefield
because of the highly subjective element in judging artistic
work and the tendency for ground-breaking work to be
greeted with opprobrium rather than praise. (26)

So what are we to do?

Many of the contributors appear to be already engaged in a scuffle with the
pedagogical institution of academia itself. As Baz Kershaw poignantly
states in Chapter Five:

When the challenge of 'artistic research' meets established
hierarchies of knowledge, the result might match that
mythical moment in physics when an irresistible force
meets an immovable object; an inconceivable disturbance.
(106)
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Clearly, there is a chasm that regrettably remains between the artist as
practitioner and the institution. For practitioner-researchers, we would
argue that until there is discussion and negotiation which results in the
discovery of some form of common ground, that gap will remain - and
could conceivably grow. The paradoxes (and no doubt, arguments) that
result from any inquiry as to how this cross-disciplinary, multidisciplinary
or interdisciplinary field of practice is integrated in an accessible and
meaningful way into the academy are significant hurdles which must be
overcome, and will remain large concerns for would-be practitioners until
some form of agreement is reached.

Patience on the part of academia may be the best solution, as the editors
themselves make an astute observation when they point out that time may
be the most important factor in the growth of this field for:

On a pragmatic level, once attainment of a doctorate
becomes a more common feature of the career of creative
practitioners, it will also be one that they anticipate at the
outset of their careers. (33)

What we might be able to look forward to is a large group of academics
who will use methods which fall into "practice-led research' and 'research-
led practice' as a solitary methodology throughout their study, so that upon
completion of a doctorate, there will be experts in the field who can
provide an easily integrated approach, due to their own experience. If that
becomes reality, then the future of the field is bright indeed. However, one
has to wonder how long the guillotine of funding, resources and
integration into the institution will wait.

It is clear from our review that we value and even admire the editors'
work. We hope that we have succeeded both in conveying what they set
out to do in a very rich book and also in drawing attention to the need for
practitioner-researchers to find a common language that can only be
beneficial to the creative arts, for as this book certainly makes clear,
despite alternative modes of production, and concomitant potential for
methodological, procedural and even political change, the status of
knowledge and knowledge production in the creative arts remains a vexed
topic.

Dominique Hecq is Research Leader in Writing and Associate Dean of
Research at Swinburne University of Technology. Her latest book is Out of
Bounds, a poetic trilogy. She was highly commended in the 2009 National
Literary Awards for the John Shaw Neilson prize.

Robert Banagan is a doctoral candidate who has enjoyed professional
success in the contrasting fields of journalism and psychology. He is
currently writing a novel about the complexities of being Irish while
grappling with the concepts of practice-led research / research-led
practice. His novel Mozart's Ghost was published in 2005 under a
pseudonym.
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The history and worth of the historical novel

review by Emily Sutherland

Jerome de Groot

The Historical Novel

The New Critical Idiom Series

Routledge Taylor& Francis Group, London and New York, 2010
ISBN10: 0-415-42661-8 (hbk)

ISBN10: 0-415-42662-6 (pbk)

ISBN10: 0-203-86896-x (ebk)

ISBN 9780415426626 (Australian pbk)

208 + viii pp. AUD42, USD95 and USD22.95

In 2009 Hilary Mantel's novel Wolf Hall, an historical novel, won the Man
Booker prize. Winning this prestigious prize confirms what writers and
lovers of historical fiction felt to be true, that historical fiction has
regained its place in the main stream of literature. The idea that the
historical novel, in all its manifestations, be considered alongside other
fiction, rather than as a category set slightly apart, is endorsed by the
historian and academic, Jerome de Groot, in his most recent book, The
Historical Novel.

Novels set in earlier periods were popular even before the time of Sir
Walter Scott. Literary theorists, for example Georg Lukacs, however,
deemed that Scott instigated a new approach because the historical setting
and people were intrinsic to the themes of his novels, rather than just an
exotic background. The historical novel was thus developed and
established. In Victorian times readers justified their reading of historical
novels because they were educational. Historians pointed out that the
historical facts were often inaccurate and gave a distorted impression; this
debate continues to this day. We no longer need, however, to claim we
only read historical fiction to learn about history, and writers of fiction
may argue that while they respect the spirit of an historical period they are
permitted to rearrange events for dramatic effect. The genre encompasses a
wide range of sub-genres. There are medieval detective stories set in
monasteries and castles, feminist and lesbian literature, court stories, and
naval and military history. Nor should we ignore the outrageous and
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courageous exploits of George MacDonald Fraser's Flashman, each
volume set in a different era and arena of war.

In The Historical Novel Jerome de Groot provides an extensive overview
of the historical novel. He outlines the history of the genre; briefly
touching on the writers before Scott and then discusses the influence that
Scott had on writers such Manzoni, Dickens, Balzac, Pushkin and Tolstoy.
There were changes in the relationship between history and literature after
the 1820s when, under the influence of the historian Leopold von Ranke
(The Secret World of World History: Selected Writings on the Art and
Science of History 1981), historians cultivated an emphasis on a scientific
approach to their discipline. The close narrative connection between
historical writing and literature was, if not severed, stretched so far that
they no longer appeared to be compatible. Historical fiction became more
difficult to define, not because 'it was too narrow to deserve its own
section in libraries and bookstores, but ... too broad, and that it
overlap[ed] with other genres' (50). History had become the exclusive
domain of the professional historian, and writers of historical novels were
relegated to amateur status. This in turn gave writers freedom to explore
new approaches and to look at the margins of societies rather than the
main events.

The Historical Novel takes a systematic approach to the changes in
historical fiction from the beginning up to the present. In each chapter de
Groot delineates the areas he is going to cover, and the heuristic questions
he intends to explore. This approach is helpful to those who wish to make
a study of the historical novel in its numerous ramifications and historical
development. The contents are clearly set out in six main chapters, with a
bibliography, glossary and index. This ensures that the book is a valuable
resource for those who are either embarking on the writing of an historical
novel, those who wish to study it as a genre, or those who wish to include
historical fiction in a study of literary theory.

De Groot's historical fiction is a broad church. As Diane Wallace had
already pointed out in The Women's Historical Novel (2005) there is an
abundance of historical novels by women writers, such Georgette Heyer,
enjoyed by millions of readers, but which are not taken seriously, either as
literature or as history. Perhaps to include Barbara Cartland and Mills and
Boon in an academic treatment of the historical novel, as de Groot does, is
to create too broad a church, but should we exclude them from such a
study, given their popular appeal and impressive sales figures? De Groot
makes the point that historical romances, while written to a formula,
present a strong female protagonist, and he quotes Wallace as stating that
such novels have shifted the focus of society from masculine to feminine
(55). Mainstream historical romances, such as those by Catherine
Cookson, indeed highlight the privations and restrictions suffered by
women in the past and therefore de Groot argues they warrant careful
reading and study. There is a revealing examination of a number of
interpretations of the life of Anne Boleyn by various writers. 'For every
work in which she [Anne Boleyn] is independent and articulate there is a
book such as Gregory's The Other Boleyn Girl which suggests that she
was in fact guilty of incest and attempting witchcraft' (75). Given that Wolf
Hall covers the same events, it seems that the fascination with this period
never palls.

In a similar way the key genres of which male historical fiction is hybrid
have their grounding in adventure narratives, military and naval history,
and epics. De Groot contrasts the popular Hornblower series, where the
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focus is on the character of Hornblower, to the work of Bernard Cornwall
who wrote a number of series based on wars and military events, ranging
from Roman Britain to the Napoleonic wars.

For all those concerned with creative writing, either as teachers or
students, the chapter on literary fiction and history may be the most
relevant. This chapter 'considers the ways in which the contemporary
literary historical novel has folded various tropes of formal,
historiographical and theoretical radicalism into a newly popular,
relatively sanitised blend' (94). De Groot reassures us that 'writing
historical novels is no longer something to be considered vulgar, the
preserve of the romance writers, or guaranteed to tie one to a particular
type of genre' (98). The writers discussed in this chapter include Rose
Tremain, Sebastian Faulks, and Ian McEwan, whose novel Afonement
"fractures the fragility of the historical novel by demonstrating its authentic
fallacy' (106).

Later chapters look at postmodernism, metanarrative and pastiche, and the
works of John Fowles, Umberto Eco, Gabriel Garcia Marquez and Salmon
Rushdie. The concluding chapter describes ways in which historical novels
may challenge mainstream history. This includes colonial history, gay and
lesbian historical fiction including Sarah Waters' trilogy of Victorian
novels, docuhistory (Truman Capote) and historical conspiracy novels.

I would have liked a concluding section to suggest the defining criteria of
the historical novel today. This would have balanced the excellent
introduction but, given the vast scope of the book, a concluding chapter
may have proved to be either superficial or unwieldy. The strength of this
book is its combination of a survey of a wide range of texts with insightful
and detailed examination of a selection of key texts. It is part of a series,
The New Critical Idiom, which aims 'to provide clear, well-illustrated
accounts of the full range of terminology currently in use and evolve
histories of its changing usage'. There is a strong emphasis on clarity,
lively debate and the widest breadth of examples. Judged by these criteria
The Historical Novel is a worthy member of this series. It should be in the
library of every institution where creative writing is studied and practised.
Those who are researching historical fiction should find much that is
helpful and enlightening in its pages.

Emily Sutherland is a Visiting Scholar at Flinders University. Her doctoral
thesis was concerned with historical fiction. At present she is co-editing a
book, which looks at the concept of using historical research with integrity
in fiction and film.
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Of letting go and yet continuing on

review by Tessa Chudy

Linda Neil

Learning How to Breathe
University of Qld Press: St Lucia.
ISBN: 9780702237348

Pb, 360 pp, AUD26.95

I have always had a morbid dread of true stories. The crystalline quality of
reality, and the knowledge that nothing can change what has already
happened; that aching pain of certainty, and that sense of events being set
in stone. So I must confess that I approached Learning How to Breathe
with a certain apprehension, a sense of dread and a reluctance to face the
tragedy that the story seemed to promise, but somehow I found myself
swept along on the tide of Neil's prose and the bittersweet quality of her
story where unexpected warmth is found in the face of pain and suffering.
This seems to be part of Neil's rationale, examining pain and grief, and the
process of dying, front on and, through that examination, coming to a
greater understanding and acceptance of life and living. She takes the
reader on a difficult and often confronting voyage of discovery that is
strangely life affirming.

Linda Neil, the black sheep of her large musically gifted family, returns
home to Brisbane to care for her mother Joan, a singing teacher who has
been stricken with a strange and seemingly inexplicable illness that sees
her losing her grasp on reality and the ability to do the things that had
defined her life. Eventually she is diagnosed with Parkinson's disease but
even the diagnosis emerges as small consolation, as medications with
psychotic side effects seem barely to slow Joan's painful decline. Neil
struggles to negotiate her mother's trials and the seeming indifference of
the medical establishment to Joan's genuine suffering.

This hauntingly tragic but strangely triumphant memoir chronicles the
final illness of a remarkable woman, the re-negotiation of familial
relations, and the process of coming to terms with both death and life. The
past and present intertwine with music, life, love, hope and the art of
breathing.
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Grief is a powerful underlying theme throughout, as are loss and the
prospect of loss. The title refers to the art of breathing as it relates to Joan's
vocation as a singing teacher who understands the role of the breath in
singing, but it also refers to the importance of knowing how to breathe in
coming to terms with life.

The story is composed of the threads of a family: the histories of
individuals, the shared family histories, the memories and the lived
realities. There is the lingering presence of Neil's late father, her
grandmother, and the tangential paths taken by Neil and her siblings. Then
there is the music, the way it permeates the history of the family and their
perceptions - Joan's anguish at losing her ability to sing, to play music, and
even to breathe. Neil and her mother learn to re-connect through music,
especially through Neil's songs and old remembered favourites.

The presentation of life as a fabric that is composed of so many elements
is part of what gives Learning How to Breathe its richness and its
readability. The narrative arc is achingly sad, but is shot through with
moments of unexpected beauty and warmth and hope, if not for Joan who
becomes increasingly lost as her illness develops, then for her children,
especially Neil who finds herself exploring the past to make sense of the
present. The narrative is divided into three sections, each one aptly and
resonantly titled - "The Politics of Sadness', 'Learning How to Breathe' and
"The House of Love'. The same strands flow through each section as they
each deal with a different stage in Joan's illness: the initial realisation that
something is wrong; coping; and the final decline.

There is so much going on, both in the past and the present; the dead are
rediscovered and re-voiced as are the still living, relationships shift and
reform in strange convolutions. But perhaps the most powerful thread in
Learning How to Breathe is the art of acceptance, of letting go and yet
continuing on, of breathing in and breathing out, of coming to terms with
life and death, and always remembering to breathe.

Tessa Chudy is currently undertaking a PhD in creative writing at
Southern Cross University. She is especially interested in the intersection
of gothic and noir and the role of the landscape in fiction. Tessa is also a
visual artist and lives on the mid north coast of NSW.
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Becoming Tom Cho

review by Alice Robinson

Tom Cho

Look Who's Morphing
Giramondo Publishing, Sydney 2009
ISBN 9781920882549
Pb, 181 pp, AUD24.95

Tom Cho's romp through identity - Look Who's Morphing - is a collection
of carefully constructed narratives, both outrageously funny, and full of
unsettling pathos. Cho manages both masterfully. 'I think it is hard for a
non-migrant to understand just how difficult it is to learn a new language
while adapting to life in a new country,' Cho writes. 'This was why I hired
actor Bruce Willis to talk for me' (53-54).

As protagonist of the book, Cho stars as himself and as a Bill Henson
Muppet. He is a guest on Dr Phil. He is The Bodyguard, Heather Locklear,
Maria von Trapp and also her husband the Captain. He is Godzilla, and he
is Tom; he is Tom and a God of Cock-Rock. He is homosexual; he sleeps
with women. He is a robot. And then: he is Australian and he is also
Chinese; he is both at once, and sometimes he is a car. He casts his family
as characters in the plot and American sitcom characters as family. "These
days,' Cho remarks, putting his finger squarely on the pulse of our culture,
and on a theme of the book, 'everyone wears suits; everyone is a celebrity.'

Cho's work reflects back the problematic nature of identity, particularly in
response to migration. But the book also speaks of other kinds of
transitions - adolescence, sexual awakening, shifting familial relationships,
employment - and the questions they raise about who we are. Cho
demonstrates that when uncertainty arises, sometimes meaning is made
and identity formed through nothing more substantial than story: 'l said
that, according to various myths and popular stories, morphing is
accomplished via touch ... that was no problem because myths and
popular stories were also on television' (138). This is social commentary,
cultural critique, and rollicking adventure through pop culture. "Whatever
you watch, you become,' Cho decides, flicking channels on TV. Like the
wellworn phrase 'you are what you eat', Cho's catchphrase - and his take
on the amorphous nature of self in our consumer-based, media-saturated
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culture - operates on plains both metaphoric and literal. Not only does Cho
internalise the narratives presented on screen, he becomes them; playing
out and discarding one character after another, transforming himself,
trying things on for size. What Cho demonstrates by inhabiting these well-
known narratives - familiar to us as our own lives - is that stories are
fundamental to creating identities: personal, national, cultural. 'T migrated
to Australia with my parents,' he writes, 'and I immediately began
morphing into various celebrities ... After a few weeks of this, I became
the most popular person in my class and even my parents were moderately
pleased with my success at the language school' (139-140). At times -
especially when thrust into an unfamiliar culture - Cho shows us that
stories can be the only common language that binds us to one another, to
place and to ourselves.

Pop culture is one of Cho's passports to self, just as writing and academia
are another. Each is a kind of language, and each offers Cho some way of
feeling out who he is in the world around him. Most often, both
writerly/academic Tom and pop culture character Tom are embodied in the
same bizarre circumstance. When Cho's Auntie Wei is demonically
possessed in the way of The Exorcist, she takes on the voice of Cho
himself, quoting a grant application: 'As indicated by the project timeline
... I would then be in a position to more significantly benefit from
Australia Council Funding,' she says as she masturbates with a crucifix
(20). When Cho appears on Dr Phil with his Auntie Lien, he takes the time
to 'intellectualise about Dollard et al's "Frustration-Aggression
Hypothesis" and its subsequent behaviourist/neo-associationist
reformulation by Berkowitz,' before joining his auntie in a typical trash
talk show style punch-up (64). The juxtaposition of Cho's fragmented
scholarly hypotheses - 'I had come to the conclusion that the greatest lies
ever told have the following two major characteristics' - when mixed in
with the various fictional characters and plots from film and TV makes for
hilarious reading. But even more importantly, Cho's use of both 'languages
at the same time renders the academic equally consumable as the popular,
just as it shows how the popular can be as significant as the academic in
making sense of the world.

1

Each disposable cultural reference appropriated by Cho speaks to real life,
just as each is absurd. Cho's writing is pervasive in its ability to entertain;
it seems effortless. And yet the book's themes linger after the last
outrageous transformation is complete. In the end, there is nothing funny
about questioning who we are, where we come from and where we belong.
On morphing, Cho tells his father that 'the majority of these myths and
stories ultimately suggested that morphing was difficult and complex'
(142). Just how complex, Cho demonstrates beautifully across each story,
with the right amount of humour, and the right amount of pain. And
mostly with a little bit of each.

Alice Robinson is currently completing a PhD in creative writing at
Victoria University, focusing on climate change and Australian literature.
She lives in - and is passionate about - the city of Melbourne.
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Blast No.10 is a fine collection that brings together works by wellknown
and acclaimed Australian poets. It also includes a critical review by Simon
West, 'Kinsella's Magic Pudding', of John Kinsella's Divine Comedy:
Journeys Through a Regional Geography, and an essay, Among the
Images: Eye & Mouth, by Peter Steele.

Despite the magazine's claim that it does not set themes, there are some
very strong threads running through the collection. Dianne Fahey's
'Autumn Wind' is a pleasant introduction to a seemingly mild-mannered
selection of works that address the usual topics that absorb many poets:
death, loss, the natural world, aspects of the human condition, self-
discovery and ruminations on small moments in a larger universe. But
there are other links; both Elizabeth Campbell's poem 'Inferno' and John
Kinsella in his Divine Comedy: Journeys through a Regional Geography
grapple with Dante's visions of purgatory.

West finds Kinsella limited in the way he engages with Dante. He writes:

Unlike Dante, Kinsella marches straight up his mountain of
Purgatory to Paradise, leaving Hell to last.

West suggests that while Kinsella addresses issues of the environment (a
theme tackled by at least two other poets in this collection) and indigenous
injustice, unlike Dante his protagonist never comes to life: 'But who is the
speaker at the centre of these poems,' he asks, and 'Where is he going on
his journey?' The same cannot be said of Elizabeth Campbell. She places
Dante firmly at the centre of her poem as a foil, an explanation, a way to
measure and understand her own place in the world of poetry.

Continuing, however, with the notion that there are certain recognizable
themes in this collection, both Campbell and Rebecca Edwards
(‘Manifesto') seem to allude to the tortured relationship that some poets
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have with poetry. Two more poets, Dan Disney in 'After Herman Hesse's
Wandering' and Mal McKimmie in 'Hospital Homunculi' both use the
same phrase: 'Are we there yet?' in their poems for similar effect. That
said, however, this is a finely crafted, absorbing and intriguing collection
of poems that, in the main, invites closer inspection.

Campbell's delicate, intense questioning has her poem circling around the
question: 'What is a soul made of/when it is made?' She answers: 'A
thought is a soul.' Her tenderly rendered final stanza reads in part:

... the beautiful
bright quilt made by my mother,
I sleep/happily and unhappily under ...

It appears to embrace life in spite of all its modern whizz-bangery and it
stands as a fine counterpoint to the dark chaos of Dante's vision 'for that is
art, and that is hell'.

Brook Emery's 'Is this now the Holocene' is an unsettlingly bleak poem
about climate change and futility ('we just look and wonder/if we could
survive'). He comments on the folly of humankind demanding:

... Is rapture
with its aftershadow the just word for a carnal end
to the carnal life we know?

There are similar overtones in Rebecca Edwards' two sad/angry poems.
"The Young Milton Moon Throws his Pots into the Brisbane River' bristles
with indignation: 'No mongrel wanted to buy even one' and:

so you smash one on the footpath and chuck in the shards.
No one's getting any more for free.

'Manifesto' is more lyrical but with a strong undercurrent of bittersweet
self revelation - fine and satisfying work indeed.

Sarah Holland-Batt is an observer; a poet who finds big things in small
details. While I find her use of the ampersand jarring, her poem 'Against
Ingres' is a masterpiece of description and imagining that ends neatly with
a waspish feminist warning to the artist declaring:

& by now even you must know
what it means when a woman turns
her back on you

Holland-Batt's vision and imagery is fresh and appealing - the sprained
ankle that is a 'Little white bride' ("The Sprain') and the sleeping partner
with 'your breath dragging/like a styrofoam cup in the street' ('Night
Sonnet'). The final phrases in each poem are wry and gratifying; she's a
poet who really knows how to finish a poem.

Paul Magee also uses captivating imagery in his description of an
incongruous religion-inspired fruit display: 'a crucifix/in passionfruit, /
upon a navel-orange navel-studded background', but he rather rudely jerks
us out of this bucolic reverie by describing something as '... somehow
gayer than Satan's butt'. It seems just a trifle overdone.

Two poets advance this shaking up of the reader's sensibilities. Mal
McKimmie's 'Hospital Homunculi' is a searing account of mental illness.

www.textjournal.com.au/april10/burr_rev.htm 2/4



Review of Blast No.10 TEXT Vol 14 No 1

The lines jump about, mirroring the random, illogical thoughts of a mind
in crisis: "The fish is a subatomic physicist, separating O from H20. / (I
saw him doing it)'. With deft skill McKimmie weaves the seemingly
haphazard lines into a coherent narrative that pummels the reader's senses
and rams home his message. McKimmie is an accomplished poet who
always delivers.

Dan Disney's poems also bite and bluster. They are querulous, imperious,
brusque, demanding. Unlike Campbell's poem, both 'On Locating the
essence of the dinner party' and 'After Herman Hesse's Wandering', ask
questions that are never ending and never answered.

"The Sight of Blood each Day' by Michael Sharkey is another questioning
poem that asks how doctors cope but unlike Disney, Sharkey happily
provides the answer. They:

try to put things out of mind, swim laps at home,
observe their children riding horses, plan
their skiing trips abroad, and drink good Scotch;

Sharkey continues this wonderfully ironic tone in "The Thought that
Counts', an acerbic relentless commentary on consumerism expressed in
the sort of compulsive, culturally insensitive, inappropriate souvenir
hunting familiar to us all:

We didn't have an earthly what it stands for, but the vendor
said

it represents a guy they call Bhairava, who is posed above
two

children,

so we guess it must be some old god who keeps an eye on
kids.

It could look cute above their cots. We bought a few.

Bhairava is a fearful and violent manifestation of the Hindu God Shiva,
hardly fodder for innocent infants.

Far gentler, but similarly wry and ironic, is Geoff Page's measured tale
about the death of the last cedar gatherer, 79-year-old William Haydon
who, Page speculates, wandered off in search of '... good ones overlooked',
and who disappeared '... feet-first down a hole':

There would have been a downward cry,

a sudden prayer or short expletive,
before the silence rose to reach
away up on a misty ridge

one final stand of cedars.

Like Emery, Page is commenting on humankind's destruction of nature,
but his is a more hopeful poem. It suggests that nature can and will fight
back.

And finally, another thematic connection between Sarah Holland-Batt's
'Against Ingres' and Peter Steele's reflective critique of his own poetry in
'Among the Images: Eye and Mouth'. Steele begins with his poem 'Barber’
about John Brack's painting '"The Barber Shop' and goes on to interrogate
and shed light on several other poems he has written about paintings held
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in the National Gallery of Victoria. It's quite a treat to be given this insight
into the poet's mind - observations about the art that inspired him, his
choice of rhyme and meter, and the things that caused him to stop, and
wonder, and then to respond with carefully selected words. At one point
Steele says: 'Poems try to have something special on their minds - and
ideally in their hearts as well..." - and this in effect sums up the work of
the poets in Blast No.10. While I have a small quibble about the placement
of the author's names at the end of their poem(s) causing much scrabbling
back to the contents page, this is nothing in light of the rich intellects and
generous hearts revealed by the poets in this lovely collection.

Sandra Burr, PhD, is an Adjunct Associate Professional at the University
of Canberra where she teaches creative writing and creative research.
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