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TEXT Review

Against the domestication of the mind

review by Jennifer Webb

Explorations in Creative Writing
Kevin Brophy
Melbourne University Press, Carlton, 2003 
ISBN 0-522-85056-1
Pb 256pp, AU$34.95

Section 1: Looking at Kevin

Kevin Brophy writes on page 1 that this is a book that is about 'how writing gets 
done'. Here are some rules of writing that can be extracted from its pages:

a. remember that anything can be said (a la Derrida) -struggle against the
domestication of the mind (p98)
b. jot down your thoughts before they escape too far into the past (p27)
c. find satisfactory beginnings and endings (p10)
d. if you want to learn how to use standard punctuation, read lots of fiction (p33)
e. remember that characters will get out of control (p22)
f. you too should be only barely in control; let the story explode (p73)
g. be prepared to be bored, and to neglect yourself and others, as you lay down
word after word, sentence after sentence, like a bricklayer (p77)
h. read and write with the ear (you know what I mean)
(p28)
i. begin with the personal, with the emotional: that is, with the specific (p190)
j. think like a medieval person - in metaphor; believe in the actuality of
connection and reflection (p45)
k. think like a savage - like a bricoleur, not an engineer; make your work out of
fragments, out of what comes to hand, out of the second-hand (p91)
l. find yourself a good couch; keep it; sleep on it often (p60)
m. when you're writing a story always ask yourself: 'what if it really did
happen?' (p71)
n. Dostoevsky's The Idiot is manual enough for any writer (p207)

Pretty good advice. But this isn't a book about rules; it's a book that seeks 'the 
intensification of the world', a 'tentative and uncertain thing' that suggests ways of 
doing without attempting to convince, or prove. Which means it's a bit 
circumlocutory, it's a book you can pick up and
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put down, one you can read from beginning to end like a novel, or dip into like a 
collection of poems.

It is also often deeply personal. 'I am still not sure if I have said too much or too 
little in what follows', he says on page 8. Too much, I'd say, when it comes to the 
narratives that circulate around his children. If he were my dad, I'd be seriously 
peeved. The stories are touching, and instructive; but because they're about real-
life young people, people I've met, there's just too much information.

He says perhaps too little when it comes to writing other than the narrative, the 
free verse poem, the metaphorically grounded; when it comes to approaches that 
are not built upon the twinning we find in medieval thinking. Language poetry, 
cyberwriting, graphic novels: do the issues he discusses so lyrically resonate in 
these forms?

He says perhaps too little about Bakhtin's notion of the novelisation of poems: 
that 'tendency to drag all other genres into a zone of contact with contemporary 
reality' (42). I wonder about how valid Bakhtin's ideas may be now, half a century 
later. I wonder whether it couldn't be argued that epics had begun to disappear 
before the novel took the throne of writing. I wish that, having raised it, he'd got 
into it a bit more vigorously.

And I wish he'd given sources for his quotes. Harvard style:
author/year/page.

Other than those quibbles, this book is like Baby Bear: neither too much nor too 
little, but just right. He is a sentence-thinker, Kevin, one who knows the 
morphology of a sentence, can identify its spine, its breath, the way ripples move 
through it, how 'it wriggles out into its life' (30). He knows the relation between 
word and thing, word and meaning, word and sentence. Knows that a writer is a 
word-chooser (65), picking through the selection on offer in the dictionary, 
dropping one word after another into the sentence, and listening like a piano-tuner 
for the resulting tone.

He's generous: he lays down anecdotes like gifts. Think of these: people purring; 
the meekness of elephants; chimpanzees climbing a hill to watch the sunset; 
couches that stay with you all your life. These are things to write about.

It may indeed be a book that is 'suspended upon ambiguities' (86) and often 
contradictory, but is good to think with, is sensually crafted, is prepared to go 
with the realm of affect, not simply logic. It is written in the voice of a poet who 
lingers over the texture of each word and phrase, the shape of each sentence. It is 
pleasurable to read.

Read it.

And having read it, go back to your writing.

Section 2: According to Kevin, writing is:

An architectural act (Hart Crane) performed by a 
Bricoleur. Letters black as priests move across the page. It's 
Craft as much as art; it's science too: poetry as
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Deliberate researches in the dark. 
Experiences in time and timing; escape hatches, 
Fragments reorganized in space: this is writing.
Games with serious import, invitations to a dance, 
History's crises fragmented - then reframed;
Imaginary gardens, with real toads in them (Marianne Moore).
Juxtaposing the surface and the depths, writers juggle thought in this
Kinetic art - or do I mean kenotic? Both. Writers build 
Lab reports, experiment with language; their poems are 
Machines made with words (William Carlos Williams), minor constellations 
Not about illustration, but about illumination. 
Oblique at best, gestures more than statements, writing is the 
Point at which meaning collapses. What 
Quandaries, what uncanny aspects must writers invoke to make their
Raids on the inarticulate (TS Eliot).
Strange creatures of the imagination, uncertainly surreal, 
Terdiman's 'inescapably anticanonical' cohabit with tradition in a
Universe called Bookish, the paradoxical place where 
Voice and breath, vision and viscera, meet. Sometimes 
Whining with exaggerated feeling (Peacock), sometimes intoxicating, 
eXploration of the unspeakable, experiments with ecstasy, Whitman's 
YAWP; it's always on the edge of control, it's driven, a 
Zygote striving to become a child. It's all the evidence we need.

Jen Webb
University of Canberra 
September 2004
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TEXT Review

Commercial realities

review by Donna Lee Brien

A Decent Proposal: How to Sell your Book to an Australian Publisher
Rhonda Whitton and Sheila Hollingworth
Common Ground Publishing, 2001, reprinted in 2003 
ISBN 1 86335 045 4 
140 pp, Pb AU$20.00

Mission Possible: How to Make Money from your Writing 
Rhonda Whitton and Sheila Hollingworth 
Common Ground Publishing, 2002 
ISBN 1 86335 101 9 
173 pp, Pb AU$25.00

Taking on board Samuel Johnson’s recommendation that “What is
written without effort is in general read without pleasure”, these two
concise books urge writers to deal seriously with the business end of
writing – addressing in particular the task of writing a winning book
proposal and other ways of making writing pay its way. Authors Rhonda
Whitton and Sheila Hollingworth offer a mass of basic information in
the now-classic self-help format, presenting foundational information in
bite-size chunks, this fare seasoned with humour and a series of cartoon
illustrations.

A Decent Proposal: How to Sell your Book to an Australian Publisher
deals with the elements of writing and formatting a book proposal –
from the tone and contents of the covering letter to advice on how many
sample chapters to include. It also incorporates information on the
various publishing options open to writers (commercial, on-line and self-
and vanity-publishing) as well as on book contracts, advances, royalties,
copyright, agents, manuscript appraisal services and writing centres.
Mission Possible: How to Make Money from your Writing surveys the
traditional areas of the pen-for-hire marketplace such as freelance
journalism, corporate writing, and book publishing and reviewing,
together with less immediately obvious opportunities. These include
ghostwriting and speechwriting alongside the specialist niche markets of
greeting card captioning, menu writing and teaching into the corporate
marketplace. There are also brief sections on grants and writing
competitions.

Much of this will be grist to the mill for novice and student writers
uneasy about the commercial realities of publishing. For those of us who
are already on the publishing and/or freelancing merry-go-round, both
these books offer a fresh take on familiar territory. I found myself
thinking, I could do that, and I could do that, as well. The problem being,
of course, that there is nothing in the book that tells me how to find those
extra hours to give my latest proposal the spin and polish it needs, let
alone the time to even think about how lucrative writing obituaries,
eulogies, real estate ads or corporate reports could be.
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When considering possible audiences for these books, I began to
envisage a type of writer apart from those who fit into the categories of
‘beginning’, ‘emerging’ or ‘established’. In my mind, these writers are
akin to the ‘armchair traveller’ – would-be authors who love reading
about writing, who take writing courses and join writers’ centres, who
enjoy going to writers’ festivals and other events to listen to writers talk
about writing, but who have little time, or inclination, to actually write
themselves. Perhaps this ‘armchair writer’ is a market others are already
aware of, but I think they would find a vicarious pleasure in reading
these books, and imagining the various writers therein described at work.

My quibbles are few. The multiple topics dealt with (and handy size and,
therefore, modest price of the books) means that the authors lack the
space to tease out many of their best suggestions. Much of their advice is
good, as in: “learn arts-speak” (for grant applications) and “think
creatively about topics and not be limited by the obvious” (when
sourcing ideas for freelance articles). This counsel is, of course, totally
correct, but knowing what to do is a very different matter than knowing
how to do it. This is a common problem of self-help texts – authors want
to include information for as wide an audience as possible but, at the
same time, they also need to give each reader enough specific
information to urge them to read or buy this book in particular and not
one especially devoted to the particular topic of their special interest.

I also fully understand why the authors kept the amount of statistical
evidence to a minimum (as this quickly dates the volume), but I longed
for a few more facts and figures about the publishing industry in A
Decent Proposal – this factual element being more fully (and
satisfyingly) elaborated in Mission Possible. What I found less
acceptable was the weakness of the sections dealing with fiction
proposals in A Decent Proposal. It is perhaps understandable, as the
authors themselves are principally non-fiction, professional and
corporate writers – but a much stronger section on writing fiction
proposals would substantially enhance the book’s content and value.
Neither book has an index and there are quite a few typos, especially in
the bibliographies – a poor example if these books were used with
students.

Both these texts are published under the BooksOnWriting.com
<http://www.booksonwriting.com> imprint of Common Ground
Publishing based in Altona in Victoria. Their site
<http://commongroundgroup.com> lists some 17 works in the broad area
of writing, including the two books here reviewed. Common Ground
Publishing describes itself as a “Publishing Service Provider…
simultaneously producing each title as a printed and an electronic book”,
their stated aim to make the widest variety of books available to readers.
The processes they list as foundational – these (and others) are listed on
their website – print on demand, rapid manuscript turnaround, minimal
editing services and increased percentage payment to authors on sales,
may be attractive to writers for various reasons, although the other side
of this equation is that authors take on an increased editorial and
marketing responsibility and, as the publisher has confirmed to me,
authors do “contribute to the production cost of their titles”. A list of
their Standard Service Rates is available on application by email
<info@commonground.com.au>.

Donna Lee Brien is a Senior Lecturer (Writing, Editing and Publishing)

http://www.booksonwriting.com/
http://commongroundgroup.com/
mailto:info@commonground.com.au
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in the School of English, Communication and Theatre at the University 
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TEXT Review

Performance and Community: Four Young
Melbourne Poets

review by Ali Alizadeh

Hit & Miss Emerging Poets Series
Note: The Hit & Miss Poets Series does not use ISBN or ISSN

She Wore the Sky on Her Shoulders 
Emilie Zoey Baker 
Hit & Miss Publications, 2003 
29 pp. $10

Dinted Halos 
Angela Costi 
Hit & Miss Publications, 2003 
29 pp. $10

The Velocity of Night Falling 
Dan Disney 
Hit & Miss Publications, 2003 
28 pp. $10

Love is the New Hate 
Sean M. Whelan 
Hit & Miss Publications, 2003 
22 pp. $10

No matter how many publishers dissolve their poetry departments; no
matter how many university departments suspend their poetry programs;
and no matter how many arts funding programs refuse to sponsor poetry
publications, there seems to be no shortage of books, chapbooks,
anthologies, journals and fanzines of new poetry getting unleashed upon
a less-than-enthusiastic reading public.

One explanation could be that our stubborn poets are simply refusing to
get with the program; most older and established poets continue to
publish books, even though general readers continually refuse to read
them. These poets seem to be out of touch with the realities of today’s
cut-throat winner-gets-all quick-profit guidelines. Perhaps they are too
old and obstinate to grasp the realities of the post-Harry Potter literary
universe.

But why on earth are younger writers of the so-called Generation X
attempting to, as Pound would have it, resuscitate the dead art of poetry?
Why do so many of Australia’s talented young men and women spend
some of the best years of their lives writing poems when they could
instead churn out best-selling children’s books or cookbooks? After all,
aren’t these young hopefuls supposed to have been comprehensively
brainwashed by neo-conservative myths of wealth, greed and success?
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A new series of chapbooks by four young Melbourne poets, published
by Kevin Brophy and Myron Lysenko’s Hit & Miss Publications, hints at
the reasons as to why, against all the cultural, artistic and financial odds,
promising young Australians are investing their energies into flogging
what may seem like a very dead donkey. As individual writers, they each
display different and at times conflicting reasons for writing poetry in
the Age of Popular Fiction; but, as a group, their writing forms an
exciting poetics, one of performance and community.

Emilie Zoey Baker has been an active member of Melbourne’s ‘spoken
word’ scene since the beginning of the Babble poetry readings in Fitzroy
over four years ago. She has been performing her lyrics and monologues
to a growing inner-city audience while producing poetry CDs and
participating in more traditional poetry readings. In her Hit & Miss
chapbook, She Wore the Sky on Her Shoulders, she has collected some of
her more enduring performance pieces, as well as poems published in
small magazines and broadcast on local and national youth radio.

In many ways, Baker could be seen as a spokesperson of her generation.
She’s obsessed with popular American culture: comparing, for example,
a Smith Street shop-owner to the protagonist of the TV show Scooby
Doo in ‘The Formula’; incorporating titles of recent Hollywood movies
into her domestic setting in ‘Share’; and providing something of an elegy
for the Barbie doll in ‘(Tender) Barbie Love’. In ‘Imp Boy’ she states:
“My mind is an animated collage of pop culture”. There can be no
denying that.

Such an overt emphasis on the more cosmetic and superficial aspects of
today’s globalised youth culture may seem shallow and one-dimensional.
Perhaps in defence against such a charge, Baker confesses (celebrates?)
in ‘SMS ME BABY’:

i’m short attention/ span 
kind of girl/ i’m generation MTV

It should therefore come as no surprise that, despite its apparent lack of
depth, or perhaps precisely because of it, Baker’s poetry manages to tap
into her generation’s collective unconscious; to conjure the images of
childhood TV shows, resonate with the notes of adolescent pop anthems,
and reminisce about what may be described as the innocence of being
ignorantly and blissfully cradled by a cosy, and magical, fantasy of TV
shows and pop songs.

While Baker seems to be enthusiastic about entertaining a young
metropolitan audience, another of the Hit & Miss emerging poets,
Angela Costi, approaches the ideas of community and performance from
a more spiritual and multicultural angle. Costi is hardly an ‘emerging’
writer: her plays have been staged to great acclaim for the past five years
– since her return from Europe, where she studied classic Greek theatre –
and her writing has appeared in some of the more prestigious literary
journals. Most recently, she was the writer-in-residence for the City of
Melbourne’s reLOCATED project. She is also one of the founders and
directors of the annual arts event, Saloni Mediterranean.

In ‘Somewhere overseas’, one of the opening poems of her Hit & Miss
chapbook Dinted Halos, Costi provides what could be seen as a direct
answer to the question I posed earlier: Why write poetry? Costi replies:
“If my world is my thoughts on paper/then contentment is surely
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accessible”. One way of reading her poems then could be to see them as
personal hymns; attempts at reaching the untenable heavens of religion
through secular, and at times sexualised, revisions of sacred myths and
iconography. In ‘The Daughter’s Liturgy’, for example:

Jesus is Son of Man 
Hunky-Spunky root of Man 
Bondage up on the cross 
Chest smooth as ice-cream.

While Costi’s profane depictions of the sacred – cultural, mythological
as well as Christian – are no doubt mischievous, a grave and profound
disenchantment with devotion and worship seems to form the matrix of
her poems. In ‘Grey Sundays and Unanswered Prayers’ the struggling
protagonist’s church attendance is seen as futile routine. In ‘Mary
Magdalene’s Redemption’ and ‘Zorba’s Widow’ Costi shows how
female sexuality is marginalised and vilified in religious traditions, the
latter ending with the ritualistic sacrifice of an outcast woman:

Knives sharpened as the church bell tolled 
Her scream clawed for their mercy 
Her blood entered their final prayer.

It might be tempting to assume that the author of these poems has a
personal agenda: a desire, for example, to protest against a possibly
religious upbringing. But with the exception of two rather light-hearted
poems – ‘Girls Have Them Too’ and ‘Grandmother Maroulla’ – there
are no particularly revealing hints of the confessional or
autobiographical in Dinted Halos. Costi’s subversive and critical voice is
louder than a private whisper, and her poems speak out against dogma
and inhumanity from a clearly public platform.

Costi makes the communal aspect of her writing explicit by including
Greek words and phrases in a number of poems (including some of those
already mentioned) in orde to, I believe, emphasise the cultural
specificities – as opposed to private ambiguities – of her poetry. In this
sense her poems perform most directly to a community – possibly an
audience of bilingual readers who are likely to be aware of the
cosmology of Christian and Mediterranean iconography, even though,
not surprisingly, her worldly and committed writing has already
appealed to a much more diverse audience.

Another of the Hit & Miss poets, Dan Disney, is hardly an ‘emerging’
poet either. He has been involved in the Melbourne poetry scene for a
number of years and, as I understand, is completing his Masters in
Creative Writing at the University of Melbourne. His chapbook, The
Velocity of Night Falling, seems to have a more clear-cut and fixed
approach to designating its readership than Costi’s. Four of his poems
begin with quotes by modern philosophers; two are dedicated to other
poets; and one is written ‘after’ James Tate. This seems to suggest that
Disney’s poetry is aimed for decidedly well-read, even academic,
recipients. Yet the poems here, despite their refreshing intelligence and
playful absurdity, are hardly intellectual. In ‘Ecce Hombres’, for
example, Disney responds to the Hegelian paradox of Being, Nothing
and Becoming by mocking:

A thing eats a thing 
and it is then ate 
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by another thing. This thing 
not lasting long, is ate 
by a further thing 
the further thing ate by something again 
ate soon after 
by something else.

This, and some of the other poems here, can be seen as satirical takes on
philosophy and ideology, as in, for example, ‘Portrait of a Lost
Encyclopaedia Salesman Trapped in a Fractal’ in which the theory of
semiology – or at least Sartre’s take on it – is likened to a confusing and
meaningless maze of interlocking wooden boxes. But Disney’s satirical
glance stretches beyond theoretical notions and ideologies by, among
other things, depicting the ironies of contemporary suburban life (in ‘The
Unbizarro Time of Everything Nice’) and conversing with inanimate
objects and animals in ‘The Idiom Box’. In one of the chapbook’s last
poems, ‘Verticality’, he recommends his readers to tell god “of how it
does not exist” – possibly another jab at the Hegelian paradox.

Humour also plays a part in Sean M. Whelan’s chapbook Love is the
New Hate. Whelan announces his community from the very beginning of
the chapbook – on the Contents page – by saying that some of his poems
were “tested on” (which, I think, could mean “written for”) a live
audience. His thank-you list reads like a who’s who of Melbourne’s
younger media-savvy ‘spoken word’ performance poets. Either to further
declare his poems’ desire for connecting with a large young audience or
not, he has dedicated his book to Donnie Darko, the hero of a popular
horror movie. There are also a number of pop cultural references in
individual poems such as ‘Pamela Anderson Versus the Cynical Art of
Spoken Word’ and ‘Mogwai’, the latter named after an ‘indie’ rock
band.

I find the title of this gentle and often cheerful collection strange. There
is nothing hateful or even sardonic about any of the sexual/romantic
dialogues that take place in Whelan’s poems. While an occasional
undercurrent of angst bubbles to the surface of ‘Mogwai’, and there are
tinges of melancholy and unrequited love in ‘Donkeys and Antelopes’
and ‘Try Hard’, Whelan’s writing is nothing if not pleasant, romantic
and, I suspect, ‘cute’. For example, consider a title such as ‘1 out of
2,543 Things She does that Sparks Fires in Your Grassland Heart’, or
these closing lines from ‘I’m Growing a Beard the Wrong Way Up to
See the World the Way My Mouth Does’:

And that piece of real estate between your nose and your
chin, 
is waiting 
to be kissed.

As for his possible reasons for writing and reciting poetry, Whelan tells
his beloved in ‘Try Hard’ that he’s “trying to break into every room in
your heart,/using only a pen, a microphone and a fresh pair of
underwear.” Although the symbolism or realism of the last phrase
escapes me, I think it would be fair to say that Whelan, like the other
poets in this review, is conscious of the function and raison d’etre of his
poetry; he’s aware of his audiences, his tribe, and the tales they enjoy
being told.
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Although I admit that I’ve been rather reductionist in this review, I think 
it’d be fair to say that Hit & Miss Publication’s ‘emerging’ poets as 
presented in these four chapbooks, and possibly a good deal of other 
younger poets nationwide, are, more than anything else, dedicated to 
communicating with and performing to their chosen or designated 
communities. I realise that such a claim is not really comprehensive, 
particularly in the cases of Angela Costi; but I think this conclusion 
might provide the shortest answer to the question posed at the beginning 
of this review: People write and will continue to write poetry because 
they want to belong to, and be involved with, their subcultures, scenes 
and communities.

Ali Alizadeh is a Melbourne-based writer and a PhD Candidate at 
Deakin University's School of Communication and Creative Arts, where 
he also works as academic staff. He will be performing his poetry at the 
2004 Melbourne International Arts Festival.
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