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Peter Read, Tripping Over Feathers: Scenes in the Life of Joy Janaka Wiradjuri 

Williams: A Narrative of the Stolen Generations (UWA Publishing, 2009) 

 

Joy Janaka Wiradjuri Williams was an enigmatic figure who remained an enigma 

even to herself, despite her desperate search for self-knowledge. Her identity quest is 

triggered – and made impossible – by being a member of the stolen generations. Peter 

Read’s biographical account is also incomplete and attempts to render some of the 

hazy half-story intelligible through imagined ‘scenes,’ always supported by source 

material such as interviews, poems, and conversations. The biography recognises the 

limits of knowledge and is told unconventionally – a series of vignettes which 

progress backwards in time and allow the reader to retrace the making of a self with 

‘key moments in the history of a personality’ (xxii). Furthermore, the text has strong 

elements of autobiography as Joy’s voice is projected through poetry and dialogue. In 

this form of historiography or bio-history, the subject is also the story-teller. While 

the text is primarily concerned with an individual life, it is simultaneously a portrait of 

a broader history of stolen generations. Joy gives voice to the many others who are 

silenced or who choose to remain silent. 

 Parenting is a central theme of the narrative, particularly the sense of failure to 

protect children when taken away by authorities. This guilt was often internalised by 

Indigenous parents and made them less likely to seek reunions. When Joy Janaka 

Wiradjuri Williams was born in 1943 in Sydney, the Aborigines Welfare Board 

immediately removed her from her Wiradjuri mother, Doretta (Dora), to an institution 

for Indigenous children displaced from their families. Bomaderry Home was 

inherently unable to fulfil a caring parental role and subjected its inmates to abusive 

regimes of oppression and neglect. Joy’s story echoes her mother’s uprooting from 

family and is repeated when her own daughter is forcibly taken away, highlighting the 

vast intergenerational damage caused by the colonisation of Indigenous Australians. 

Her battle with mental illness and alcoholism are the insidious products of her 

troubled life and sense of abandonment. Joy is a changeable and unpredictable person, 

as manifested in her adoption of various alternative names according to the context. 

She frequently triggers ambivalent reactions in those around her, including the author 

of this ‘imaginative reconstruction’ (xxi). She starts life feeling unwanted and 

unloved, indeed, is explicitly told that she was abandoned by her mother. These 

painful untruths are juxtaposed in the narrative with accounts and records which 

reveal the desperate search for lost family members, forced sterilisation, and the 

deceitful methods used to manipulate the surrender of children. 

 Family is often a source of self and connectedness to place, although in Joy’s 

case, she is unable to bond with her relatives when they finally meet – the reunions 

cannot possibly heal the long-standing wounds, breach the gap of absence, or match 

expectations. Joy and her mother share the same ‘soul-sadness’ (61) and yet are 

divided by time and events, resorting to alcohol as a bonding cement. Joy has a fear of 

being rejected at their first meeting and yearns to ask ‘the question’ (36) of why her 

mother relinquished her. However, the very act of ‘coming home’ is a strike against 

the removal policies by ‘breaking the chain’ (54) which aims to separate and disperse 

family connections. These relatives are essentially unfamiliar strangers, an example of 

how cruel assimilation policies irrevocably distorted relationships and life trajectories. 
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Again, when Joy meets her own daughter Julie-Anne, the pattern of alienation and 

discomfort is repeated. As Julie-Anne states, ‘she tried to be a mum but she didn’t 

know how’ (vii). The fact that her cultural identity continues through her daughter is 

an act of survival in defiance of official interference with their lives.  

 The text depicts Joy’s constant struggle to retain emotional equilibrium and 

fear of losing control or ‘tripping over feathers,’ for this means being at the mercy of 

institutional authorities. She finds comfort in words and poetic expression, which also 

act as primary sources for the author. Education and language are forms of rebellion 

and power by enabling her to use the instruments of colonisation to resist that very 

dispossession. Despite these efforts, she is never quite successful at quashing her 

sense of self-repulsion and need to be punished. This same shame instinct is still 

currently afflicting many broken lives with the ‘deadly, terrible shame’ (126) of being 

Indigenous. The bio-history concludes with an extract from Joy’s failed court case 

against the Australian Government in 1999, a stark reminder that paternalism 

continues to thrive and disseminate the lie of voluntary abandonment in the case of 

stolen generations. The preceding accounts within the book and direct source 

material, however, demonstrate that this version of history is patently false. These 

stolen children were very much loved and mourned. 

 

Sophie Alexander 
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Hanifa Deen, Ali Abdul v the King: Muslim Stories from the Dark Days of White 

Australia (UWA Publishing, 2011) 

 

Hanifa Deen’s latest book focuses on personal stories to crack open the broadest of 

labels – ‘Muslim’ – and dissect it to the level of individual lives in early twentieth 

century Australia, when the freshly minted Immigration Restriction Act 1901 formed 

the basis of a White Australia policy that would impede non-European immigration 

for more than fifty years. The author approaches her task through the National 

Archives of Australia, recounting moments of revelation as she searches papers that 

sketch Australia’s Muslim heritage among cameleers, shopkeepers, pearl divers, 

herbalists and businessmen who arrived on these shores from northern India, 

Afghanistan and the regions that now form Pakistan. Faced with a plethora of 

material, she decides to focus on ‘the men and watershed events from the 1890s to the 

1940s’ (x), and Ali Abdul v the King becomes six chapters that describe specific 

incidents and illuminate individual lives. 

The collection is well ‘prefaced’, opening with an author’s note, a prologue 

and an introduction expressing Deen’s desire that ‘these stories may even help explain 

some of the moral ambiguities and strange ironies that still trouble us today’ (xi). The 

work is never a distant recounting of archival data; instead, the personal insights, 

biases and meanderings of the author are ever present. The style is accessible, and 

exemplary of the narrative non-fiction genre in which Deen has previously published. 

Her place within this heritage that she describes is appropriately privileged in the text: 

 

The archival material stirred memories … These men with their dark 

skins and turbans didn’t look foreign to me … they were part of my 

heritage … The White Australia policy was a household word in my 

family. (x) 

 

Although numbers were not officially recorded, it is estimated that up to 4000 

Muslim cameleers came to Australia between 1880 and 1920 (4), as well as the many 

Muslim pearl divers, hawkers, shopkeepers and entrepreneurs. Those who arrived 

prior to Federation were permitted to stay. However, from 1901 the Immigration 

Restriction Act meant that any departure with intended return required an application, 

not for a passport but for its opposite: a certificate of exemption from the dictation test 

(CEDT). If not approved, the applicant would be excluded from re-entry unless they 

could pass a fifty-word dictation test in a European language. Deen points out that 

‘my men’ of the archives generally had ‘little education’ (103), were likely to fail this 

test, and were often (though not always) reviled as individuals. Nevertheless, their 

services were sought, which casts the CEDTs as a means to accommodate these men, 

yet limit – and certainly not officially embrace – their presence in the new nation.  

The paper trail of the CEDT ironically produced a bulging archive in which 

Deen becomes immersed: photographed faces, character references, departure and 

arrival patterns, and not just fingerprints, but hand-prints, an example of which adorns 

the front cover of the book. The use of blood-red ink for this image implies stories of 

bloodshed, and although violent incidents did occur, they are not the all of this book. 
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Deen’s narrative steps from the extreme violence of Chapter 1, ‘The Incident at 

Afghan Rock’) to stories of supreme achievement (Chapter 3, ‘The Gifted Physician 

of Kandahar’), and draws on a range of archival sources including newspapers, 

government reports and letters. Descriptions of the everyday mechanics of these 

transglobal lives are evident throughout, giving this work a valuable depth. 

The author consistently stitches archival material to the broader social context, 

often drawing out inconsistencies, then leaving them hanging, unresolved, as occurs 

in the title story ‘Ali Abdul v the King’. In 1931, Redfern shopkeeper and former 

itinerant worker Ali Abdul was charged as a ‘prohibited immigrant’ under the 

Immigration Restriction Act, despite his claim to having arrived in Australia prior to 

1901. The transcripts that Deen selects from his trial reveal the day-to-day reality of 

itinerant Indian workers in Australia at this time, and often contradict the stereotype 

of these men as isolated, reviled loners. Defence witness Emma Croaker of 

Braidwood tells how her husband and Ali became friends over the years, Ali often 

working on their property: ‘My husband became fairly fond of him. My husband 

talked to him when they were both home. They mostly yarned outside’ (122). How 

was it that Croaker struck up a friendship with Ali, Deen wonders, when ‘most men 

kept a distance; when people supported the notions underlying the White Australia 

Policy and had little to do with Indians or Ghans or ‘“Asians”’ (122). Such archival 

selections show the detail of events, rather than building a thesis to explain the 

animosity that generally surrounded this diaspora. The archival bumps and variations 

resonate with Deen’s ponderings, and invite readers to roll these stories around in 

their own minds in similar fashion. 

In Chapter 4 ‘Din, Dean, Deen?’ Hanifa Deen weaves family anecdotes of her 

grandfather Fatteh Mohammad Dean with the author’s archival search for him. 

Deen’s findings about her grandfather illuminate his life beyond family lore, and her 

musings on these findings further illuminate the lives his contemporaries, particularly 

the social structures in India that supported travel ‘to and fro between India and 

Australia’ by young men more frequently than researchers had previously recognised 

(90). Deen opens with an interesting ‘fantasy’ (84) that her grandfather and the 

renowned herbalist Mahomet Allum, discussed in Chapter 3, were acquainted. Even 

though nothing in the archive nor in her family history suggests this, it is a plausible 

supposition. This flight of fancy acts as poignant reminder that, although the twists 

and turns of a life may be traced within an archive, the archive cannot on its own fully 

plot the life. Possibilities expand with each artefact discovered, leading more often to 

questions than answers. Plausible imaginings are supported: ‘to preserve my sanity, I 

concocted the following scenario,’ states Deen, as she tries to make sense of her 

grandfather’s many embarkation and arrival dates (92). This frankness illustrates 

Deen’s acceptance of the easy flow between documented life and imagined life, and 

her awareness that the ‘what if’ of fiction is a ready cohabitant in the archives.  

It is evident that the author is surprised by the extent of the paper trail these 

pioneers left in the national archive, considering their presence in the broader 

conversation of the Australian past has generally remained marginal: even as ‘our 

folklore and mythology were taking wing [they were] excluded from the self portraits 

we were painting’ (9). Later twentieth century scholarship, such as Christine Stevens’ 

Tin Mosques & Ghantowns (1989) and Pamela Rajkowksi’s In the Tracks of the 
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Camelmen (1987) and more recently the South Australian Museum’s travelling 

exhibition Australia’s Muslim Cameleers: Pioneers of the Inland 1860s–1930s and its 

associated Wakefield Press publication (2007), as well as Deen’s previous work in 

this field Caravanserai, are building a literature that addresses this diaspora as a 

scholarly and popular blind spot. Valuing the individual life as a conduit to tell a 

larger story renders Ali Abdul v The King an enriching contribution to this literature. 

 

Wendy Alexander 
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Peter Barry, I Hate Martin Amis Et Al (Transit Lounge Publishing, 2011). 

 

An earlier version of Peter Barry’s debut novel won the 2005 Victorian Premier’s 

Literary Award for an unpublished manuscript. Considering the content we could 

speculate as to why it’s taken six years to find its way into print, for, whatever else it 

might be, I Hate Martin Amis Et Al is a determined effort to deprecate the world of 

publishing; perhaps there was a reluctance to take it on? Writers and would-be 

writers, literary agents, publishers, reviewers – all have satiric potential, and Barry’s 

attacks on them (on us) are both humorous and scarifying. However, Barry 

complicates the satire by locating his first person narrator, the aspiring novelist Milan 

Zorec, in the middle of the Bosnian conflict of the 1990s – specifically, Milan 

becomes one of Ratko Mladic’s snipers at the Siege of Sarajevo.
1
 In Milan’s mind, 

these two seemingly disparate worlds are relentlessly drawn together. Writing and 

killing, publishing and war, each shaped by ritual humiliation, jealousy and revenge – 

these are analogues, to Milan at least, and he implies they are to some degree 

artistically and morally equivalent.  

 Barry interweaves Milan’s experiences as a sniper with flashbacks and 

reflections on how he came to be a failed writer; it’s this failure that motivates him to 

go off to Sarajevo. Rejection letters are a common experience for writers who submit 

unsolicited manuscripts to publishers and agents, as are the delusions entertained 

while awaiting a response: 

 

Yet in the first few weeks after sending off part of my manuscript, I will open 

the mailbox every morning with an air of expectation. There will be a letter 

today, I tell myself, because they were immediately impressed by my novel. 

They are so in love with the first three chapters, they want me to express post 

the whole of my ‘promising first novel’ to them right away. Even better, they 

want me to come in and discuss my book, as well as any ideas I might be 

working on, over a spot of lunch. They want me to sign a three-book deal, to 

know if I could do some promotional work at this year’s Frankfurt Book Fair, 

to invite me to a cocktail party so that I can meet some of their other authors. 

They want to know if I could make dinner with their chairman, Lord 

Wordsmith. That sort of thing. (81) 

 

All of Milan’s submissions to date have met with rejection, so that he feels ‘Rejection 

slips are my metier’ (82). When his latest attempt at a novel is subsequently turned 

down, the significant people in his life begin to question his pursuit of literary 

success. His father wonders ‘how can someone write about life when they’ve never 

experienced it?’ (62). Even Bridgette, his girlfriend, tells him, ‘I don’t mind if you 

keep trying, if that’s what you want, but I think you should get a proper job as well’ 

(89). Bizarrely, the ‘proper job’ Milan decides on, with encouragement from his 

Serbian father – a sadist, it must be said, who tells his son to ‘Shoot your grandmother 

                                                        

1
 Ratko Mladic, a military commander in President Slobodan Milosevic’s regime, was arrested in 

Serbia in May 2011 and extradited to The Hague to face charges of genocide. 
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for me if you see her’ (32) – means relocating from London to the hills outside 

Sarajevo, where, in-between killing people, he hopes to find his unique voice as a 

writer. ‘The sniper novelist hasn’t been done before, and that’s what will make me 

stand out’ (158). 

 Once in Sarajevo Milan reads Martin Amis’s new novel, The Information, and 

ruminates further on the vagaries of literary success. The Information, which revolves 

around two writers – Richard Tull, self-flagellating failure, and his friend, the wealthy 

and successful Gwyn Barry – functions almost as an ur-text for I Hate Martin Amis Et 

Al. They share not only a subject but a tone – cynical, bitter, humorous – though 

Barry’s prose, and one could say this about most writers when compared to Amis, is 

much less self-consciously literary, less pyrotechnical. 

The playfulness within Barry’s text is one of its hallmarks, and the deadpan 

humour when writing about writers and books is a great success; the rejection letters 

he fashions for War and Peace, Hamlet and Ulysses are very funny indeed: 

  

We’re sorry, but none of our readers could understand your novel, Ulysses. 

(What are you on, do you mind us asking?) It might also prove a worthwhile 

exercise if you were to learn the basic rules of punctuation – especially 

towards the end of your book, where you seem to have given it up completely. 

We suggest you might benefit from investing in a copy of Strunk & White’s 

The Elements of Style. (159) 

 

Less successful is the decision to situate such humour cheek by jowl with passages 

imagining and/or depicting rape and murder. 

 

And he was waving this half-erect monster around in the air, and describing 

how he’d done this, that and the other to some woman, and everyone around 

the campfire was laughing and cheering … Mladic was applauding as Bukus 

poured wine over his tool in an attempt, if I understood him correctly, to cool 

it off. Briefly, I imagined introducing this maniac to Ms Diane, that literary 

agent’s receptionist. He’d be sure to fuck her up good and proper. By the time 

he’d finished with her, she wouldn’t be able to walk again for days. It would 

certainly stop her laughing at authors for a while. (52) 

 

These passages are equally well done, in the sense that they achieve their desired 

effect – amusement and repugnance – but the novel seems unbalanced, even 

schizophrenic, by having both types of passage within it. Milan’s premise, which 

Barry investigates throughout, that writing and killing are somehow analogous, 

ultimately does not carry much water: they may in ways be similar, but they are not 

equivalent. I found these elements pulled against each other, and this was deleterious 

to the novel. 

There is enough in Peter Barry’s I Hate Martin Amis Et Al to suggest that any 

subsequent publication will likely be challenging and provocative. He is a talented 

writer with a gift for comedy, and it would be a shame were we not to see more work 

from him. 

 

Craig Billingham 
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Ken Bolton, A Whistled Bit of Bop: Poems (Vagabond Press, 2010)  

 

In a 2005 interview with Peter Minter in Jacket, Ken Bolton observed that – John 

Kinsella aside – experimental Australian poetry had difficult securing an international 

audience. Paradoxically, an Australian poetry confidently global in mien, plurally 

allusive, heterodox, faced impediments in getting a hearing in precisely the sort of 

milieu that had spurred its production in the first place.  

 Two lessons can be drawn from this. One, a larger theoretical point, is that 

globalisation is not as efficient as its eulogists in the late 1990s would have it, that 

sometimes the least global permeates across national or regional barriers which strains 

out the work more genuinely synthetic (if one may be permitted to be so oxymoronic) 

of global referents. When one adds Pascale Casanova’s observation that the 

metropolitan centre is often looking for certain specific presentations of a peripheral 

country’s literature rather than the full monopoly of the literature as such, one can 

understand why like does not seek like, why the global might find the global, on the 

other side of the world, merely an ironic, and perhaps subversive, duplication.  

 Another reason, though, is more endemic to Australia and how it has been 

perceived in the Anglophone world. Long seen as the redoubt of the traditional, the 

antidote to the over-cultivated nonsense of the Northern Hemisphere, Australia must 

thence needs be the desert from which the prophets come, ready to rebuke us 

chattering apes of etiolated Northern Hemisphere nescience. Or perhaps Australian 

poems need to be vetted by the tradition, welcomed in to the sedate and the tried-and-

true, so that the roof does not come off world poetry by some insufficiently 

forewarned-of seismic tug from the Antipodes. Indeed, the Australian poets most 

often hailed in mainstream New York organs – A.D. Hope himself, Les Murray, 

Stephen Edgar – have been shoehorned into this model, very reductively the case of 

Murray whom the future may see as au fond an experimentalist.  

 Bolton’s poems, which not only dispense with conventional rhyme and metre 

but also use the entire page, flouting decorum with a sprawl of words here, there, and 

everywhere, drawing on the syncopated asymmetries of jazz and the self-aware 

structural exposure of abstract painting, are continually on the move. Indentations, 

gaps, asynchronous beats push the words hither and yon on the surface of the text, 

making the eye as active a mode of cognition in reading Bolton as the mind. In a 

sense Bolton’s verse is insufficiently static to be apprehended and exported in the 

manner of the more conventionally organised poets whom a certain strand of 

international taste has found more congenial.  

The only way in which I would differ with Bolton’s opinion is that he may be 

overrating the extent to which mainstream Anglo-American organs are open to avant-

garde Anglo-American work. The New York School of poets, from whom Bolton 

derives such sustenance and for which he shows such admiration, possessed its sense 

of solidarity and community precisely because it was, as David Lehman justly put it 

in his acclaimed book on the subject, the last avant-garde. Its mode of poetry was not 

exactly beloved by academic critics and mainstream publishers, the poets allied with 

dissident strands of opinion and practice in an art world already friendlier to more 

experiential modes of representation to gain its ballast. Frank O’Hara’s accessibility 

and John Ashbery’s inaccessibility, through harnessing differing streams of cultural 
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capital, managed to break through, but it was a breakthrough against the tide. Bolton’s 

invocation of Ashbery and O’Hara in a suburban Australian context of minor 

pleasures and whimsical perplexity is winning, yet it necessarily avoids O’Hara’s 

evanescence and Ashbery’s sombreness, present in their poems for those who have 

ears to hear. These poets, and certainly their younger contemporary Ted Berrigan, had 

to go through a lot to forge the community to which Bolton dialogically responds: 

 

I think Ted was the first 

Poet who died, for me. 

O’Hara was gone 

 when I began reading him 

 & gone famously – it 

was always part of his legend 

& made him seem 

fated, heroic, graceful (68)  

  

Bolton’s virtual acquaintance with these people becomes real, part of the ‘positive 

unoriginality’ that Meaghan Morris has diagnosed as recurrent in Australian culture. 

Bolton coins, out of the derived and epigenous, something authentic and heartfelt.  

I very much enjoyed the time I spent with these poems. I especially liked those 

where lateral address, to friends or peers, complements the cross-temporal or 

geographical excurses such as the invocations of the New York poets. Frequent 

collaborator John Jenkins, close friends Pam Brown and Sal Brereton, and, 

particularly intricately, the late Sasha Soldatow are addressed or imbricated as the 

poems unfold, giving a sense of an intermediate space between writer and reader, a 

first community of reception that at once defines the immediate circle in which the 

poems were conceived and gives the more distant reader an anchor to more firmly 

ground their relationship to the work.  

 

             An e-mail from Pam 

Says Sasha has died 

 

         – Who might have quoted the line 

      ‘All I want is boundless love’ 

 

 

                         His attitude 

   Might have quoted that – 

 

 

                 Sasha wouldn’t (84) 

 

There are a multitude of factors at work, at play, here. There is elegy and deflection, 

mourning and flippancy, emotion and asceticism. One poet heard from another about 

a third, and we, as the audience constitute a fourth hearing about the death in the 

poem. There is indirection and communication, velleity and forthrightness here. 

Boundless love is no less a desideratum by being put into a quote, but putting into a 
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quote shows that we poets – for Bolton has included us in the game along with Brown 

and Soldatow – know how to invoke distance and irony, not so much to lessen our 

own sense of emotion but to guard it from a sense of cliché that would let outer 

vulgarity impinge upon the integrity of our loss. Also important is the difference 

between someone’s attitude quoting a line, but that someone not himself enunciating 

it. So much of any poetry stems out of an ear for things left unsaid, so that what is 

missing from the page becomes as much part of the interpretive scene as what is 

manifest. Saying rather than implying is reserved for the most official, the most 

thundering and loud of pronouncements; or it can be that the said is but a camouflage 

and the truth lies in the broken, fractured non-plangent beauty of innuendos. I also 

value the peer relationships here, the sense of trust, of solidarity – to me, a member of 

a younger generation, this seems very much a Baby Boomer trait, a willingness to at 

once cultivate individuality and be part of a team, an exemption from the relentless 

self-aggrandisement and positional arms-race engagement that has afflicted younger 

cohorts. 

Unlike with the explicitly named poetic collaborators, the reader does not 

know just who precisely are the persons referred to in ‘Some Photos for Gabe, in 

London, and a photo for Yuri, Newly Arrived,’ but the sense of camaraderie and 

solidarity is similarly infectious: 

 

HI Gabe, some photos, muchacho! – What, 

No gravy? True, there should be a lot 

To say – it having been so long. (And I should, should I, begin 

‘Dear Gabe’? – but to announce ‘nothing’. 

I think my ‘famous’ ‘light’ ‘tone’.) And what 

 

Is it, you say, with the format. – ‘verse’? I know, but 

I’ve begun now (86) 

 

The sense of inadequacy extends to the poet’s own evocation of his light tone, which 

he certainly puts under scrutiny if not erasure. Bolton shows that lightness can 

encompass many shades of meaning. In a way reminiscent of the American poet Mark 

Statman – with analogous, if more direct, New York School lineage – Bolton 

combines good cheer, an awareness of perceptual gaps, and a sort of probing 

inadvertence to create, after all the difficulty of reading these non-linear, 

hyperconscious poems – a teasing lightheartedness. 

The lightheartedness is at once the key to the success of these poems and their 

biggest problem. One of the great gifts of the generation of ’68 was their freedom 

from the stentorian bravado of their predecessors; they delivered us from the pompous 

enunciator poems about explorers or opera singers that had been carried off in bravura 

ways by poets such as Douglas Stewart and Francis Webb but had seriously begun to 

pall. Yet when one compares Bolton to say Edgar, one sees Bolton far more 

innovative in technique, but Edgar more capable of writing about serious subjects. 

(There are other Australian poets, such as Alan Wearne and Laurie Duggan, who may 

be said to split the difference here, being both innovative and often – when called for 

– pessimistic – the late Dorothy Porter was another example in a different mode.) 

Now, it is arguable that the very idea of ‘serious subjects’ presumes a retrograde, 
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bourgeois referentiality; yet the lightheartedness of Bolton’s improvisations is 

underwritten by someone; there is some ideological prompting or guarantee, benign or 

malign, that makes it articulate, and one wishes the poetry – without becoming 

soddenly political – would be more aware of this. It is wryly pleasing to see New 

York portrayed as a faraway land of grace and nuance that can serve as a clearing-

space for their Antipodal equivalents; yet many New Yorkers – like Ted Berrigan 

who lived a life of financial penury and critical marginality – have found their 

experience a bit more on the rough-and-tumble side. In ‘Triumvirate (Three Poems)’ 

Bolton does examine the dark side of the US, particularly in political terms; but often 

his New York is a kind of Disneyland, as, admittedly my London is a kind of 

Disneyland – it is the price of cultural colonisation to have to carve out a relationship 

with a more privileged locus of one’s language partially through idealisation, and 

Bolton’s oeuvre indeed shows idealisation as much as critique as a kind of post-

colonial response, or at least a reaction to asymmetries of power. And the 

sophisticated reader of Bolton must realise that the poet is already aware of the ironies 

of the conditions of his experience. With writers such as the US poet and art critic 

Peter Scheljdahl, or the British World War II poet F.T. Prince – famous mainly for his 

anthology piece ‘Soldiers Bathing’ (and weirdly a favourite of Ashbery, whose taste 

in poetry is famously weird) Bolton is aware that his riffing on their work adds 

nuances of meaning that are mainly his, as is the very idea of not just showing 

indebtedness and fascination with the big names, but with less laurelled if still 

meritorious and interesting figures. These poems are replete with joy, but hardly 

innocent; there is just too much irony here even in the midst of small-scale 

exuberance. Yet the future might not care about these multi-tiered ironies at all, might 

only savour the moments of supreme intelligent joy found in Bolton’s ‘bounded 

comfort’ (88). Lightheartedness, though easy to appreciate, is not a natural or easy 

gift; and Bolton’s brilliantly articulate lightheartedness shimmers with a sense of 

being ‘amusing & sort of/Crooked in relation to things’ (28).  

 

Nicholas Birns 
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Hans Keilson, Comedy in a Minor Key (Scribe, 2011)  

 

Hans Keilson was a Jew born in Germany who, in the mid-1930s, went into exile in 

the Netherlands with his wife, and was active in the Dutch resistance. He was a 

psychiatrist as well as a writer, and died at the age of 101 in May this year.  

Comedy in a Minor Key was originally published in 1947. There are two other 

novels, Life Goes On (1933) and The Death of the Adversary (1959, republished 

2010), plus an important clinical study on trauma in children.  

  Comedy in a Minor Key is a slim novel, barely one hundred pages in length. 

On the cover of this new Scribe edition is a park bench, the significance of which 

becomes clear late in the text. The story involves Wim and Marie in the Netherlands 

during wartime, a couple who hide a Jewish perfume salesman, who they know as 

Nico. He stays with them for almost a year before developing an infection that 

worsens into pneumonia, and kills him. This we learn in the first two pages. Since 

they have been hiding him, he doesn’t really ‘exist’, but now they have to do 

something with his ‘non-existent’ body.  

The story is deceptively simple, of course, but simultaneously complex. 

Keilson does not labour this, but presents a clear prose and crisp dialogue that carries 

the reader into the world of people under stress of unimaginable degree and makes it 

imaginable. There is as much unsaid as said in this book; nowhere are the words 

‘Nazi’ or ‘Hitler’ used, just ‘the war’. 

It begins with Nico already dead, then travels back and forth to show his 

interaction with the couple interwoven with their movements after his death. These 

are undemonstrative people, not thinking of themselves in any heroic way. Nico is a 

man torn from his real life into limbo, and he suffers, quietly, as a result. Tellingly, 

and ironically, it almost looks as if he regains a better appearance after the effects of 

illness and death: ‘After a year of staying in this room day in and day out had driven 

the last emaciated traces of life from his face, the fever had given it back a certain 

colour and curvature’ (2).  

It is through examinations of the tiny events of their lives that the tension of 

the situation is made clear. For example, there is a scene where Nico is waiting for 

Marie to collect the newspaper after it is delivered. Sometimes she forgets, and he 

fantasises about going down the stairs himself and picking it up – ‘he knew exactly on 

which steps the wood gave and creaked, the third and the fifth from the top…’ (7) – 

but doesn’t dare, in the end. There’s an awkward moment when the fishmonger calls, 

and Nico is in the kitchen with Marie, and other times when similar potentially 

dangerous things happen that might reveal him. The reader is given insight into how 

debilitating it might be to live in secret. 

The effect of those months of hiding is shown in other small ways too. Marie 

and Wim have a beautiful Chinese vase which they show to Nico. In a darker 

moment, when his predicament weighs heavy, Nico stands before this vase: ‘It 

became a symbol to him: he hated this symbol, and he hated the people who owned 

this symbol’ (48). His hosts were able to buy something like that, spontaneously and 

with joyous abandon, when he could not do anything with such abandon without 

grave consequences. He has lost that freedom that they still possessed. Perhaps 

Keilson did not need to state it boldly like this – ‘The little thorn that grows invisibly 
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in anyone who lives on the help and pity of others grew to gigantic proportions, 

became a javelin lodged deep in his flesh and hurting terribly’ (49) – but it explains 

Nico’s feelings succinctly and with vivid metaphor. 

And so, although we know what happens to Nico, there is a clever twist to the 

story which allows Marie and Wim to see things from another angle, and which gives 

a poignant balance to the book.  

The translator is Damion Searls, and he was responsible for bringing Hans 

Keilson’s work back into the public eye. There is an interview Searls conducts with 

the author in the September 2010 issue of The Believer
1
 online, which reveals that the 

novel is reminiscent of Keilson’s own experience of being hidden. It also suggests 

that Keilson mourned for his parents, who were murdered in Auschwitz, all his life. 

What strikes me about the novel is the way in which the author has chosen to 

write about an enormous event. One criticism I encountered was that the book is 

slight and relatively inconsequential. I disagree. The book has impact because Keilson 

chose not to portray the horrors up front, but obliquely; not on the grand scale, but in 

one household; and not surrounded by evil, but by a proportion of ‘good’ people, 

including police. There are hints of what lies outside, and Nico’s fear is palpable. This 

is what can be done with skilful writing, with the building of atmosphere, with 

suggestion rather than hammer blows to the reader’s head. The reader’s imagination is 

allowed to work.  

As Keilson commented to Searls in their interview, ‘Not everything can end at 

Auschwitz’, and in Comedy in a Minor Key, the author has put this into practice in a 

moving novel. 

 

Sue Bond 

 

                                                        
1
 Damion Searls, ‘Man of the Century’, The Believer September 2010, 

http://www.believermag.com/issues/201009/?read=article_searls. 
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Bernhard Schlink, The Weekend (Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 2008) 
 
After a best-selling novel, an author, more often than not, disappoints his readers with 
his other novels merely because of high expectations. Readers as well as critics tend 
to draw parallels with the first best seller. Bernhard Schlink’s case is no different. The 
expectations from a novelist who has authored a mega best-selling novel, The Reader, 
are massive. However, since a different theme may require an altogether different 
treatment, it seems justified that one examines a novel in isolation. Schlink is largely 
successful in giving different dimensions to the canvas that he has painted with his 
consummate skills. Schlink does not leave his readers passive. 

The Weekend is important, as it is one of the few novels that offer an insight 
into the life of a terrorist. It is interesting to see what goes into making such a 
terrorist. Jörg, the protagonist, grew up without a mother and is shown to have had 
childhood fantasies of being a hero. His romantic view of the world and fascination 
with change is remarkable. Schlink belongs to the same generation as the Red Army 
revolutionaries. Thus, he seems to be qualified for rendering such a character. 
However, the character of Jörg could have been explored to a greater extent to depict 
what is within, what demonic instincts drive such characters, and what stuff they are 
made up of. The novelist has dealt with the challenges that a former terrorist faces in 
an effort to lead a normal life. The fact that he is seen as undesirable even by his own 
son is a telling example of how the world looks at senseless violence. Thus, the 
novel’s depiction of this character is important for the contemporary world facing 
peace issues. 

The novel opens with Christiane having set a stage to welcome her brother, 
Jörg, an ex-terrorist having been pardoned after 24 years of imprisonment, with his 
old friends on a weekend at a dilapidated eighteenth century country house. While 
escorting him to the house in Brandenburg, Christiane’s fear about her brother being 
able to drive the car on the roads after so many years draws a parallel with her 
apprehension about him being absorbed into society all over again.  

The Weekend is a story of sin and expiation and of the dead wood of the past 
which Jörg has to live with. The weekenders join him ‘out of curiosity’ (8) to dig out 
a few unanswered questions and also to listen to his experiences as a terrorist and a 
prisoner. With Jörg and his sister, the list of attendees includes a cleric, a lawyer, a 
journalist, a dental technician, various spouses, their children and Margarete who, 
though not directly connected to Jörg, somehow muddles herself in the group 
particularly with Henner, the journalist. These characters, though seemingly not 
arresting the reader’s attention, in fact, merit deep analysis when they are viewed in 
perspective. They behave the way they do in an atmosphere burdened with unease and 
emotional tumult. Their portrayal induces the reader to reflect on how to deal with 
such a scenario. This is, perhaps, a useful insight in dealing with rehabilitating 
perpetrators. This aspect in the novel is significant in a world where terrorists who 
have abjured violence are tempted to go back to their world because of how the 
society deals with them and makes the civil space for them as exile. In Dorle, the 
dental technician’s daughter, the novelist has presented a fascinating character who 
tries to engineer an adventurous sex exploit with the former terrorist, Jörg and after 
having failed in her attempt she satisfies her somewhat perverted obsession with 
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Jörg’s son Ferdinand. Her presence in the novel gives a sense of completeness to the 
society portrayed. 

Jörg shifts splendidly between the moods. In the course of the novel, he is 
skeptical, frightened, arrogant, betrayed, violent and hurt. Jörg is now a poor, infirm, 
weak, and despised old man. Scarcely able to bring himself to touch any of the 
weekenders other than his ever-doting sister, Jörg displays a willingness to be a part 
of the world that he had left long before. The shift from an ultra adventurous life as a 
member of Rote Armee Fraktion to a sedated dullness as a quelled prisoner is 
pathetic. He had severed all social contacts in all these years. Thus the question of 
how to be reintegrated into society baffles Jörg as well as his sister. Christiane, who 
has once taken an unexpected step in having her brother’s arrest choreographed, now 
strives to provide a life of dignity to her brother to whom she has been sister-cum-
mother. His attempt to be accepted again into the mainstream of society after having 
been ostracised as a terrorist is a strange situation for which his sister makes 
extraordinary efforts. Schlink’s craftsmanship creates space both for Jörg’s 
willingness to be blended into the society and his unchanged political inclinations. 
Jörg, a trampled terrorist trying to remould his life, is an exciting character. He 
demonstrates readiness to divorce his past reckless life and marry a new life of 
dignity. Schlink deliberately delineates Jörg’s character somewhere between good and 
bad to make him look more earthly and real. Jörg is painted as a man wrong for right 
reasons.  

Germans have a troubled past that parades in their present. In the words of 
Jörg: ‘We had to fight. Our parents conformed and shirked resistance – we couldn’t 
repeat that’ (192). So they have to walk extra miles to prove themselves. In the 1970s, 
the ultra leftists fought a war for the Palestinians, the Vietnamese, and for the 
oppressed and persecuted mainly against American imperialists and Israeli Jews. 
They had to repeal history by fighting for a just cause. They slipped into an enterprise 
that never proved productive. The comrades were fossilised, left staggered and 
subdued. With them, their version of history, their interpretation of events and their 
outlook, too, failed to get the expression as they deserved. For a reader who adheres to 
the idea that the truth of history is contained more in literature than in history itself 
and wants to excavate the history of Germany in the volatile 1970s, the novel offers a 
different perspective and shows how the revolutionaries looked at the world.  

Marko, the over-enthusiastic and insubstantial comrade, who, with his 
unimpressive and incoherent rhetoric, persuades Jörg to rejoin the struggle by forging 
a communion with another terrorist group, al-Qaeda, fails to rekindle the fire in Jörg’s 
dormant zeal. Jörg’s own declaration of his longing for settling down with a decent 
job and be woven into the fabric called civil society strikes a blow to Marko’s crusade 
against the authoritarian system. 

The real battle comes with Jörg’s estranged son, Ferdinand, who initially 
dupes the weekenders by posing as an architectural historian. The questions he darts 
at his father remain unanswered till the end of the novel. He accuses Jörg of domestic 
crimes and seeks his explanation for the killing of innocent people. He wants him to 
repent for his dreadful crimes. He finds these sins inexcusable. Even though the state 
has pardoned Jörg’s crime, he never does. In his defence, Jörg projects himself as a 
man more sinned against than sinning. But his arguments fail to extract sympathy 
from his son. Jörg even falls short of justifying his stance in view of Dorle’s 
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reservation: ‘Fighting for peace is like fucking for virginity’ (145). Jörg puts up a 
brave front by propounding the idea: ‘Resistance against a system of violence is 
impossible without violence’ (192), but as he can produce no justification for his 
crimes he ultimately succumbs to the barrage of questions and is forced to agree that 
they ‘misused violence’ (192). With his crushed spirits he feels: ‘we took up a 
struggle that we could not win’ (192).  

The problem with the novel is that its tedious lengthy dialogues lack 
profundity and the arguments are unpersuasive. The problem escalates in the scenes 
where long oratory skills are displayed. In their surfeit of emblematic detail, they 
reduce the characters to symbols. The dialogues are play of the binaries of right and 
wrong, denunciation and justification, personal and social, rights and duties, and 
secrets and revelations. But through these arguments, the novel offers the perfect rear 
view of an unsuccessful revolution, now seen as evil. At the same time, it gives an 
insight into the nature of terrorism in general, which equally concerns today’s world. 
With its complex ideas and emotions, insights and truths, The Weekend is intelligent 
and makes an interesting read. 

 
Vivek Kumar Dwivedi 
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Collected Poems: Francis Webb edited and introduced by Toby Davidson 

(UWA Publishing, 2011) 

 

Academic and poet Toby Davidson’s publication Collected Poems: Francis Webb is a 

timely endeavour, in the sense that it has been a considerable while since Webb’s 

poems have been in circulation beyond anthologies. Davidson argues in the 

Introduction that ‘if Francis Webb (1925-73) is not Australia’s greatest poet, he is 

certainly one of Australia’s great poets’ (1). Collected Poems reaffirms Webb’s 

reputation. 

Webb’s early poems show a poet who is already in possession of a terrific 

eloquence and linguistic malleability. Webb published his first book, A Drum for Ben 

Boyd (1948), at a young age. The young Webb’s second collection, Leichhardt in 

Theatre (1952), confirmed his powers as a poet. The playwright, poet and literary 

editor of the Bulletin, Douglas Stewart, was amazed at the youthful Webb’s 

inventiveness as well as maturity. Later sequences like ‘Eyre All Alone’ or ‘Ward 

Two’ justified early critical praise even as his talent extended itself. Throughout his 

work Webb displays extraordinary verbal artifice, while also having an ear for 

everyday rhythms. Davidson has elsewhere said ‘that Webb is many poets in one, a 

hybridiser of styles, themes and chronologies.’
1
 

Collected Poems was first launched at the Perth’s Writers’ Festival in March 

2011 and has had several launches since. The publication includes all of Webb’s 

poems, from his earliest surviving poem to his last unpublished poems, and his verse 

plays. Davidson states in the Introduction that ‘with the advantages of hindsight and 

scholarship, a definitive Webb corpus can now be established through a series of 

long-overdue renovations’ (2). Davidson’s recent essay in Island magazine on editing 

Webb, in which he draws attention to some errors, is illuminating in this regard, when 

he writes that ‘editors also need certain mercies’, including ‘the opportunity to adjust 

the ebook version due later this year’.
2
 Davidson’s ambitious undertaking in Collected 

Poems and beyond is impressive precisely for his objective to give us the full Webb 

corpus and to render that corpus correctly. Davidson’s erudite edition, including a 

hundred pages of notes, marks a high point in Webb studies and interest.  

For scholars, Davidson’s Introduction outlines in brief but sufficient detail 

corrections already made and other important details in regard to the poems, but for 

the general reader Francis Webb: Collected Poems is a rich opportunity to explore 

Webb’s work. Collected Poems confirms for a new generation of readers and recalls 

to those already familiar with his work the poetic faculty and vision of this poet 

throughout his writing career. His influence can be felt across the fields of 

contemporary Australian poetry. As Davidson highlights, ‘successive generations of 

Australian poets have acknowledged Webb’s significance or influence’ (1). 

Readers familiar with Webb will already have their favourite poem, like ‘Five 

Days Old’. Craig Powell tells how Webb ‘regarded it as his finest poem and the one 
                                                           
1
 Toby Davidson, ‘2011: A Year of Francis Webb’, five bells (Spring 2010) 129-131. 

2
 Toby Davidson, ‘Breath, Laughter, Creation: Launches, Reviews, and Errata For Francis Webb 

Collected Poems’, ISLAND 126 Spring, 2011 and available online at 

http://www.islandmag.com/upfiles/im/cont/126_poetry/toby_davidson.pdf  
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he most wanted to be remembered for’.
3
 There are numerous contenders for that 

accolade among Webb’s poems. To read and re-read Collected Poems is to be 

reminded how strong a poet Webb was throughout his career. Even early poems like 

‘Vase Painter’, which predates Ben Boyd, or ‘Dawn Wind on the Islands’, and the 

exquisite, ‘On First Hearing A Cuckoo’ (the latter two poems which appeared in 

Leichhardt in Theatre) put him in a fine category of remembrance, as do his middle 

and later poems, including ‘Lament for St Maria Goretti’, his last completed poem.  

In a poetry vocation stretching across many years, Webb wrote on a variety of 

subjects, but to emphasise this is to narrow his work to a smorgasbord of themes. His 

range of subject matter, from his historical to his religious poems, shows him utterly 

involved in the complex challenge of the world. He writes of sulking love in ‘Achilles 

and the Woman’ and equally of wondering love in ‘For Ethel’ – lesser known poems 

perhaps – but he also sees the lonely foreigner in ‘The Song of a New Australian’. 

This attention in ‘The Song of a New Australian’ to what is outside the purview 

embraces Webb’s extraordinary reach but which opens one utterly to the outsider in 

searching poems like ‘The Canticle’, a sequence about St Francis of Assisi.  

Webb published sufficiently to be a force in his own time. He partook in the 

currents of his time as much as he resisted them. Both Ben Boyd and Leichhardt in 

Theatre were written at a time when Australian artists like Sidney Nolan were 

exploring a national mythology. Other poems address singular concerns. Later poems 

like ‘Back Street in Calcutta’ or ‘Poet’ reveal the complexity and depth of his 

preoccupations.Collected Poems shows Webb is a thoroughly modern poet who 

assimilates into his work the kinds of aporias that trouble the modern consciousness. 

Kevin Hart has suggested that ‘Webb may not have believed in God’s death, as 

Nietzsche imagined it, but all his verse was written in a world that had heard of it and 

that in some cases had already ceased to be moved by it’.
4
 Webb shows that he knew 

the consequences of such a thing. In ‘A Man’ from ‘Ward Two’ sequence, Webb 

writes: 

 

The clock in its tower of worked baroque stone 

Holds at three o’clock and has always done. 

Nothing else shuffles, works, is ended, begun, 

There is only the solid air, the solid wall. (321-2) 

 

Throughout his work Webb’s language is intricately rich, not with empty verbal play, 

but in the sense that it gestures constantly to the sublime tension of living, not as a 

burden, but as a profound obligation. Bernadette Brennan has suggested that ‘for 

Webb, poetry, creativity, comes out of a space of cancellation, a space of nothing’.
5
 

Even at its most dense his language retains its suppleness. Webb should be read out 

loud for the musicality of his language which never overwhelms the poetry, such as 

‘Wings, song, and sundown, wide outburst of orange, / And the beauty of the passing’ 

(219). 

                                                           
3
 Craig Powell, ‘The Nameless Father in the Life and Poetry of Francis Webb’, Australian and New 

Zealand Journal of Psychiatry 32 (1998) 488-495. 
4
 Kevin Hart, ‘Francis Webb: Unsaying Transcendence’. Southerly 60.2 (2000) 10. 

5
 Bernadette Brennan, ‘Tracing the Spectre of Death in Francis Webb’s Last Poems’, JASAL, 9, 1-13 
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It is rather regressive to argue from the personal to justify the sincerity of the 

experience contained within the poetry, but in Webb’s case such regression is 

rendered mute. The poetry he writes about his experience of mental illness is 

immensely powerful. The sequences, ‘Electric’ (247) and ‘Ward Two’ (315), are 

brilliant. Powell writes that Webb said of himself that ‘[a]ll my life has been chaos 

and horror, but I have tried to create order and beauty in my poems’.
 6

 It is an 

extraordinary order and an even more extraordinary beauty, in which the speaker says 

in ‘Socrates’ that ‘Daylight calls me to birth’ (203). 

Webb’s work moves beyond the far fringes of his own interests to intersect at 

that collective level where poetic sensibility opens to the world at large. He is a 

twentieth-century poet whose questions about human existence set him among the 

likes of poets who have realised this questioning at the level of the poetic and of its 

very stuff: language. Davidson suggests in the Introduction that ‘Webb’s life-long 

empathy for the vulnerable, marginalised and oppressed is continually reaffirmed 

from “The Hulks of Noumea” to “Ward Two” and it is indistinguishable from his 

Catholicism’ (3). Webb is a poet of awesome inquiry. It is through the richness of his 

metaphor-making that Webb places an original strain on the language such that he 

creates a world of rich inquiry. This publication of his poetry brings his work again 

into proper public view. 

 

Tina Giannoukos 

 

                                                           
6
 Powell 488-495. 
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Aravind Adiga, Last Man in Tower, (Atlantic Books, 2011) 

 

Yogesh A. Murthy, ‘Masterji’, is the last man in Tower A: the retired schoolteacher 

who inadvertently becomes a ‘David’ opposed to the capitalist drive of property 

developer Dharmen Shah. In an efficient portrayal of rapacious greed and ambition, 

Shah tantalises the residents of Tower A with enough rupees to double their dreams 

for self-improvement. However, the decision to accept Shah’s offer must be 

unanimous: all in or all out. 

Vishram Society was built in the 1950s in Vakola. At that time, it was a 

fashionable address for the aspiring middle class. But fashions and aspirations change 

over time and entrepreneurs like Dharmen Shah sense these shifts and act swiftly. The 

construction industry of the world’s ninth largest economy depends on the labour of 

peasants who work in appalling conditions using unsafe work practices. Drawn by the 

lure of making a quick profit in the city, their own farms are left without a workforce. 

Community in the novel is a dispirited collection of individuals attempting to 

survive with whatever luck and talent they were born with. The residents of Tower A 

seemed to be a cohesive and amicable group. If not friends, they were alert to the 

presence of their neighbours and willing to assist if something had gone awry. It does 

not take a great deal to dismantle this veneer of civility and mutual regard: an offer of 

money. Some grasp the opportunity faster than others but only Masterji refuses the 

offer. It is difficult to see Masterji as a moral hero or anti-capitalist worker’s hero. He 

is merely an old man whose memories and identity are fixed to the tiny apartment he 

had once shared with his wife, daughter and son. Masterji’s toxic relationship with his 

son is one of the novel’s poignantly understated subplots. He still feels emotionally 

closer to the two dead women in his life. The facts of his daughter’s death – in the 

midst of a seeing and sightless mass of her countrymen and women – is truly 

disturbing. 

Dispossessed of the support of family, friendship and society, Masterji turns to 

the institutions of law and order to aid him. It’s impossible not to think of the works 

of Charles Dickens when reading Last Man in Tower. The law firm of Parekh and 

Sons, Advocate, ‘Legal Hawk with Soul & Conscience’ might occupy rooms next 

door to Mr Jaggers in Great Expectations. However, for all his skill at portraying a 

sense of place, Adinga fails the reader in his characterisations. There are glimpses of 

the scathing satire and irony Adinga is capable of writing when Parekh and Sons lead 

Masterji on a wander round the mulberry bush in the mutable world of Indian 

jurisprudence. Dickens’s characters are beautifully and richly evoked: Masterji and 

his fellow Tower A inhabitants become tedious and repetitive. Real life is inescapable 

but fiction must elevate it to art so that the reader can perceive its multitude of 

connections. 

Shah poses the question, ‘What is Bombay?’ while assessing the city with his 

customary avarice. He was one of the peasants who arrive in the glittering city with 

cow dung on their bare feet and inarticulate hopes. He now owns more than enough 

material splendours but his health has been corrupted by the atrocious working 

practices he advocates. He is a widower who has totally lost any connection with his 

only son. He is a pathetic figure and a disappointing character. He is neither 
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sufficiently nasty to be captivating, neither sufficiently ignorant to be pitied. The 

contest is reduced to the wealthy lonely old man versus the poor lonely old man.  

As part of his Dickensian experiment Adinga writes some wonderful 

vignettes:  

 

Three goats had come out from an alley, and one of them rubbed against his 

left leg.  

Day-labourers slept on the pavement, oblivious to the moving feet 

around them. The wooden carts that they had been pulling all day long lay 

beside them; from beneath one, a dog’s claws jutted out, as if the cart were 

relaxing its animal digits in the cool of the evening. An old man sat beside 

stacks of newspapers held down by rocks: each rock looking like a 

crystallization of some hard truth in the newsprint. Masterji stopped to watch 

the newspapers. (300) 

 

Great writers understand that by portraying a city’s crowd they can reveal to the 

reader a surprising array of individuality. Adinga has a keen eye for detail and his 

prose easily captures the essence and intimacy of a single moment. But this novel’s 

foundation is not sturdy enough to support so many levels of multitudes. The insights 

into the lives Adinga spotlights read like a collection of vignettes better suited to the 

short story form. The novel lacks an interesting central storyline and memorable 

major characters to serve as the mortar which would render the novel a cohesive 

journey through Mumbai, a city with more than 20 million souls striving to lead lives 

of purpose. 

Adinga’s highly successful debut novel, The White Tiger, was a narrative tour 

de force, masterfully propelled by a rich and original vein of dark humour. His second 

novel, Last Man in Tower, is also set in modern day India but it is a subdued and 

surprisingly uninteresting narrative. 

 

Susan Gorgioski 
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Alice Pung, Her Father’s Daughter (Black Inc., 2011)  

 

Building on her highly successful first memoir, Unpolished Gem, which dealt 

with growing up in a Chinese–Cambodian family in the Western suburbs of 

Melbourne, Alice Pung’s second memoir swings between alternative perspectives 

of father and daughter, for the most part. It begins with the father’s point of view 

and his mantra for living, ‘To live a happy life … you need a healthy short-term 

memory, a slate that can be wiped clean every morning’ (5). Towards the end of 

the book the daughter invents the term ‘dismemory’ (191) to describe the process 

of deliberately forgetting to remember: 

 

Dismemory sounded like a foreign country filled with heaps of 

miscellaneous cast-offs. And people in clusters, picking up the pieces, also 

called Dismemories. People wearing their Dismemories like armour … 

Her Dismemories were small, but her father’s were enormous. (191) 

 

Learning to forget is one of the ways to establish a life after trauma, but this 

process comes with penalties. One such consequence is the creation of a vast 

inchoate sense of anxiety, and such anxieties, which exceed any clear cause or 

solution, proliferate amongst immigrants, becoming more concentrated with age. 

We watch our parents surrender to the grip of these swirling fears, which can 

range from the panic induced by getting on the wrong tram to ensuring there are 

no sharp knives in the house: 

 

Her father’s defence mechanism, she realized, was a piece of precision 

engineering, but it was also an archaic machine, one that was not well 

oiled, one that was no longer used for the purpose for which it had been 

built. (106) 

 

Pung’s new memoir brilliantly captures those immigrant paternal anxieties that 

circumscribe the lives of their children and gradually reveals where these fears are 

rooted. She takes seriously the injunctions of her father’s friends to be a 

repository, an archive, for their stories concerning the horrors of the Khmer Rouge 

and Pol Pot’s Killing Fields that constitute an unavoidable reference point in their 

generation’s lives; the tales are waiting to be revealed and interpreted when the 

descendants are ready to hear them (111). Those descendants implicitly include 

the wider Australian community whose appetite for the many histories that make 

up the nation have not traditionally been open to the diverse traumas that impede 

the hegemony of triumphalist versions of that story, as Aboriginal Australians, 

amongst others, can testify.  

Remembering to forget is also one of the cornerstones of nationalism, as 

Ernest Renan’s classic essay from 1882, ‘What is a nation?’, reminds us. The 

phrase also hints at the effort involved in that process – the active blocking of 

events and memories. In recreating the stories of atrocities Pung is economical 

with the details –the signs of imminent death involve having the buttons removed 

from one’s clothing (147); a child’s murder is marked by faint marks of blood and 
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hair on a tree (140). Her father had tried to soothe his children with visions of a 

broad historical backdrop of ancestors in China, a venerable tradition elsewhere, 

wanting to conjure a larger theatre for his daughter than the everyday life in the 

Western suburbs she detailed in her first memoir. But Pung prevails with the ‘petit 

récits’ that attract her as being inherently more trustworthy than grand narratives.  

And it is not as though these details don’t imply broader philosophical questions. 

For example, a recurrent theme is the question of what ‘innocence’ means and the 

extent to which it is complicitous with evil. The Khmer Rouge army appears to be 

composed of adolescent children whose lack of moral literacy means that it seems 

easier for them to commit random atrocities: they are without empathy which is 

somehow worse than being motivated by hatred or other strong feelings. The 

absence of feelings is something that also haunts the book. In her attempts to 

recreate her father’s inner life Pung notes that one of his greatest triumphs was the 

ability to be able to love after surviving the Killing Fields. 

But moral literacy, empathic awareness, are also sometimes lacking in 

their new home. When the father translates for his compatriots in the migrant 

hostel he has difficulty understanding what their hosts mean by repeated queries 

concerning how well the immigrants are ‘adjusting’. When they finally 

understand, some begin to cry (75). It remains for the next generation to go 

beyond these tears and to explain their source. 

Learning to forget also has other connotations, in that the daughter 

establishes learning itself and an academic life as a bulwark against the memories 

that emanate from her parents and their circle of relatives and friends. In her first 

volume of memoirs Pung revealed the many ways in which the children of 

immigrants spend their lives apologising for or trying to shield themselves from 

the numerous episodes in which their parents embarrass them through being out of 

step with most aspects of daily life. At the same time there is a protective armour 

provided by the solidarity of those family circles – ultimately there is an 

awareness that survival is dependent on loyalty to family even when their 

behaviour looks like psychosis to the outside world. The comforting feel of a 

younger sister in one’s bed or the flow of narratives from a grandmother are 

antidotes to registering the censorious glances of neighbours or fielding the daily 

interference by parents in their children’s lives. When the father builds up his 

electrical appliance store he generously involves all of his extended family. At the 

same time, those who are outsiders are sometimes treated harshly. A lonely young 

immigrant laborer is violently ejected when he awkwardly gropes the daughter. 

She had agonised  about whether or not to reveal this to her father – rightly so as it 

turns out since his rage is completely out of proportion to the incident. But her 

betrayal is caught up with her own guilt at becoming a sexual being. Later in the 

process of growing up, the daughter’s attempts to include the parents in her new 

life at the university are met with reserve on their part. They too have internalised 

their own lack of fit in this society and take care not to intrude into the new lives 

their children are constructing. 

There is also the suggestion that this complicated upbringing generates a 

different kind of anxiety in the children. In Pung’s case it comprises a fear of 

committing to the creation of another family constellation – generating one’s own 

dyad in order to learn to forget, to create new memories for another generation. 
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Although she knows that ‘desire is the accelerator of life’ (23) she cannot 

surrender to it – yet. Home as both shelter and prison retains its familiar and often 

paralysing ambiguity. 

 

Sneja Gunew 
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Jamie Ford, The Hotel on the Corner of Bitter and Sweet (Allen & Unwin, 2011) 

 

This is author Jamie Ford’s debut novel, developed from his short story about the ‘I 

Am Chinese’ button that his father and many Chinese children wore after the 

bombing of Pearl Harbor.
1
 It’s a charming story moving between 1986 and 1942, 

providing an historical landscape which enables the reader to follow events that 

influenced the central character Henry Lee. Though it is a work of fiction, the author 

has used real events and places to give a sense of authenticity to the story.  

The novel opens on 56-year-old Henry as he joins ‘a crowd of curious 

onlookers’ (1) gathering outside the Panama Hotel in 1986. This is his second visit to 

the originally Japanese designed and owned landmark building ‘that has been boarded 

up since 1950’ (4). As Henry stands in the crowd, the new hotel owner announces that 

‘the belongings of 37 Japanese families’ (5) have been found in the hotel’s basement; 

opening the umbrella she is carrying to emphasise the drama for the television 

cameras. Henry sees it is a ‘Japanese parasol, made from bamboo, bright red and 

white – with orange koi painted on it, carp that looked like giant goldfish’ (5). For 

further emphasis, the owner holds up various items that have been gathering dust in 

the dim basement ever since their owners were interned.   

It’s the parasol that triggers Henry’s deeply suppressed memories and takes 

him back to 1942 and ‘the war years’ (1) when he was a 12-year-old schoolboy 

straddling two cultures and finding the first love now described by the older Henry as 

‘the love of his life’ (1).  

 

The more Henry thought about the shabby old knick-knacks, the forgotten 

treasures, the more he wondered if his own broken heart might be found in 

there, hidden among the unclaimed possessions of another time. Boarded up in 

the basement of a condemned hotel. Lost, but never forgotten. (6) 

 

In the intervening 40 plus years Henry has experienced a happy marriage to ‘dear 

Ethel’ (2), who has been dead for six months now. Henry retired to care for his sick 

wife, but since her passing has a lot of time on his hands and feels lonely; perhaps 

these belongings hold answers about the mystery of what happened to the Okabe 

family, especially their daughter Keiko.  

There are some amusing moments, such as when the young Henry is ordered 

to ‘speak only your American’ (11) by his father, although his parents only speak 

their native Chinese. Also expected to wear an ‘I Am Chinese’ (11) button on leaving 

the house each day, the confused young Henry considers ‘the contrast … absurd. This 

makes no sense … My father’s pride has finally got the better of him’ (11). However, 

it occasionally has benefits when, for instance, his mother queries how he affords the 

‘starfire lily’ he buys her each week. His rapid answer, ‘Everythingwasonsaletoday-

specialoffer’ (14), confuses her, but she appreciates his ‘good bargaining skills’ (15) 

as she pockets the cash. 

                                                           
1
 Interview with Jamie Ford, author of The Hotel on the Corner of Bitter and Sweet posted on 

YouTube,  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qvfUXAVth5Y&feature=related 
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Sent to Seattle’s all-white Rainier Elementary, with a racist culture prevailing 

among not only the students but also some of the teachers, Henry faces daily taunts 

and an occasional beating from the school bullies. He maintains a stoic exterior in 

spite of his inner dread. Correspondingly, each day he’s heckled as he walks in the 

opposite direction to Chinese children going to the Chinese school only three blocks 

from his parents’ apartment. Feeling ‘like a salmon swimming upstream’, he’s 

grateful his old classmates don’t join in the chorus of ‘white devil’ (12). 

The day Keiko Okabe appears in the canteen at Rainer and she and Henry are 

thrown together performing duties in payment for their scholarships, a friendship 

begins. Both are at the all-white school because their parents believe it will cement 

their American status. Henry has never had any Japanese associations. His father 

would definitely not approve a friendship with Keiko.  

Henry’s extremely traditional Chinese Nationalist father is well respected by 

the Chinatown community. He raises funds in support of the Kuomintang. He hates 

the Japanese more for bombing Shanghai and sacking Nanjing than bombing Pearl 

Harbor. 

Introduced to jazz music through his friendship with black saxophonist, 

Sheldon, Henry has another little secret to keep from his father. Jazz is the new 

counter-culture just emerging onto the Seattle club scene. Definitely not something 

Henry’s parents would consider suitable. When Sheldon lands a gig with Oscar 

Holden at Seattle’s Black Elk Club, Henry decides to go. Keiko joins him there. It’s 

their first date. Holden acknowledges them, dedicating Alley Cats ‘for my two new 

friends’ (66). It becomes Henry and Keiko’s abiding connection. The evening is 

interrupted by an FBI raid to round up all Japanese patrons, and the children witness 

first-hand the enactment of Roosevelt’s Executive Orders, realising their own 

vulnerability, but escaping thanks to Henry’s I Am Chinese button. 

In 1942 all Japanese living in America, regardless of their citizenship status, 

were relocated to internment camps under the Executive Orders signed by Franklin D. 

Roosevelt, purportedly for their own safety but more in response to mounting fear and 

suspicion of their loyalty to America. Many of the interned Japanese men were 

expected to prove their loyalty by signing up to fight on America’s behalf. 
2
 

Back to 1986 as 56-year-old Henry rues his fraught relationship with his son, 

recognising aspects of his childhood struggles with his own father. Marty is frustrated 

by the lack of communication between them; he also feels he knows little about his 

father’s life. Both Henry and Marty acknowledge Ethel’s role in mediating between 

them. 

The usually cautious Henry makes a sudden decision to explore the belongings 

in the Panama Hotel basement. The new owner gives permission, but the task proves 

daunting. Henry’s decision to ask Marty to help is the turning point in their difficult 

relationship as they learn to listen and to share things about themselves. It’s a turning 

point in their difficult relationship bringing a brighter promise for their future. 

Although I felt the young Henry seems too emotionally mature for his age, I 

nevertheless enjoyed his emerging sense of self and independence as he pursues 

friendship with Keiko, sneaking out to see her, even helping her family as they face 

internment.  
                                                           
2
 Ricco Villanueva Siasoco and Schmuel Ross, ‘Japanese Relocation Centres’, 

http://www.infoplease.com/spot/internment1.html  
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In some ways Sheldon acts the older brother, lessening the young boy’s 

loneliness. Mrs Beatty of the Rainier canteen unexpectedly proves an ally who also 

adds to Henry’s growing independence. 

This novel would be a good discussion starter for book groups or the 

classroom as the author touches on many issues and events without offering moral 

judgments, leaving it open to readers to exercise their own sense of justice. 

Bud’s Jazz Records and the Panama Hotel are real places, and the belongings 

of thirty-seven Japanese families continue to be stored in the basement of the hotel. 

Oscar Holden was one of the founding fathers of the North West American jazz scene 

(365-366). 

In today’s Seattle the Wing Luke Museum of the Asian Pacific American 

Experience
3
 offers tours of Seattle’s International District, including one titled Bitter 

and Sweet Tour in honour of Jamie Ford’s novel, which held a place in the New York 

Times Top 20 Bestsellers for more than twelve months.  

 

Kay Hart 
 

                                                           
3
 Bitter and Sweet Tour, http://wingluke.org/neighborhoodtours.html 
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Téa Obreht, The Tiger’s Wife (Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 2011) 

 

War and its aftermath can create many issues for the survivors, not least among them 

new borders and the re-allocation of public spaces and familiar icons.  

 

The war had altered everything. Once separate, the pieces that made up our old 

country no longer carried the same characteristics that had formerly represented 

their respective parts of the whole. ... Landmarks, writers, scientists, histories – 

had to be doled out according to their new owners. That Nobel Prize-winner was 

no longer ours, but theirs; we named our airport after our crazy inventor, who was 

no longer a communal figure. (159) 

 

War stretches resources to the limit and services like medical treatment and education 

suffer as a result. The location and defusing of leftover ‘live’ ammunition can inflict 

further suffering. Then there’s the gruesome task of identifying the remains of the dead 

from the piles of body parts ‘picked out of ditches, trees, the rubble of buildings where 

they had been blown by the force of the bombs … you could barely distinguish what 

they were, much less … assign them ... to persons of loved ones’ (279); a particularly 

important matter for families who want to honour dead loved ones. At such times 

ceremony and ritual, superstitions and folk tales comfort those who have survived as 

much as memories, and help them to cope with change. 

 In The Tiger’s Wife, 25-year-old Serbian born Téa Obreht invents places and 

people in an unnamed country, and a young Balkan doctor, Natalia Stefanovic, to write a 

novel about the aftermath of the wars of the twentieth century. Moving between 

contemporary prose and the language of folk tales, she generates a matryoshka-style 

narrative of intersecting stories that requires the reader’s full concentration to keep all 

the threads together. For instance, the extremely lengthy though poignant tale of Luka 

the butcher could almost stand on its own. By the time I’d read it, I had to re-read earlier 

sections in order to get back on track with the narrative. However, it is through stories 

such as this that conflicts are addressed: Christian and Muslim, Turk and Ottoman, 

science and superstition. 

Whilst the Balkans and its various peoples create the novel’s landscape, it is 

Natalia’s grandfather, her memories of him and his stories that bring it to life. A doctor, 

and a famous one, he is a most interesting character. He enjoys ritual yet is pragmatic, is 

generally a realist yet doesn’t deny supernatural events, and he has never lost his 

fascination for The Jungle Book and the majesty of the tiger, Sheer Khan: ‘In my 

grandfather’s life, the rituals that followed the war were rituals of renegotiation. All his 

life, he had been part of the whole – not just part of it, but made up of it’ (159); and 

‘Everything necessary to understand my grandfather lies between two stories; the story 

of the tiger’s wife, and the story of the deathless man’ (30).  

Of the two stories, the one about the deathless man is the one he did tell his 

granddaughter and it is a complex tale drawn from Slavic and German mythology where 

a man seeks to cheat death, in this case successfully.
 1

  

                                                           
1
 PBS Newshour, Conversation: Tea Obreht author of The Tiger’s Wife, 1 April 2011. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w9vupUf1FDI 
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In the modern passages of the novel, Natalia is travelling on a goodwill mission 

with her childhood friend Zora to inoculate children living in an orphanage across the 

new border; children orphaned by actions conducted by soldiers from her side of the 

border. As Natalia and Zora wait for clearance before continuing on their journey the 

threat of danger lurks even as they become frustrated with the customs process. It is 

during this hiatus in their journey that Natalia learns of her beloved grandfather’s death, 

discovering that he has told her grandmother that he was travelling to help Natalia, while 

actually heading to Zdrevkov, a place not on any map and where he has died in a 

makeshift clinic. The clinic hasn’t returned his belongings with his body and Natalia’s 

grandmother is upset. She needs them for the proper observation of the ritual ‘40 days of 

the soul’ (6). Natalia undertakes to seek answers to her grandfather’s actions and to 

retrieve his belongings. As Natalia tries to come to terms with the loss of her 

grandfather, she discovers the stories he hasn’t told her. The stories are a way of keeping 

him alive for Natalia as she mourns. 

Natalia’s earliest memory is of accompanying her grandfather on their ritual visit 

to the zoo housed in a fortress still intact from the Ottoman era. They bring food to feed 

the animals on their way to the tigers. It is for the tigers her grandfather comes. As they 

watch them he sits with an open copy of The Jungle Book by Rudyard Kipling on his 

knees and recites passages to her: ‘I once knew a girl who loved tigers so much she 

almost became one herself. I believe he is offering me a fairy tale in which I can imagine 

myself – and will, for years and years’ (2). Natalia has always believed that she was that 

young girl. However, much later, when she visits Galina, where her grandfather was 

born and where he spent his childhood, she discovers the story of the tiger’s wife, a story 

her grandfather hadn’t told her. She learns how her grandfather acquired the copy of The 

Jungle Book that he always carried and that he wagered with the deathless man. 

Villagers relate stories about the butcher, the apothecary, Darius the Bear and the 

blacksmith, stories that include her grandfather as a child. Woven through all the stories 

is that of the deaf-mute woman who befriended a tiger that had escaped when the zoo 

was bombed. Village superstition christened her ‘the tiger’s wife’. Natalia begins to 

understand the events that had such an impact on her grandfather’s character.  

There are moments of black comedy, such as when M. Dobravka the very small, 

very determined teacher arrives unusually late for class because on the way to the school 

she has taken a huge risk to acquire a pair of lungs ‘pink, wet, soft as satin’ (37) so that 

her students could actually see how lungs worked. Or when Natalia, during her medical 

training, is working part-time at a laboratory and is ‘asked to help … prepare brain 

samples for a research study from ‘a bagful of baby mice’ (154-5), and Ironglove who 

tells an accident victim, ‘Don’t worry sir – it’s a lot easier to watch the second finger 

come off if you’re biting down on the first’ (12). 

In Obreht’s background stories are important. Her own, recently deceased, 

grandfather told her stories and his character has crept into that of the grandfather in her 

novel. Her homeland, the former Yugoslavia, was divided into seven separate countries 

following the most recent Balkans war, and although she hasn’t experienced that war 

first-hand she has managed to convey its effect. She is the youngest author to win the 

Orange prize for Fiction, awarded in 2011, and is among the New Yorker’s Top 20 

Writers under 40 List. 

 

Kay Hart 
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Cees Nooteboom, The Foxes Come at Night translated from Dutch by Ina Rilke 

 (Quercus, 2011)  

 

Cees Nooteboom belongs to a generation of Dutch writers who were born before the 

war and with the death earlier this year of Harry Mulisch (The Discovery of Heaven, 

1982) Nooteboom is one of the last alive. Unlike Mulisch who wrote relentlessly 

about the post-war Dutch landscape and whose work is thus closer to Gunther Grass 

in Germany, Nooteboom is more identifiable with writers such as the much younger 

Ian Buruma (Murder in Amsterdam, 2006) who, if they write about the Netherlands at 

all, do so from an outsider/expatriate viewpoint. Like Buruma, Nooteboom is an 

analytical essayist with an extensive oeuvre of travel writing and commentary about 

the arts. Nooteboom is unique however in that he is an experimenter and thus is not 

easily classifiable at all. In The Foxes Come at Night he pushes the boundaries of 

what we think of as the short story genre to the furthest edges of his imagination.  

Something else to keep in mind in any consideration of Nooteboom is that his 

father died in an Allied bombing raid during the war. He has known tragic, 

inexplicable death from an early age and, like Proust who came to realise that he was 

the subject of his writing, there is a sense that Nooteboom is studying himself in these 

stories.   

A melancholy, the black bile of ancient Greece, pervades all of Nooteboom’s 

work, an attraction to decay, ennui – the end of things. At times The Foxes Come at 

Night reads like a farewell letter, not from author to reader but author to himself. 

Accordingly, corpses, skeletons, absent friends, ghosts, the fleeting rustle of foxes 

foraging, ‘jaws half open, their sharp little teeth, their sly pointed faces silhouetted 

against the tent’ (134), scamper through these stories. Not as discrete titbits that we 

might prefer to call short stories, but as eight pieces of a whole work. A work 

moreover that studies proximity to death from both parts of the divide. The narrator in 

‘Paula II’ gives her version of events from the other side. The music that accompanies 

all this gloom is Strauss’s Four Last Songs. Ending with: ist dies etwa der Tod? Is 

here death?  

The opening story, ‘Gondolas’, is set in Venice and told from the point of 

view of a man who remarks that ‘Eternal cities tend not to change too much’ (10). He 

is contemplating a photograph that conjures up images of people now dead and; 

‘hopelessly outdated version of yourself’ (10). Trying to feel the absence of a former 

girlfriend, shockingly under age when he had a sexual relationship with her forty 

years earlier. After her death his letters to her are returned to be discarded unread on 

‘ashy, evening coloured water’ (24), not far from the Doge’s palace. The instrument 

of dispersal is a gondola. Over the centuries the palace has changed much less than 

either of the characters have over the course of their lives. But as Venice is supposed 

to be sinking we are reminded that the ‘atavistic’ gondolas will transcend palaces, 

bodies and memories. 

The longest story, ‘Heinz’, is in some ways the most interesting. Nooteboom 

describes Heinz as an honorary vice-consul, the lowest rank in the Dutch Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs, who is able to display the arms of the royal house at the front of his 

business. Like Charles Fortnum, the honorary consul in Graham Greene’s novel of the 

same name, Heinz is a hopeless, doomed alcoholic.  
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The narrator of this story contemplates Heinz and his circle captured within 

yet another photograph and remarks:   

 

Drama in novels or films exists thanks to the denial of duration, since it can be 

compressed into a few evenings of reading or an hour or two of viewing. 

Things happen in the real world which you can call dramas, and yet, if you 

want to turn them into art you have no choice but to converge and compress. 

(40)  

 

He then segues into a consideration of long nineteenth century novels (Trollope and 

Stendhal) before reminding us that his story is about the real, the temporal and really 

nothing much happens, unlike Graham Greene’s fictional work which has a dramatic 

end. Heinz, the honorary consul, drinks himself to death in a setting within the 

‘hinterland of classical allure’ (41) fantasising about Tonga.  

The other people in the photograph, including the narrator, are embarked ‘on 

our epic journey from nothing to nowhere’, taking with them their inconsequential 

secrets (44). 

Being touched by anything, be it emotion, affection, fleeting joy – is all that 

most of these characters want at the end of their days. In ‘Late September’ an elderly 

woman is visited nightly by a man who is in his sixties. On the way out of her 

apartment each night the lover takes away some small, valuable object. However, the 

elderly woman dresses in the clothes of her late husband’s first wife, also dead. It is 

the dead woman’s trinkets that the lover steals. The lover is described as ‘a clown’, a 

particularly odious brand of cigarette, ‘perfect . . . for the likes of you’ (89).  

After the last horrible encounter between the elderly woman and her younger 

beau an image from within a silver framed photograph smiles back, ‘from the realms 

of the dead, an ambivalent, half-indulgent smile’ (89).   

In ‘Paula’ the narrator begins by saying, ‘Ghosts I do not believe in, but 

photographs are another matter. A woman wants you to think of her, and contrives to 

make you come across a photograph of her’ (101).  This narrator lives in a top floor 

flat, sparsely furnished, overlooking a polder (flat Dutch landscape), his sole 

decorative possession a photograph of Paula who, forty years earlier, made the cover 

of Vogue.  

Paula’s frozen image on this man’s window-sill is in direct contrast to her 

death in a fire. However, we are spared the details of her dramatic passing because 

Paula herself is able to reassure us that ‘I lost consciousness, I just drifted out of life 

unawares’ (127). Paula tells us that ‘Life’ seems a big deal when you’re alive but on 

the other side you find out ‘how transparent it is. A spider’s web’ (132). And, like a 

spider’s web, or the rustle and whisper of foxes, so easily brushed aside. Yet Paula 

used to sing the Bach cantatas in a church in Amsterdam; an eternal city like Venice. 

Bach’s music, Amsterdam’s golden age, the works of writers are the creations of 

human beings who lived fragile yet important and hopefully enduring lives.  

  In the midst of this contemplation on ageing and death there does not seem to 

be much raging against the dying of the light until the last story called appropriately 

‘The Furthermost Point’. This story is a mere three and a half pages. A woman who is 

no longer young walks two hours to a bleak cliff where she rages ‘against rage’ at a 

sea that is sometimes ‘the pitch black of a funeral pall’ (143) and at other times 
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glitters. She dances with the wind seemingly content to be buffeted this way and that. 

Then returns home. 

Images frozen in silver photographs, words that can be scattered by gondolas, 

foxes that stir our remains before we are properly dead and the occasional scream 

uttered into the void: Nooteboom tells us are the things to look forward to at the end. 

The eternal; edifices, works that we have created, may survive us.  

 

Elisabeth Holdsworth 
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Janet Malcolm, Iphigenia in Forest Hills: Anatomy of a Murder Trial (Yale 

University Press, 2011) 

 

On 23 October 2007, a woman called Mazoltuv Borukhova walked into a playground 

in the suburb of Forest Hills, New York, to visit her daughter who had recently been 

transferred to the sole custody of her father. As the four-year-old child, Michelle, was 

lifted up by her father to be placed in the arms of her mother, he was shot. In the 

police investigation and criminal trial that followed it was alleged that Michelle’s 

mother, who would henceforth be known simply as ‘Borukhova’, hired a hit man to 

murder her husband.   

 Borukhova was a physician; her murdered ex-husband, Daniel Malakov, an 

orthodontist. Borukhova and Malakov are Bukharan Jews, an obscure sect whose 

origins lie in central Asia, in Borukhova’s case legendary Samarkand. The hitman, 

Mikhael Malleyev, is also Bukharan. Bukharan Jews came to America from the 1970s 

onward and settled in great numbers in Forest Hills. The women dress in long skirts 

and cover their heads with wigs or turbans. The group is often stereotyped by other 

Russian Jews as ‘not proper Jews, more like Muslims than like Jews’ (31).  

 Janet Malcolm, the famous New Yorker critic, who was born in Prague and has 

lived in the United States since the 1930s, was intrigued by this trial as there is an 

enigma that lies at the heart of the case: ‘She (Borukhovha) couldn’t have done it and 

must have done it’ (32). 

Malcolm has written about court cases before, notably in The Journalist and 

the Murderer (1990) and was herself involved in a lengthy court proceedings when 

psychoanalyst Jeffrey Moussaief Masson, brought an action for libel against her after 

publication of her book Psychoanalysis: The Impossible Profession (1981).  

 In Iphegenia in Forest Hills Malcolm presents the court case that took place in 

Queens during the early months of 2009 as a gladiatorial contest where the opposing 

attorneys present their competing narratives in front of a despotic emperor (the judge) 

who then directs a jury to take note of some parts of the narrative while ignoring 

others. In the trial of Mazultov Borukhova and her co-defendant, Mikhail Malleyev, 

the man accused of killing her husband, the presiding judge was Robert Hanophy, 

known as ‘Hang ’em Hanophy’ a man Malcolm describes as ‘seventy-four with a 

small head and a large body and the faux-genial manner that American petty tyrants 

cultivate’ (7). The prosecution was directed by Brad Leventhal; the defence by 

Stephen Scaring, depicted as a lawyer with a reputation for taking on unwinnable 

cases and winning them.    

 Although Borukhova and the co-defendant, Malleyev, were found guilty on 

circumstantial evidence, the case against them was strong. Another judge, Sidney 

Strauss, had ordered that the child Michelle was to be handed over to the sole custody 

of her father because ‘she cries hysterically when threatened with separation from her 

mother’ (47). Remarkably, none of the social workers involved in ‘helping’ 

Borukhova and Malakov resolve their issues had requested a change of custody order. 

Neither had the father. An appeals court upheld Judge Strauss’s decision and six days 

before the murder Michelle (screaming hysterically) was handed over to her father. 

 This miscarriage of justice gives prosecutor Leventhal the mythic 

underpinning to explain Borukhova’s decision to have her husband executed.  
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It was as inevitable that Borukhova – ‘her’ – would revenge herself on Daniel 

for the loss of Michelle as that Clytemnestra would revenge herself on 

Agamemnon for the loss of Iphigenia. (16) 

 

The person making this observation is not Leventhal, however, it is the author Janet 

Malcolm. Nevertheless, the jury ‘got’ the mythic dimension of the case. Defence 

lawyer Scaring tried to point out that ‘gentle, cultivated’ Borukhova could not 

possibly have arranged to have her husband executed in front of the child. Indeed, 

Michelle could have been injured or worse if the bullet had wavered slightly. But 

Scaring never offered an alternative scenario, another plausible narrative of who 

might have killed Daniel Malakov.  

 During the divorce proceedings of her parents Michelle/Iphigenia came under 

the supervision of a law guardian called David Schnall. He is Borukhova’s nemesis, a 

man who sent the mother exorbitant bills she had to pay or risk losing her child, who 

did not bother to interview Michelle until some eighteen months into his 

guardianship. Schnall almost becomes Janet Malcolm’s nemesis. In a telephone 

conversation with her he describes the world as a place of hidden evil under the 

control of communists who own the banks, the police department even the city of 

New York. He alleges that the government knew the 9/11 attacks were going to 

happen and ‘same thing with Katrina’ (68). Schnall is a nutcase and Malcolm tells us 

that after listening to his diatribe she did something she has never done before: ‘I 

meddled with the story I was reporting. I entered it as a character who could affect its 

plot’ (69).   

Malcolm calls defence attorney Scaring, and if this plot were part of a movie 

the case would have been dismissed and mother and daughter reunited. Amazingly, 

despite Malcolm’s interference Schnall’s exposure as a venal nutter did not affect the 

plot one iota. The case against Borukhova continued. Borukhova’s ‘contained, 

Cordelia like demeanour’ alienated the jury. ‘She looked like a captive barbarian 

princess in a Roman triumphal procession’ (59). She does not make eye contact with 

the jury and they do not look at her.  

 The subtitle of this book is ‘Anatomy of a Murder Trial’ and there is no doubt 

that Malcolm’s scalpel dissects and lays bare extraordinary injustices. From the point 

where Malcolm inserts herself into the story there is a discernable distancing, a 

disdain for the Bokharan community creeps into her commentary. She repeats that the 

Bokharans are exotic – Russian rather than Jewish. The neighbourhood where the 

murdered man lived has, ‘the slightly tacky look of Imperial Russian splendour’ 

(108). The murdered man’s nephew tells Malcolm that the last time he spoke to his 

uncle, Daniel was eating a pomegranate. 

 Malcolm retorts: ‘Of course he was eating a pomegranate. Characters in 

Russian literature are always eating (or offering) fruit at significant moments’ (114). 

Thus, Chekhov’s Gurov in Lady and the Lapdog brings his mistress a slice of 

watermelon when they have slept together for the first time. Tolstoy’s Oblonsky 

brings his wife a pear when she confronts him with his infidelity. The pomegranate 

with its Arabian Nights connotations reminds us (again) that the Bokharans are 

regarded as ‘almost Muslims’ by other Jews. Malcolm adds, gratuitously in my 

opinion, ‘It is in the lifeblood of Russian storytelling to take note of the fruit’ (114). 
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 And what of Iphigenia? Her mother, Borukhova, is sentenced to life 

imprisonment without parole. Borukhova’s sisters want custody of Michelle, but she 

is passed around her father’s family like a human parcel straight out of a Dickensian 

nightmare. Malcolm is able to observe the child one last time before leaving the story 

and observes that she is bruised about the neck, supposedly from a fall, yet somehow 

Michelle has fitted into her paternal uncle’s family and might almost be happy. 

 

Elisabeth Holdsworth 
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Charlotte Wood, Animal People (Allen & Unwin, 2011) 
 
Charlotte Wood is one of Australia’s most skilful contemporary authors. Since her 
1999 debut, Pieces of a Girl, Wood has become known and celebrated for her 
complex and convincing characters, her observant eye, and her ability to examine the 
domestic and the commonplace and offer striking insights. Her second novel, the 
Miles Franklin shortlisted The Submerged Cathedral (2004), was a poetic exploration 
of romantic love and the familial ties that bind, and the bestselling The Children 
(2007) followed a family of adult siblings who return to their home town after their 
father has an accident. Wood’s precise representation of the children’s prickly rivalry, 
and the ways in which grief, trauma and bearing witness to suffering impact upon 
their relationships, marked her as an outstanding Australian writer of the literary 
family drama. 

Her fourth and latest novel will undoubtedly cement this reputation. Animal 
People is a sequel to The Children (taking place four years later), with Stephen 
Connolly, the drifting, often-absent middle-child from The Children as its protagonist. 
Described as ‘an urban love story’, the character-driven narrative takes place over a 
day in the life of the now 39 year old Stephen – the day he has decided to dump his 
girlfriend Fiona – and considers the conflict between desire for, and fear of intimacy, 
family and freedom. 

When the novel opens Stephen is still as quietly dissatisfied with life as he was 
in The Children. Determined to break up with the supportive Fiona for reasons he is 
barely aware of, Stephen is caught between surrendering to his own propensity for 
passivity, and persisting in a relationship that makes him happy, but limits his 
freedom. His continued ambivalence towards his family is similarly indicative of his 
conflicted nature. An inane early morning phone call from his mother leaves Stephen 
feeling guilty, panicked and mutinous. ‘He hated this obnoxious need of his mother’s 
for him to be improved, her years of cautious hinting that he could be better if he only 
tried’ (18). It’s a foreboding start to what proves to be a disastrous day for Stephen. 
As he attempts to make his way to his dead-end job in a zoo kiosk, avoids his family’s 
judgement, suffers the macho aggression of Fiona’s ex-husband and endures her 
daughter’s calamitous birthday party, Stephen is met with one obstacle after another. 
Nothing, it seems, can possibly go right for him, and somehow he is to blame. He is a 
character horribly aware of ‘all the various arenas of his failure’ (20) and his profound 
ability to disappoint others. It is his ambiguous response to this knowledge which 
drives the narrative.  

Wood is a writer of astonishing acuity, and she invests Stephen’s mundane 
interactions with the urban world around him with revelatory humour. It is this which 
enables the reader to grow fond of Stephen, for all his disaffection. Stephen ponders 
whether the ‘healthy and well-kept’ Big Issue vendor is actually homeless, capitulates 
to the donation-seeking animal-welfare worker in the mall only to horrify her with his 
admission that he works at the zoo, and notes the ‘shimmer of anxiety’ that fills a bus 
when a drunk gets on. His encounter with his neighbours and their German shepherd, 
Balzac, who promptly lodges his snout between Stephen’s buttocks, is hilarious, but 
also facilitates deeper consideration of how and why others perceive him as a loser: 
‘Stephen knew he demonstrated some lack of humanity by not being a Dog Person. 
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This seemed unfair. … Not to be musical or intellectual was unremarkable and 
provoked no suspicion. But not to be an animal person somehow meant he wasn’t 
fully human’ (28). The novel is littered with such sharply drawn observations. 

Animals, too, are ever-present throughout Animal People. At times the book 
seems oversaturated with references to pet shops, circuses, butchers, crazy cat ladies 
and even My Little Pony, as much as they provide the subtext to Stephen’s grapple 
with what it means to be free. Stephen, too, continuously meditates on human-animal 
relationships, commenting at one point that ‘he found the zoo depressing. It was not 
the cages so much as the people – their need to possess, their disappointment, the way 
they wanted the animals to notice them’ (28-9). He cannot comprehend the possibility 
of reciprocal affection between pets and their owners – ‘What was this love? Was it 
like love between people? He felt this to be impossible’ (29) – and the reader comes 
to understand that the possibility for change and fulfilment in Stephen’s life hinges on 
whether he will be able to better comprehend the nature of this love.  

By turns humorous, intelligent, playful and melancholy, Animal People is 
deceptive in its apparent simplicity. Wood is at the height of her powers, and her 
ability to wrest startling truths from the ordinary and the familiar is astonishing. For 
those who have read The Children, there is enormous satisfaction in learning more 
about what plagues Stephen, and Wood’s own transition from examining the darker 
side of family life to a more comical consideration will delight many. This is a tender 
portrayal of a man struggling to discover what it is that he yearns for. 
 
Hannah Kent 
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Kate Grenville, Sarah Thornhill (Text Publishing, 2011) 

 

Only the passage of time will determine whether Kate Grenville’s fictional 

construction of a massacre in her prize-winning novel The Secret River (2005), now 

cemented in Sarah Thornhill (2011) its subtitled sequel, will become an apocryphal 

story that attaches itself to local and evidence-based history of the Hawkesbury 

River.
1
 Sarah Thornhill continues the story of Grenville’s ancestor Solomon 

Wiseman, fictionalised as William Thornhill. He and his two wives, who are to some 

extent complicit, bring down the curse of beneficiary privilege gained by violence on 

descendent members of their family to this day. Their ‘taking up of land’ prompts 

Grenville’s question: ‘what can we do about the past?’ 

‘By God but I wish that day back again, and have it all come out different’ 

Thornhill rues (29).  

Apocryphal family stories about Wiseman precipitated Grenville’s archival 

research and the creative praxis that transformed them in The Secret River.  Her 

inspiration for Sarah Thornhill came from another set of stories told to her by 

relatives, about his daughter – in fact, a granddaughter, she decided later – who died 

young after he threw her out of his house. Experiencing an epiphany while 

researching the veracity of these stories, on Stewart Island, New Zealand, Grenville 

felt moved to write the first draft of this novel, there and then, on a paperbag, 

choosing eponymous protagonist Sarah, loosely based on her great-great-

grandmother, an illiterate currency lass ignorant of the civilised world, to narrate it in 

simple, ungrammatical language: ‘they called us the Colony of New South Wales … 

We wasn’t new anything. We was ourselves’ (3). Early in the novel, her voice sounds 

childish, dull even – ‘ a fat lizard made me jump’ and ‘Mary got a blister’ – and later 

clichéd and curiously adult for a teenager – ‘ my word Phillip had a good way with 

horses’; ‘you got me in a pickle’; ‘he was no oil painting’ (20-1, 36, 69). 

At the opening of the narrative, Thornhill has retired from labouring on his 

300 acre farm on the banks of the Hawkesbury because he has been assigned 

government workers whom he governs firmly and by flogging. Sarah describes him as 

an ‘old colonist’, no doubt an opinion considered unreliable further down the stream. 

Older brother Will trades cedar along the coast and seals across the strait to New 

Zealand. Sarah idealises her birth mother, now dead, who smoked a pipe and sang the 

nursery rhyme ‘Oranges and Lemons …’ 

The narrative builds gradually, with a great deal of taking afternoon tea on the 

verandah: a place for physical observation and symbolic domination of the land and 

river. Chapter Two reintroduces the traditional landowners [‘blacks’] who move 

intermittently through the narrative like shadows, unreliably described by Sarah, as 

she tries to make sense of community stories about cruelty on both sides, of hidden 

family history and of the reasons why her father’s attempts at reconciliation with them 

seem irrevocably contaminated. They treat his offerings of food and baccy with scorn: 

‘they lay on the ground like so much rubbish’ (26). ‘Damn your eyes…What does a 

man have to do!’ (27)  

                                                           
1
 Gay Lynch, ‘Apocryphal Stories in Kate Grenville’s Searching for the Secret River (2006),’ Text 13.1 

(April 2009). 
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Thornhill dominates the first half of the book and haunts the second. In his 

nether years, he remains irascible, violent and a self-made man, with bad table 

manners. He whacks his kids, and throws them out if they shame him. Early on, he 

acquaints Sarah with the existence of a missing brother and then slaps her down for 

asking questions about him.  

Neighbour Mrs Herring reminds her to stay on song: ‘Best look forward, 

lovey’ she said. ‘I don’t never look back’ (17). Grenville uses ‘don’t look back’ as an 

Orphean and ironic refrain: Thornhill’s and Grenville’s anguish arises from looking 

back. His desperate attempt to adopt his Maori grandchild underlines the tragic and 

intergenerational consequences of Stolen Children policies; like Gail Jones’s 

Indigenous character in Sorry (2007), this one loses her voice: ‘her misery was like a 

dark ugly creature with us in the house night and day’ (123). 

One way or another, Thornhill loses his sons. His second wife, ruthlessly 

guards the family line, acting as antagonist in Sarah’s love story; a manipulative 

controlling woman she is depicted as almost diabolical: ‘Ma was waiting in the 

parlour like a spider’ (149). 
Three kinds of love feature in the story: Sarah’s childhood crush that becomes 

infatuation for big, handsome Jack Langland of the golden skin, who can pass for a 

Portugee (57); her considered and practical affection for Scottish Mr Gaunt, an older 

suitor, who admires her pluck and, to her delight, proves an adept and experienced 

lover; and filial love and its betrayal at its darkest hour. Grenville based Langland on 

the historical figure of whaler and sealer, Thomas Chaseland. She whips up sexual 

tension between him and Sarah and then skips over climactic scenes. The courtship 

sub-plots offer forward momentum, and limited agency for Grenville’s protagonist 

when propositioning Langland – ‘You’re the only feller for me … Know that don’t 

you’ – that is until she exposes their love to family and community and sees it brutally 

thwarted. Her weighing up of a second love reveals her disappointed pragmatism.  

Sarah, an experienced domestic worker, has played house since childhood, and 

the reader should be in no doubt that she will triumph over the adversity of separation 

from her family and the primitive kitchen in her bridal home. Langland never forgives 

her for her father’s harsh rejection of him as a worthy suitor, considering both of them 

to be tainted by a stain worse than that of being a convict or black; she fantasises 

about him until he dispels all her allusions and demands a reconciliatory and symbolic 

gesture – to abandon her child, in fact, risk losing her forever, by taking a voyage 

alone to New Zealand. Grenville presents Maoris as a united, warlike people and 

more successful negotiators than their Indigenous brethren across the ditch. One of 

their matriarchs offers Sarah redemption: ‘It wasn’t the hows and the wheres and the 

wherefores she wanted … What she needed, what I was here for, was to watch me go 

through the telling of it’ (301). 

Grenville has previously disavowed a literary fiction readership, but 

nevertheless, she showcases deft similes and metaphors that demonstrate her mastery 

of the historical period: Ma who ‘turned over the places and names and dates like 

coins in her hand and recounted them for the pleasure of it’ (8); ‘ship’s biscuits so full 

of maggots they was rich as a Welsh rabbit when you roasted them’ (36); and Sarah’s 

love for Langland described by Pa as ‘a breach’; she ‘laying out words like paving 

stones to cover the glistening black thing that had opened up at our feet’ (131). She 

beautifully realises the language of Irish settlers, ‘a sort of hawk-and-cough thing in 
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the middle’, and their fiddle ‘a wild and keening voice, frantic you could say, a soul in 

a torment of sadness’ (80, 196). Her description of Sarah’s childbirth scene suggests 

real danger but the good fortune that sometimes comes with active and optimistic 

labour: ‘I could in a manner of speaking, become the pain’ (230).  

In an interview with Ramona Koval, Grenville explains herself as only one of 

a range of contributors – oral family historians, memoirists, fiction writers and 

scholarly historians – to the ‘truth’ of Australian history. ‘The worst would be to let 

the story slip away,’ her protagonist concludes. ‘For what it’s worth, mine had best 

take its place, in with all the others’ (304). Sarah Thornhill articulates difficult ideas 

in an accessible way. Grenville frankly explains her creative process, on her website 

and during interviews, allowing readers to make their own decision about historical 

truths, fictional or other.  

I have to confess that Sarah Thornhill is not my favourite Grenville book. It 

may not matter to her devotees that the book lacks sparkling repartee, because they 

will understand and admire her legitimate efforts to imagine an uneducated great-

great-grandmother. Yet gaps in formal education have never precluded sharp wit or 

love of oral language. Grenville’s descendants may not thank her for fictionalising 

their paternal settler bloodline as springing from a massacre, nor their maternal line 

from an inarticulate girl questing after personal and family identity – even if she’s 

right.  

Delia Falconer’s review of the book in The Monthly describes Grenville’s 

three books culminating in this one as ‘an act of atonement and the narrative as 

‘compelling and fable-like’ (September 2011). Perhaps Langland got things right: 

‘Look, every family got something, he said. Not a family doesn’t have its secrets big 

or small. No business of anyone else’ (67). Grenville, like Sarah, has ‘done the right 

thing’, been ‘a good brave soul’, in facing up to her tough imagining of Wiseman 

family secrets (291). She offers them to the reading public as a creative and 

reconciliatory gesture. 

 

Gay Lynch 
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Elisabeth Holdsworth, Those Who Come After (Picador, 2011)  

 

Set in Europe, 1950s Elsternwick, Victoria, and Goulburn, NSW, Those Who Came 

After pulled me in, offering an accomplished unravelling of tales about a Zeeland 

family bound up with the Dutch House of Orange.  

The cover of the lovely hardbacked Picador production depicts a small woman 

in high heels, her head angled slightly against the winter branches of a chestnut tree 

that leans as if holding on to a barren snow-clad landscape. Golden birds fly west 

across the sky and have been taken up again as motifs for the hard cover beneath the 

dust jacket. The end paper composition, front and back, resembles a stained old 

photograph of wartime children in winter coats, using two scooters to bar pedestrian-

access to a cobbled street.  

Narrated in first-person past and present tense, by Juliana, a glamorous and 

ferociously intelligent Australian diplomat, perhaps a spook, poised to retire and write 

a memoir, the story sweeps back and forth in time and through the lives of three 

generations of her family descended from Charlemagne. As a more contemporary 

counterpoint, Holdsworth offers a complex web of the protagonist’s relationships with 

three Australian men: psychiatrist Phillip de Vere, perhaps her greatest love; husband 

Oscar, an academic; singing prodigy Frederick, and Michael Munroe, his brother, and 

her onetime boss.  

Very little happens, however, in the immediate present of this fast-paced 

novel, or perhaps I was just disoriented by the rapid changes of scene and time; in any 

event, the narrator’s stoic, honest voice anchored me. Past events tumble over each 

other  – snakebite, life-threatening illnesses, many deaths, kidnapping, two wars, the 

cruel suffering of horses, and the murder of an uncle – as Holdsworth revisits 

important hooks, releasing more and more information, until five plot points resolve 

in rapid succession in the final pages.  

The narrative opens when the protagonist arrives by train in Middleburg – the 

centre for Walcherin, an island built entirely from the silt of European rivers – after 

the death of her only surviving relative Tante (Lady) Katrien Stolburg at the family 

castle. The paratext provides a welcome map because Holdsworth uses the Zeeland 

setting as a conceit for her efforts to secure her family history: claimed and reclaimed 

and washed away by turns, during tumultuous political times.  

Within a few paragraphs of arriving in Middleburg, we flash back to Juliana at 

a Luxemburg cocktail party, grumbling Mahler-obsessed husband in tow, for the 

unveiling of an art installation – a steam-powered train excreting foul-smelling black 

sausage (Belgian artist Wim Delvoye’s ‘Cloaca’, now installed at the New Museum 

of Contemporary Art, in Tasmania). Inner monologue satirises Eurocrats ‘no longer 

interesting to anyone except ourselves’ (5). But Juliana is at the end of stellar career 

and her fertile years, and feels depressed: what will she do about her husband? 

Next, the narrative leaps forward to Tante Katrien’s deathbed request that 

Juliana retell the Stolburg story: ‘only the last 100 years or so should be mentioned’ 

and ‘the Japanese connection need not be dwelt on’ (11). Soon after, Juliana takes 

official custody of five strands of black pearls and rues the loss of a cornelian ring 

bestowed on her Japanese paternal grandmother, by Emperor Meijii. Who could make 

up a life as extravagantly rich? Just so, Holdsworth shares some of the protagonist’s 
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circumstances. She too was ‘born in the Netherlands just after World War II, spent her 

early life in the south-west province of Zeeland before migrating to Australia with her 

parents in 1959’ (blurb). Many readers will return, as I did, to her prize-winning ABR 

Calibre essay (‘An die Nachgeborenen: For those who come after’
1
), and her 

subsequent 2008 essay (‘Missing from my own life’
2
) in which she rues the 

difficulties of finding a voice to write this story, having tried memoir and essay, and 

settling finally on fiction.   

Present at each important family member’s deathbed, Juliana is privy to 

secrets. The book title, translated from Bertolt Brecht’s Nachgeborenen – beloved by 

her mother – refers to her daughter’s childhood friends who survive an epidemic of 

rheumatic fever. Doted on by her grandfather Siegfried and his Japanese wife 

Francois, whom he married in 1899 in Nagoya while on an East India trade mission, 

and by her father, Lord Stolburg, or Spanish Jack Zeeuws, resistance fighter and 

champion of the postwar repair of the dykes, Juliana is a precious child. She manages 

only a fraught relationship with her beautiful mother, who survived the University of 

Dachau, and is tolerated by Katrien, the single aunt, who serves as lady in waiting, for 

sixty years, three Queens of the Netherlands. 

The story loops back to post WW2 Australia, where Juliana attempts, through 

tragedy and misfortune, to hold her family together, most acutely when her mother 

places the Stolburg inheritance at risk. Razor-sharp asides show her to be a girl 

determined to realise her ambitions and, at the same time, take care of people who 

thwart them. Blue-blood resourcefulness and selflessness allow her to support her 

only protector, faithful Philly: at risk himself, in  conservative 1950s Australia. 

Rationalising the family antiquities – jewels, furniture and books – she enters the 

public service to secure her university education, and fast-tracks a big career, working 

on hush-hush projects that result in overseas postings.  

Her sister-in-law, stuck on the family farm, remarks ‘how can she complain … 

beautiful clothes, plenty of money, European culture, travel and prestige …’  

Holdsworth frequently writes with visceral frankness, shirking no detail that 

will empower the narrative, but alternates this mood with pragmatism, using irony: 

the Third Reich’s Atlantic Wall or ‘the rubbish the Germans left behind’; bird shit on 

ballroom floors; and mess at the rear of castles. The first Australian sections, with 

attendant vernacular, pulled me up like a swinging shithouse door – ‘Spotted dick’ 

and ‘Jam roly-poly’ can be hard to digest even as phallic referents, and suffer by 

comparison with the ‘glorious pellucid light of Zeeland’.  

Description of Juliana’s husband initially jars: his smile boomerangs and his 

penis is apparently capable of permutation. I have never seen a penis permutate but 

then I haven’t seen the Tokyo Shock Boys. 

A superficially exemplary husband, Oscar follows his breadwinning wife to 

the continent, filling his time teaching, indulging his great love of classical music and 

opera, and intuitively purchasing sanitary napkins. Thankfully, Holdsworth doesn’t 

beat the sausage motif to death by labelling him a snag, preferring to link poor 

Juliana’s regular inundations with the flooding that traumatised her childhood.  

For the most part, her prose is sure-footed, as she curates a mass of historical 

material, with great humour and an engaging authorial voice.  
                                                           
1
 Australian Book Review (February 2007) 19-29. 

2
 Australian Book Review (October 2008) 31-34. 
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‘Bugger, bugger, bugger,’ Oscar grumps after interrupted sex (48). Readers 

will register the hits Juliana takes, telegraphed by puns. Could the author/memoirist 

have let down her guard more, instead of being so capable: told the storyteller family 

archivist alter-ego to chill? Perhaps.  

 ‘Fuck off, then’, she dismisses Oscar, when he can’t take care of his own 

mother. Juliana maintains a respectful relationship with his sister, homely Joanie, and 

manages to make us like her. 

As I dashed towards the book’s denouement, I worried for Elisabeth Miriam 

Esther de Rijke-Nassau and her fictional protagonist: the last of their brilliant line and, 

no doubt, as imperially mercurial and colourful as the small lion on the Stolburg 

standard. The slippage between their two lives made me wonder who would look after 

them, now that their story has been told and the gun has been disposed of: a clever 

bravissimo performance.   

 

Gay Lynch 
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Geraldine Brooks, Caleb’s Crossing (Fourth Estate, 2011) 
 

The year is 1660. Bethia, the daughter of a Puritan minister, is growing up in the 

settlement of Great Harbor, on an island off the coast of Massachusetts. Her life is 

circumscribed by a land so narrow that ‘one may, in a single day, observe a sunrise 

out of the sea and a sunset back into it’ (14). The narrow island evokes an image of 

the constrictions of her life: a girl child, reared in the strict religion of her forefathers, 

she is restricted to a life of ‘huswifery’ and prayer. Her intelligent and active mind 

must be bent only to the study of her Bible, and her future husband has already been 

chosen for her. 

Caleb’s Crossing is as much the story of Bethia, its narrator, as it is of Caleb 

Cheeshahteaumauk, the first Native American to graduate from Harvard. Geraldine 

Brooks has taken the scant facts about the seventeenth-century American Indian 

scholar – only one document in his hand has survived – and on this ‘slender 

scaffolding’ has written ‘a work of imagination’ (363). The result is a pleasure to 

read: a richly-imagined, thoughtful and compelling novel about a specific time and 

place in America’s early colonial history.  

Brooks, an Australian journalist and novelist, has specialised in this kind of 

historical story-telling since the publication of her first novel, the best-selling Year of 

Wonders (2001). This ‘novel of the Plague’ vividly captured the terrible atmosphere 

of Eyam, the Derbyshire village riven by the plague in 1666. Her second novel, 

March, set during the American Civil War and based on the life of Louisa May 

Alcott’s father, won the Pulitzer Prize in 2006. In Caleb’s Crossing (2011), Brooks 

stays in her adopted country and revisits the seventeenth century. 

Geraldine Brooks’ gifts lie in her capacity to make her imaginative historical 

re-creations vivid and convincing. Like her earlier work, this novel is well-researched: 

from her home on Martha’s Vineyard, the island of the novel, Brooks immersed 

herself in local history – reading books and pamphlets, searching in archives and 

genealogies, and talking to the Native Americans in her community. Caleb’s story 

was difficult to piece together because ‘the written record from that time is mainly 

from the colonial point of view’.
1
 But even the voices of the colonisers can be muted 

when, like Bethia, they are members of the silenced sex: 

 

It was interesting to try to create Bethia because first-person narratives – even 

letters – by women in 17
th

-century America are scarce. Women were 

encouraged to read the Bible but not necessarily to write because that was 

men’s business, and women didn’t have access to paper anyway because it 

was a great luxury and not to be used for something as frivolous as setting 

down a woman’s thoughts.
2
 

 

                                                           

1 Geraldine Brooks, ‘Tales of the Unexpected’ [Interview by Stephen Romei], The Australian (Review) 

9 April 2011, 4. 
2
 Brooks, Tales 4. 
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Bethia’s ‘spiritual diary’, the text of the novel, is said to be written on ‘scraps of 

paper’ scavenged from her elder brother’s hoard, and then on ‘crumpled discards and 

part-written sheets’ (100) removed from the boys’ school-room in Cambridge. In spite 

of her bright and lively mind, Bethia is not a student at Master Corlett’s school, but an 

indentured servant, set to hard hours of physical labour. Her dream of a life of the 

mind, a chance at education, is even more remote than Caleb’s , and he is just a ‘wild 

boy … a half-naked, sassafras-scented heathen anointed with raccoon grease’ (29). 

Caleb, however, is valued by the Puritans: he is seen as a convert, a ‘great 

hope to lead his people’ from paganism to ‘the one true religion’, Christianity. As 

such, he is given a Harvard education, moving beyond his native language and the 

English that Bethia has taught him to Latin, Greek and Hebrew. The single surviving 

historical document from his schooling is written in Latin, a letter to his benefactors, 

in which Caleb discusses the myth of Orpheus ‘as it relates to his own experience of 

crossing between two very different cultures’ (i). The text of this letter is reprinted on 

the endpapers and the inside cover of the novel. 

Caleb’s ‘crossing’ is not an easy one. Although he has a love of classical 

scholarship and learning, ‘his soul is stretched like … rope’ (8) between the world of 

his forefathers, with its own beliefs and customs, and the demands of the civilisation 

that is trying to claim him. Like Orpheus, he must cross from one world to another, 

and the exertions and trials of this crossing drive the narrative and inform the themes 

of Brooks’ novel. At the same time, Bethia must make a crossing of her own: from 

innocence to experience, from girlhood to womanhood, from Caleb’s free, natural 

world to the conventions and repressions of Puritan life: 

 

As time passed it became harder for me to keep a bright line between my 

English self and that girl in the woods, whose mouth could utter the true name 

of every island creature, whose feet could walk trackless through leafbed, 

whose hands could pull a fish from a weir in a swift blur of motion and whose 

soul could glimpse a world animated by another kind of godliness … [I knew 

that] one day I would have to leave my other self behind forever: that it could 

not go on, this crossing out of one world and into another. (60-61) 

 

Like all insightfully-written historical fiction, Caleb’s Crossing puts flesh on 

the bare bones of historical fact. This is not always a well-received process: think of 

the ‘history wars’ that were fuelled by Kate Grenville’s fictional version of a period in 

Australian colonial history (The Secret River [2005]). Geraldine Brooks recognises 

that some of her readers will feel ‘reservations about an undertaking that fictionalises 

the life of a beloved figure and sets down an imagined version of that life that may be 

misinterpreted as factual’; she is careful in her ‘Afterword’ to try to ‘address those 

reservations somewhat by distinguishing scant fact from rampant invention’ (367). 

Whatever your opinion of the fictionalising of history, I can recommend 

Caleb’s Crossing as an enjoyable and thought-provoking novel. Brooks has created a 

convincing seventeenth-century world and peopled it with characters whom we learn 

to understand and to feel sympathy for. Thematically, her novel gives us a great deal 

to think about: the function of religion in social and political life, the immorality of 

racism, the value of education, the effects of repressing the talents and abilities of 

women. These are all issues that have relevance in our own, twenty-first-century 
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society. If a fictional re-creation of history deepens our understanding of our own 

world, then that is something in its favour. Perhaps Brooks’ readers will make a 

‘crossing’ of their own. 

 

Jennifer Osborn 
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Eileen Harrison and Carolyn Landon, Black Swan (Allen and Unwin, 2011)  

 

In this recently published Memoir, Carolyn Landon depicts the life of Eileen 

Harrison, a hearing-impaired Koorie Aboriginal woman, as Harrison narrates it 

through stories from her childhood to the present times and also through her paintings. 

Drawing from the rich tradition of Aboriginal life in the Australian sub-continent, the 

authors create a central imagery of the revered ‘black swan’ in the book as they weave 

a magnificent tale of joy, loss, pain, grit, courage, survival and the seeking of one’s 

self. Owing to the contemporary changes in the socio-political scenario affecting the 

Aboriginal peoples in Australia, this book brings to the forefront voices silenced in 

the past. Touching upon issues that range from governmental betrayals to domestic 

violence and Aboriginal spirituality, Black Swan deliberates on life lived as an 

Indigenous woman in contemporary Australia. 

Divided into five self-sufficient parts along with a prologue and an epilogue, 

the text definitely creates a postmodern account of twentieth century Aboriginal life in 

Australia. As storytellers drawing from both memory and tradition, Harrison and 

Landon make sure to touch upon the most significant aspects of Aboriginal life such 

as the pleasures of community living, seeing the world through stories, Aboriginal 

food and dress habits, the patterns of Nature prevalent in Aboriginal works of art, the 

problems of alcoholism, the impact of assimilationist policies on the fabric of 

Aboriginal life, and so forth.  

As it charts Eileen’s journey from childhood to adulthood, the text alternates 

between her experience of the two recurring themes of ‘shame’ and ‘pride.’ Written in 

the circular pattern of an Aboriginal tale, the text in Part I starts with several stories 

Eileen was exposed to as an Aboriginal child growing up in the Lake Tyers Mission 

Station. The tone is fresh and vibrant with a child’s happy perspective of a close-knit 

family that lived contently within the resources available to it. In this part of the text, 

the Mission and the church, in spite of their ‘civilising’ objective, are portrayed as 

compassionate and real, as a system that did not attempt to overwhelm the Aboriginal 

mindscape.  

Part II is about Eileen’s teenage years and there is an increasingly evident 

sense of comprehending the bias prevalent in the mainstream about Aborigines, be it 

the attempt to demean them through white education, or to create a sense of misery 

and shame among Aboriginal children by sending them away from their families to 

white people for vacations. Harrison and Landon look upon the policy of assimilation 

as a strategy to uproot Aborigines from their land and their traditions. The text 

focuses on how such governmental practices ultimately result in reinforcing the 

stereotypes of a fallen native ashamed of their being. This part also throws light on the 

growing sense of discontent among Aboriginal peoples about the oppression in 

Mission life and a sincere effort from the Aboriginal leaders to establish their political 

rights.  

With shame comes alcoholism that afflicts Eileen’s otherwise doting father 

and thus leads to the ultimate ruin of the family fabric. This, in turn, leads to feelings 

of fear and anger in the young Eileen who witnesses her parents go astray as the 

family disintegrates beyond repair. Loss of pride and self-esteem follow a loss of self-

image. Eileen’s painful rendition of saving herself even at the cost of betraying her 
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little sisters is simultaneously courageous and poignant. Eileen is also utterly aware of 

the corrupting capacity of the welfare and hence opts to stay as far away from it as 

possible. But these are also the times when she develops the grit to stand up for her 

long-suffering mother against her by now terribly abusive father.  

From here onwards, the text dwells on hope and survival. Eileen, married by 

now and pregnant with new life, takes it upon herself to ‘gather the pieces’ of her 

family structure to make it whole again. But it has to be done with a deep sense of 

understanding that the long years of assimilation have made them displaced, uprooted 

and wasted as they became marginal in their own land. This part of the text also 

focuses on Eileen’s Aboriginal lineage from both her parent’s side. As Eileen learns 

more about her father’s difficult childhood, she forgives her dead father for the pain 

he inflicted on her mother and her sisters. As she attempts to rejoin the threads of 

togetherness in the extended family, tragedy strikes again in the shape of loss of her 

own family to separation and the death of her young son. 

Towards the end, the text focuses on Eileen’s conscious efforts to overcome 

alcoholism and family violence as she works towards regaining the Aboriginal sense 

of being. Along with her new-found sobriety and a college education she takes up in 

order to help her daughter continue studying, she also experiences the miracle of 

hearing for the first time in her life. Healed by friendship and her own reckoning as an 

Aboriginal artist, Eileen overcomes her traumatised selfhood to find herself in her 

paintings and storytelling sessions inspired by the bitter-sweet memories of her life. 

Having thus gained her voice and negated the effects of the ‘Great Australian Silence’ 

(224), Eileen, in the Epilogue, talks about the erasure of self-doubt and regaining the 

pride of being an Aboriginal woman. Guided in her dreams by the mythical ‘Black 

Swan’ and the ‘Nargun,’ Eileen talks about her growth as a revered community elder. 

The book is further enriched by the miniature graphical versions of Harrison’s 

paintings, as these underpin the stories being told in the text. The reader is treated to a 

visual appreciation of Aboriginal life as it occurred in twentieth-century Australia. 

Several motifs such as Lake Tyers, the Mission, the black swans, the Nargun, and 

Aboriginal footprints recur in the paintings, as these are in the text itself. The Harrison 

family pictures add further emotional value to the memoir. Black Swan, a book so 

honest, so deeply personal and warmly touching without being voyeuristic, is 

definitely a worthy contribution to the volume of Australian Aboriginal literature. 

Resonating with Halfbreed, the 1973 autobiography of June Stifle, a Canadian 

halfbreed woman, written under the pseudonym Maria Campbell, this book brings to 

the forefront the most important issues concerning the Aboriginal woman in Australia, 

such as selfhood, community identity, and keeping alive the Aboriginal traditions 

under all circumstances. A must read for readers of memoirs, scholars of Aboriginal 

literature, and the general public alike.  

 

Punyashree Panda 
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Harrison, a hearing-impaired Koorie Aboriginal woman, as Harrison narrates it 

through stories from her childhood to the present times and also through her paintings. 

Drawing from the rich tradition of Aboriginal life in the Australian sub-continent, the 

authors create a central imagery of the revered ‘black swan’ in the book as they weave 

a magnificent tale of joy, loss, pain, grit, courage, survival and the seeking of one’s 

self. Owing to the contemporary changes in the socio-political scenario affecting the 

Aboriginal peoples in Australia, this book brings to the forefront voices silenced in 

the past. Touching upon issues that range from governmental betrayals to domestic 

violence and Aboriginal spirituality, Black Swan deliberates on life lived as an 

Indigenous woman in contemporary Australia. 

Divided into five self-sufficient parts along with a prologue and an epilogue, 

the text definitely creates a postmodern account of twentieth century Aboriginal life in 

Australia. As storytellers drawing from both memory and tradition, Harrison and 

Landon make sure to touch upon the most significant aspects of Aboriginal life such 

as the pleasures of community living, seeing the world through stories, Aboriginal 

food and dress habits, the patterns of Nature prevalent in Aboriginal works of art, the 

problems of alcoholism, the impact of assimilationist policies on the fabric of 

Aboriginal life, and so forth.  

As it charts Eileen’s journey from childhood to adulthood, the text alternates 

between her experience of the two recurring themes of ‘shame’ and ‘pride.’ Written in 

the circular pattern of an Aboriginal tale, the text in Part I starts with several stories 

Eileen was exposed to as an Aboriginal child growing up in the Lake Tyers Mission 

Station. The tone is fresh and vibrant with a child’s happy perspective of a close-knit 

family that lived contently within the resources available to it. In this part of the text, 

the Mission and the church, in spite of their ‘civilising’ objective, are portrayed as 

compassionate and real, as a system that did not attempt to overwhelm the Aboriginal 

mindscape.  

Part II is about Eileen’s teenage years and there is an increasingly evident 

sense of comprehending the bias prevalent in the mainstream about Aborigines, be it 

the attempt to demean them through white education, or to create a sense of misery 

and shame among Aboriginal children by sending them away from their families to 

white people for vacations. Harrison and Landon look upon the policy of assimilation 

as a strategy to uproot Aborigines from their land and their traditions. The text 

focuses on how such governmental practices ultimately result in reinforcing the 

stereotypes of a fallen native ashamed of their being. This part also throws light on the 

growing sense of discontent among Aboriginal peoples about the oppression in 

Mission life and a sincere effort from the Aboriginal leaders to establish their political 

rights.  

With shame comes alcoholism that afflicts Eileen’s otherwise doting father 

and thus leads to the ultimate ruin of the family fabric. This, in turn, leads to feelings 

of fear and anger in the young Eileen who witnesses her parents go astray as the 

family disintegrates beyond repair. Loss of pride and self-esteem follow a loss of self-

image. Eileen’s painful rendition of saving herself even at the cost of betraying her 
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little sisters is simultaneously courageous and poignant. Eileen is also utterly aware of 

the corrupting capacity of the welfare and hence opts to stay as far away from it as 

possible. But these are also the times when she develops the grit to stand up for her 

long-suffering mother against her by now terribly abusive father.  

From here onwards, the text dwells on hope and survival. Eileen, married by 

now and pregnant with new life, takes it upon herself to ‘gather the pieces’ of her 

family structure to make it whole again. But it has to be done with a deep sense of 

understanding that the long years of assimilation have made them displaced, uprooted 

and wasted as they became marginal in their own land. This part of the text also 

focuses on Eileen’s Aboriginal lineage from both her parent’s side. As Eileen learns 

more about her father’s difficult childhood, she forgives her dead father for the pain 

he inflicted on her mother and her sisters. As she attempts to rejoin the threads of 

togetherness in the extended family, tragedy strikes again in the shape of loss of her 

own family to separation and the death of her young son. 

Towards the end, the text focuses on Eileen’s conscious efforts to overcome 

alcoholism and family violence as she works towards regaining the Aboriginal sense 

of being. Along with her new-found sobriety and a college education she takes up in 

order to help her daughter continue studying, she also experiences the miracle of 

hearing for the first time in her life. Healed by friendship and her own reckoning as an 

Aboriginal artist, Eileen overcomes her traumatised selfhood to find herself in her 

paintings and storytelling sessions inspired by the bitter-sweet memories of her life. 

Having thus gained her voice and negated the effects of the ‘Great Australian Silence’ 

(224), Eileen, in the Epilogue, talks about the erasure of self-doubt and regaining the 

pride of being an Aboriginal woman. Guided in her dreams by the mythical ‘Black 

Swan’ and the ‘Nargun,’ Eileen talks about her growth as a revered community elder. 

The book is further enriched by the miniature graphical versions of Harrison’s 

paintings, as these underpin the stories being told in the text. The reader is treated to a 

visual appreciation of Aboriginal life as it occurred in twentieth-century Australia. 

Several motifs such as Lake Tyers, the Mission, the black swans, the Nargun, and 

Aboriginal footprints recur in the paintings, as these are in the text itself. The Harrison 

family pictures add further emotional value to the memoir. Black Swan, a book so 

honest, so deeply personal and warmly touching without being voyeuristic, is 

definitely a worthy contribution to the volume of Australian Aboriginal literature. 

Resonating with Halfbreed, the 1973 autobiography of June Stifle, a Canadian 

halfbreed woman, written under the pseudonym Maria Campbell, this book brings to 

the forefront the most important issues concerning the Aboriginal woman in Australia, 

such as selfhood, community identity, and keeping alive the Aboriginal traditions 
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Félix J. Palma, The Map of Time (Scribe, 2011) 

 

Spanish author Félix J. Palma’s novel, The Map of Time, translated into English by 

Nick Caistor, is a very complex, highly postmodern novel that thematises the notion 

of history and explores how the use of the imagination shapes our lives, and 

influences the ways in which we address and negotiate the past, the present and the 

future. 

 The first part is set in Victorian England, at the end of the nineteenth century. 

H.G. Wells has just published his famous novel, The Time Machine. People believe 

that it is actually possible, as Wells describes it, to travel through time, to move along 

the time continuum, to go back to the past to alter it or to travel to the future in order 

to prevent certain things from happening. Businessman Gilliam Murray, himself a 

rather unsuccessful writer, yet deeply interested in profit-making, has founded his 

own company, Murray’s Time Travel, which aims to transform Wells’s imaginative 

idea of time travelling into reality by offering journeys into the future: ‘Now you can 

travel through time, into the fourth dimension ... and journey to the year 2000‘ (61). 

Murray’s time machine is based on the idea that Murray ‘want[s] people to believe in 

[his] invention without realising it’s an invention’ (299), thus completely blurring the 

line between reality and imagination.  

 The novel consists of three seemingly disparate stories that are, however, 

connected through the idea of time travelling. In the first part, a young man of the 

upper class, Andrew Harrington, wants to go back seven years in time in order to save 

his beloved, the Whitechapel prostitute Marie Kelly, from being brutally slaughtered 

by Jack the Ripper during the Autumn of Terror in 1888. The second part of the novel 

tells the story of young Claire Haggerty, who believes that ‘the time she lived in was 

dreary and uninspiring; it bored her to tears’ (184). The prospect of travelling to the 

future, where she wants to meet the man of her dreams, presents to her the perfect 

opportunity to escape the rigid conventions of her time. In the last part of the novel, 

Inspector Colin Garrett from Scotland Yard, who is on the search for an unscrupulous 

murderer, turns to Murray’s Time Travel to travel to the year 2000 with a ‘warrant 

signed by the prime minister authorising [him] to arrest the murderer on 20 May 

2000, before he can even commit his crime’ (358).  

 All narrative strands are connected through recurring leitmotifs, such as the 

time machine, and the idea of being able to travel along the time continuum, as well 

as by recurring characters, including the author H.G. Wells and the businessman 

Gilliam Murray. The lives of real historical figures like famous authors H.G. Wells, 

Henry James and Bram Stoker; John Merrick, the so-called Elephant Man; and the 

victims of Jack the Ripper, including Liz Stride and Marie Kelly, are interwoven with 

the stories and lives of fictitious characters like Andrew Harrington and Claire 

Haggerty. Yet all of them, whether real or fictitious, are all ‘characters swimming like 

fish in this story’ (108). That means that even the portrayal of H.G. Wells is based 

upon the author’s imagination, but, because Wells is a recurring and important 

character in the story, the narrator tells us that he needs to be ‘a little more precise in 

[his] depiction of him’ (108). The narrator’s comment already gestures towards and 

subsequently highlights the deliberate breaking down of boundaries between reality 
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and the freedom of the imagination that is able to influence, change and alter past 

lives and events that are commonly considered to be history.  

 Palma’s narrative voice serves to foreground the idea that history is in itself an 

artificial construct. The novel’s omniscient narrator, who ‘possess[es] the ability to 

see everything, including what no one else can see’ (183) furthermore functions to 

emphasise the notion that history is selective and dependent upon the perspective one 

occupies. Thus he tells the reader that he ‘chose to begin at this juncture and not 

another’ (13), and that it is also his decision who to consider important enough to be 

included in his tale. For instance, ‘the coachman Barker is not a relevant character in 

this story’ (13). And, as the narrator further recounts, ‘I ... see and hear everything 

whether I want to or not, and it is my task to separate the seed from the chaff, to 

decide which events I consider most important in the tale I have chosen to tell’ (176). 

His comments highlight the notion that history and the writing of it is not only 

selective but also subjective and inform the readers that they will read one specific, 

subjective version of history. Similarly, the idea of ‘the map of time’ (401), which 

resembles a spider’s web, suggests that the idea of history and time are mere 

fabrications. Palma’s narrator invites the reader to become part of his fabrication and 

to experience the idea of travelling through time and space through the use of their 

imagination. Thus the narrator is able to jump playfully back and forth in time (1888, 

1896, 1938, 1984, 2000) and to even correct the wrongdoings of the past. Because, as 

the characters in the novel’s various strands experience, and as Palma’s fictitious 

version of H.G. Wells, explains, ‘[i]n the end, that is what time travel gives us, a 

second chance, the opportunity to go back and do things differently’ (443). 

 The Map of Time, translated beautifully by Nick Caistor, is a complex novel 

that plays with the reader’s expectations and knowledge of the past. Attracted by 

postmodernism’s penchant for playfulness that manifests itself in the use of 

techniques such as self-reflexivity and hybridity, Palma is able to cross spatial, 

geographical, and temporal borders separating the past from the present and the 

future, and to create a map of time that spans across times and generations.  

 

Miriam Räthel 
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Helen Humphreys, The Reinvention of Love (Serpent’s Tail, 2011)  

 

The opening chapters of The Reinvention of Love are intoxicating. In this historical 

novel based on the lives of Victor and Adèle Hugo and set in Paris over the years of 

1830s to the1860s, Humphreys, an award-winning Canadian novelist and poet, 

explores the Hugos’ relationship with Charles Sainte-Beuve, an aspiring literary man, 

seeking to emulate Victor’s international literary successes and in love with his wife, 

Adèle. Humphreys acknowledges that the novel has drawn upon the historical 

biography of Charles Sainte-Beuve written by Harold Nicholson.  

In her Author’s note Humphreys claims that ‘There is more “truth” in the book 

than fiction’ (249), and that her interest was to explore the life of a man less famous 

but perhaps of more interest than Victor Hugo. Charles Sainte-Beuve recognised 

Victor’s brilliance, wrote favourable reviews about his literary endeavours, befriended 

and sought to emulate him.  

Set against the milieu of the literary accomplishments and jealousies of the 

time, The Reinvention of Love explores the themes of writing, the oppression of 

married women, unfulfilled love, subterfuge, longing and regret, gender identity, 

betrayal and what Humphreys portrays as the unabashed ambition and selfishness of 

Victor Hugo who Charles describes as ‘a fire who uses all those around him as fuel 

for his work’ (223).  

The story-line of what is essentially a three-way relationship unfolds through the 

narratives of Charles and Adèle and towards the end of the novel the younger 

daughter of the Hugos, also named Adèle. As a child Adèle played at the feet of the 

lovers when they met secretly. We read about the perceptions of Charles and Adèle of 

the events in Victor’s life and his attitudes throughout these narratives. He does not 

have an independent voice in the novel.   

Humphreys has a wonderful flair for succinct and poignant writing of events 

and character depictions with beautiful turns of phrases.  The novel opens with a brief 

duel scene involving the junior writer.  At a newspaper, Charles, the central character 

of the novel, is challenged for his insolence in calling his senior editor, Pierre Dubois, 

a ‘glorious inferior’. Charles, anticipating the pistol shot, reflects on his predicament: 

‘We are writers. We are meant to brandish pens, not pistols’ (4). He fires the first 

unsuccessful shot and waits for Pierre to fire back  thinking ‘of Adèle, and how if I 

die, she will weep and despair and be impressed by my courage’ (5). The outcome of 

the duel is not resolved and the reader is thrust immediately into the domestic scene 

involving Victor and Adèle and over six succinct pages Humphreys sets out the plot 

of the narrative. Children run through the house as their father, Victor, negotiates the 

staging of Hernani, a drama production, with two young men who hang on the glory 

of his genius (7). Charles, a family friend, observes the discussion sceptically for he 

doubts Victor’s skills as a dramatist.   

Adèle refrains from contributing to the discussion as Charles delights in their 

fleeting sensuous touches delicately depicted by Humphreys: ‘Our heads are a 

whisper apart’ (7). The lovers briefly embrace in the upstairs hallway until daughter 

Adèle ‘calls out in her sleep and the balance shifts from me and back towards Adèle’s 

family’ (9). Returning downstairs Victor warmly hugs Charles expressing his 
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appreciation of their friendship. Victor says to Charles ‘I don’t know what I’d do 

without you’ (10). 

The only occasion that Charles and Adèle are seen publicly together is when 

they attend the opening of the performance of Hernani at Victor’s request. Adèle 

reveals how she feels trapped in her marriage, for Victor’s ‘hands write the words that 

keep us alive. They are also the hands that wrote the play that is forcing us to move 

across the river’ (63). This move is necessary because the play, Hernani, was 

controversial and the Hugo’s landlord evicts them from their lodgings, conveniently 

located near to where Charles lived and the setting of their assignations, the accounts 

of which are full of surprises that I’ll leave the reader to discover. At this point 

Charles reveals his affair with Adèle to Victor and in a brief meeting with her, he 

records their interchange: 

 

‘He insisted we would remain friends.’ 

 ‘He calls you a twisty little cheat.’ Replies Adèle. 

 I look down at little Adèle. She’s playing in the dirt by our feet with a 

stick and a beetle (75).   

 

Now no longer seeing Adèle, Charles writes love poetry, recognising that ‘Our future 

is, unfortunately, beyond the control of my pen’ (90). His literary fortunes improve 

and, notwithstanding Hugo’s efforts to impede his aspirations, Charles becomes a 

member of the prestigious Academie Française and later takes a position as librarian 

at the Mazarine Library situated in the French Institute.  These chapters explore the 

theme of the ‘lesser’ man in the literary circle and note that Adèle recognizes that 

‘Charles did not just want to please Victor, but rather he wanted to be Victor’ (67).  

The later chapters, set in Guernsey in the 1850s and Halifax, Canada in the 

1860s, reflect on the later lives of the ageing threesome. Victor has a mistress but 

Adèle remains with him because of the children, recognising that her friendship with 

Charles ‘keeps me alive. I fear myself without him’ (59). She acknowledges that 

unlike other women it is not enough for her to care for her children, ‘Why isn’t it 

enough for me?’ (64)  

The drowning of her daughter, Léopoldine and her loved husband causes 

Adèle to once again question her bondage to Victor and her humiliation. A 

philanderer, travelling incognito abroad, Victor does not learn about his daughter’s 

death until after the funeral and he writes to Adèle: ‘My God what have I done to 

you?’ (139). Adèle briefly encounters Charles after Léopoldine’s death. Charles says 

to her:   

 

‘It is as though we have died,’ I say, unable to stop myself.  Adèle smiles at 

my vehemence. ‘We have, Charles,’ she says. ‘Don’t you feel it? We have 

died and this is the afterlife.’ (218)  

 

As the novel reaches its close the reader is overloaded, in my view, with repetitious 

introspections of Charles and Adèle.  An entire chapter is devoted to the letters of 

daughter Adèle. Daughter Adèle has run away to Halifax to pursue Albert whom she 

claims is in love with her. This is not the case but Humphreys portrays the comparison 

with her mother’s loving relationship with Charles. Adèle, unlike her mother, dares to 
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pursue her unrequited passion with disastrous consequences.  

Notwithstanding my reservations about the closing chapters, The Reinvention 

of Love offers a fascinating and stimulating read. For those unfamiliar with the lives 

of the Hugos, Humphreys presents a creative historical overview which may generate 

some interesting debates. Nevertheless the novel can simply be enjoyed as a very 

unusual and poignant love story.  

 

Loula S. Rodopoulos 
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Jaya Savige, Surface to Air (UQP Poetry Series, 2011) 

 

The poetry collection Surface to Air, written by Jaya Savige, an award-winning 

Australian poet and poetry editor for The Australian newspaper, creates a challenging 

and, at times, mystifying experience. His poems, collated in four sections, headed 

‘Snorkelling Lessons’, ‘Circular Breathing’, ‘A Brief History of Risk’ and ‘Memory 

Card’, take the reader from the depths of the oceans, through the streets and piazzas of 

Rome, to a fireworks event in Brisbane and to the galaxies. His rich and succinct use 

of language is replete with wonderful imagery, metaphor and references to antiquity, 

poets and historical events. Throughout the collection Savige interweaves moments of 

personal experience, such as a deathbed vigil, with hints of cynicism at the plight of 

Western society. In touch with the past, he questions contemporary modernisation, 

risk management, technology, pollution and religion. Savige seeks a peaceful respite, 

breathing space, in the calm of nature and in the act of writing poetry.  

  The opening poem ‘Sand Island’ takes us to the depths of the ocean where 

Savige explores while urgently needing to leave: ‘I must leave this place’. Possibly 

fear dictates this urgency (3). The notion of duality, suggested by words such as 

cleaves, bivalves, sunder and diode, hints at creation and implies ambivalence about 

his snorkelling experience and his desire to surface: 

  

Time to resubscribe 

  to the photic zone, 

 

place of sunlit algae rhythms. (6)  

 

He asks: 

 

Will this string  

of words 

highlight the way 

 

through the shifting maze 

of saltmarsh islets? (6) 

 

In an earlier stanza he observes: 

 

This morning a stingray 

seeking a poem  

of its own 

 

strayed into the estuary 

of this one. 

 

Crestfallen, it turned 

at my dismissive gesture. (5) 
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Still in the ocean, ‘5.07 a.m.’ touches on writing tools, vellum and zaffre, a blue 

pigment, and concludes: 

 

thumb to palm we strum 

toward something  

akin to calm. (8) 

 

A calm he describes as ‘this thimbleful of stillness’ (9) in ‘Summer Fig’, beautifully 

addressed to a loved one, and in ‘Breathing Room’, where he takes a break from his 

desk in ‘a thumb/ of sun in a tumbler’ (10). ‘Skin Repair’ combines Savige’s 

references to writing materials, to palimpsest, with the cleansing power of aloe set in 

the galaxies and seeking to decipher the messages of Callisto, ‘scripted/by the tip of a 

trailing spinifex seedhead’ (11). As in other poems in this collection, an interpretation 

of ‘Skin Repair’ is rewarded through close scrutiny of Savige’s use of references to 

astronomy and mythology.  

 Brief historical notes assist the interpretation of the poems in ‘Circular 

Breathing’. ‘La Quercia del Tasso’ refers to the renaissance poet Torquato Tasso who 

sat under an oak tree struck by lightning in 1811, a place of contemplation now 

polluted by tourists:  

 

Marry me 

and I’ll ensure we suffer no imposters: a few initials, 

some condom packets, an empty bottles of Foster’s 

    so that no guest 

will ever guess a poet took  

his lunch here once, breathing crumbs  

of sun. (15) 

 

The juxtaposition of designer label shopping tourists around the Spanish Steppes in 

Rome alongside ‘26 Piazza di Spagna’, the Keats-Shelley house, now a repository of 

a vast collection of treasured literary works, delightfully captures the atmosphere of 

this city. Similarly, the poem ‘Circular Breathing’ depicts the poet wandering 

amongst gelati-licking crowds and illicit markets selling fake goods where he hears 

the didgeridoo, expresses guilt in ignoring such buskers in King George Square, 

reflecting that 

 

He doesn’t do the kangaroo, the mosquito or 

the speeding Holden. Just the one dark warm lush hum, 

the clean energy of circular breathing, lungs 

and instrument the sum, familiar as the accordion 

yet strange, as though not for money, nor just for fun, 

but for reasons unknowable – some vast unhurried Om. (24) 

 

Two poems appear to depict a vigil at the bed of a dying mother. In ‘The Pain Switch’ 

Savige refers to the morphine infusion, ‘useless, morphine enough/to kill a horse 

bucked off’ (17). The double entendre in his use of ‘It’s time’, visiting hours over or 

the final moments of death, is particularly moving: 
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Sunlight smirks through the curtain 

When the nurse shakes my wrist, 

Saying It’s time. I grasp your hand, 

realise you’ve been holding on for this. 

Your vanquished sigh, a sharp, hot fist. (17) 

 

‘Duende’ reads as a homage to a mother whose voice is heard as: 

 

the warm flint of an urgent reprimand … 

in that liminal space, lamp off, …  

 

scratching the inner walls of my skull, 

that used to make me stop quick smart 

before the roar of cross-town traffic. 

 

How I wanted to demolish that wall, 

Retrieve the warm rubble of your breath. 

How I shuddered like a bulldozer in winter. (18) 

 

The words ‘duende’ and ‘liminal’ are suggestive of being on the brink of good and 

evil; life and death. 

As identified in the opening paragraph, underlying themes swirl through the 

entire collection. However I particularly appreciated the pointed cynicism and 

glimpses of social commentary captured in the poems collated in ‘A Brief History of 

Risk’. For instance, in ‘Crisis’, a child desires to ensure the world’s peace through his 

mouse cupped hand to catch  

 

the wild congealing light, so that 

 it wouldn’t spill and burn the planet 

and all the coughing creatures living on it. (33)  

 

‘January’ addresses a brief history of risk as the poet and his companion rationalise 

the probability of a plane falling out of the sky whilst eating miso ramen. Savige 

chides his companion for her fondness for Xanax on transatlantic flights (34). 

Similarly, in ‘First Person Shooter’, reference is made to the shooting of bloodied 

world events through the camera lens and the capacity to reconstruct destruction 

digitally. Sufficient to view footage on the web, a companion claims, but is derided 

with the words: 

 

but that can’t tell you what it’s like to be there. 

You forget we like to call it theatre. 

You need to harden up. Oh, go on then, grope in 

the darkness of you purse for ibuprofen. (39) 

 

‘Shorts Weather’ sends up the westerner’s proclivity for sun-tanning in ‘the kingdom 

of Vitamin D’, reminding us that ‘far off in Sudan/an amputee hones a phantom tan’ 
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(40). 

In the final poem of this collection, ‘Riverfire’, Savige takes us to the sights, 

sounds, colours and pulse of a pyrotechnic display from various vantage points such 

as the Channel 7 helicopter. He depicts the sonic sound of the grande finale that 

overwhelms the tots that: 

 

teeter in the gutter, others lunge for mums 

as lovers comfort one another unconvincingly. 

A family of possums trembles beneath a table  

deep in the Botanical Gardens; ferns cringe. (71) 

 

Nature and humanity as one share an exhilarating Brisbane summer experience but 

the mood changes as Savige is reminded of the terrifying sounds of ordnance when he 

sees: 

 

a terrified toddler grip his father’s beard, 

and cannot help but think of their counterparts in 

 Baghdad.  

And this might be the thing I take from here. 

Coupled with the simple thrill of military muscle 

tonight I get a glimpse into the mighty game, 

a game that’s played beyond the speed of sound and bears  

little poetry. (72-3) 

 

‘Dead Air’, another poem in this final section, titled ‘Memory Card’, pays homage to 

Merlin Luck, a Big Brother participant in 2004, who was voted off the show and used 

the event to silently protest against the plight of refugees in mandatory detention by 

taping his lips and holding up a placard to the TV audience: 

 

The gobsmacked host 

couldn’t turn to grist 

 

your expensive silence, 

mute shout out to those  

like you, we locked up 

then voted off the show. (63) 

 

Perhaps as a reader who writes poems with a political nuance my review has been 

selective. However I have no doubt that Surface to Air will engage and excite poetry 

readers of diverse interests and persuasions. 

 

Loula S. Rodopoulos 
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Camilla Gibb, The Beauty of Humanity Movement (Atlantic Books, 2010) 

 

Beyond official narratives and the tales passed down the generations in the oral 

traditions, it is hard to know what went on in Vietnam, particularly Hanoi in the 

1980s, and the impact on the lives of ordinary people. Fiction can claim to present an 

ethnographic model but very few Vietnamese novels exist in English. The Beauty of 

Humanity Movement is a contemporary novel which attempts to move into the gap 

created by historical events, namely the Communist schism from French-Colonial 

occupation and the ensuing ‘silencing’ of those deemed politically incorrect by the 

new regime. However, Camilla Gibb is a Canadian writer and an outsider. Gibb looks 

in on modern Vietnam and mediates its layers of culture from a position of Western 

scholarship and the commodity values of the publishing industry. She writes designer 

novels. Middle class readers can meditate and raise their conscious awareness. The 

craftsmanship is apparently seamless and the work has been quickly translated into 

many languages other than English, reaching a global readership.  

 Gibb is often asked to justify writing about cultures which are totally what she 

is not.
1
 The author was born in London but lives in Toronto, attended an American 

University in Cairo, has a BA degree in anthropology and Middle Eastern studies 

from Toronto University and a PhD in social anthropology from Oxford. Inevitably if 

personal experiences determine anything in life her space as a writer will veer towards 

the interstices of cultural discourses, worrying at the boundaries of disciplines. In 

interviews freely available on the web Gibb suggests that her raison d’ être comes 

from the desire to counterbalance the media narratives which polarise ideologies at 

the extreme ends of fundamentalisms and give rise to negative feelings about the 

Other. She suggests that ordinary decent people are not represented on either side of 

any religious, racial and cultural divide; her object then is to bridge the chasm. Gibb 

suggests, to Su Aziz at the Malaysian Writers’ Festival in 2007, that men have always 

written women characters and that if that crossing had not been allowed we would be 

without all the great female characters in literary fiction. Regardless of the openings 

for deconstruction in that statement, fictional writers do trade on their abilities to put 

themselves in the Other’s position. Although simple inversions are never workable in 

reality, the suggestion here is that Gibb uses her immersive imagination to move the 

educated reader to empathy for the lives of people for whom war, poverty, 

marginalisation and exile are everyday trials.  

 Gibb’s first novel, Mouthing the Words, is a darkly humorous tale of growing 

up in a ‘dysfunctional’ family and coming-of-age between multicultural Canada and 

the English class system. Later novels take up the challenge of understanding other 

cultures—not her own. Gibb’s third novel, Sweetness in the Belly, is a Canadian best-

seller a Giller Prize finalist and winner of the Trillium Award. The novel confirms the 

author’s bent for non-stereotypical protagonists and exotic locations, in this case 

Harrar, a city at the edge of the Ethiopian Highlands and a centre of the Islamic 

religion. The story is narrated by Lily, a white woman, who chooses to live and work 

                                                           

1
 Gibb in interviews at a writers’ festival in Malaysia. See Su Aziz, ‘Writer’s open secrets’ New Straits 

Times, 5 May 2007.  
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in a mixed community and continues to do so when forced into exile in London by 

internecine fighting. Gibb’s short story, ‘The Principles of Exile’, published in 2007 , 

is about the horrendous experiences of a youth sent from Paris to a small town in 

Outback Australia, to escape a fatwa declared on his publisher father who has dared to 

publish the work of a renegade Lebanese author. Again there are strange inversions to 

burst the bubbles of self-complacency in Western readers, but the focus is on the 

effect of repressive ideological thinking on families and ignorance of cultural 

differences.
2
  

 At the 2007 Writers’ Festival in Malaysia, Azril Mohd. Amin comments that 

Gibb’s understanding of multiculturalism is perhaps distanced and estranged from the 

nitty-gritty realities of how cultures deal with inter-racial relations. But what interests 

him most is the story of her transition from academic writing to fiction. The 

compassion that she shows for her characters impresses him most. This is a valid 

insight on the writer’s work. Gibb’s writing space is not a frame for multicultural 

issues but opens towards a parallel field of study, transculturalism, where the 

imagination ranges above and beyond the agonisms of cultural divides, seeking new 

insights into fair community interaction.  

 The Beauty of Humanity Movement is the story of Maggie, a beautiful woman 

who has been brought up in the US but returns to Vietnam where she was born to 

search for traces of her dissident father, a victim of the revolutionary purges of the 

mid-70s. Her family roots are in Hanoi and Maggie, who has taken a job as an art 

dealer, hovers in the liminal space between two worlds: ‘they call her Việt Kiěu – 

some watered-down and inferior species of Vietnamese – a sojourner, an exile, a 

traitor, a refugee’ (43). But despite her status as an outsider Maggie eventually finds 

friends who help her to look. She is directed to the old phở seller, Hưng.  

 

‘I was told this is where you could see the real old Hanoi,’ she said, 

which did at least soften his expression. ‘You knew all of these artists?’ 

She gestured at the walls. 

  ‘Of course,’ he said. 

‘Did you ever know LýVănHai?’ 

Mr Võ’s bottom lip curled upward. ‘He must have been one of 

Hưng’s,’ he said with a shrug. 

Maggie shook her head, not understanding. 

‘He’s a phở seller,’ said Mr.Võ. ‘Years ago he had a shop where 

a lot of artists ate breakfast, but now he’s on the street, always moving.’ 

‘Do you know how I can find him?’ 

‘They say you find him with your nose.’ (29) 

 

Old Man Hưng makes a superlative beef and noodle soup which he sells on the 

streets, only one step ahead of the authorities who demand his licence. Meeting 

Maggie jogs his memory and Hưng recalls living through the purges of the revolution. 

Gibb slowly feeds in flashbacks of past horrors: crimes of land reform, illegal arrests, 

the deliberate classification of peasants as landowners so that jealous neighbours can 

                                                           

2
 Camilla Gibb, ‘The Principles of Exile’ The Walrus (July/Aug. 2007). 
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seize property, false witness, torture, execution, the abandonment of children to 

illiteracy and starvation. Maggie’s father, a member of a group of idealistic artists and 

intellectuals who refuse to give up their creative freedoms and suffer as a result the 

destruction of their work and lives, is unlikely to have met with a happy end. The cosy 

cocoon of literary fiction uses the pleasure of a good book to sell the pain of history: 

‘the deception of whole fruit is the rot that can be concealed beneath its skin. The 

Communist victory of 1975 was tainted, as victory always is, by opportunists’ (86). 

The ideals of a grass-roots democratic revolution is subverted by the emergence of a 

new perverted and predatory elite.  

 The text is stylish, easy to read and with short descriptive paragraphs 

enlivened by dialogue. Gibb is adept at evoking details: location, precise gestures, 

quirky character traits, relationships between people and objects, the necessary 

emotions. However, the language is disciplined, unambiguous and realistic. The text 

has an exotic visual appeal. The Cyrillic alphabet is used for proper names and for the 

magical phở, the soup which when made with loving care nourishes and sustains the 

community. The narrative is tightly controlled and the author cunningly holds back 

pivotal pieces of information, about Maggie’s father, and about the mysterious 

woman, Lan, who lives next door to Hưng, but why they never speak is not revealed 

until near the end. The action moves back and forth between the present and the past, 

until the lives of the protagonists arrive at the quilting point of the novel and a 

satisfactory ending is engineered. The analogy is there between life and the vigorous 

outpourings of an artistic and literary community – the stuff which dreams are made 

of – but the crux of the novel is the nature of the passage from dreams to realities. The 

theme is love and betrayal and the need to forgive.  

 The Beauty of Humanity Movement is a paperback of three hundred pages. I 

think that I would not get the same pleasure from holding an e-book. The cover design 

by Emily O’Neill and cover photograph by Mark Pennington offer a dreamy image of 

the feast to come – a pile of empty bowls ready to be filled. And the fly-leaves fold 

inwards – an elegant touch reminiscent of the dust jackets of yore – to reveal a rich 

fuchsia backing. The reader is beguiled towards a sojourn in a strange land, to 

experience the exquisite but homely fare. The needs of an armchair traveller are 

anticipated. The interior space of the vehicle is as cultivated as the exterior promise. 

The book is an engrossing read 

 Tư is Hưng’s surrogate grandson but he also represents the hybrid vigour of 

the new generation and a new modern Vietnam which takes the global world as a 

referent, embracing increased cultural exchange and cosmopolitan savvy, but without 

losing respect for the old moralities of Confucius. Tư is an ex-teacher but now a guide 

for the tourists who visit his country. He is well-informed about the West, albeit 

second-hand from books and the movies shown at TAFE. He is aware of cultural 

differences in the ethnic mix of the foreigners he caters to in his job. Gibb is keen to 

show that there is no resentment against the US for a bygone era. She suggests that 60 

per cent of the population were born after the war and the new generation are not 

really interested in past trauma. Bridges were mended when the economy picked up 

after Bill Clinton lifted the trade embargo in 1994 and made an official visit in 2000 

(79). The Ministry of Culture and Information still guards public morality but the 

doors are opening to the influence of the West through the media and popular culture. 

Psychically and economically modern Vietnam looks to the US.  
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 Tư’s friend Phương fancies himself as the next Vietnam Idol: he plans to win 

his way into the finals with a traditional ballad and then belt out his own version of 

subversive rap called Hanoi Poison on the theme of individual freedom. Tư, himself, 

is smitten with Maggie and determined to help her trace her father’s pictures but he 

does not relinquish his sense of identity nor his old-fashioned family values before the 

arch-sophistication of her money or the ‘shit-on-the-canvas’ art circles where she is 

expected to buy for Western consumption. The chapter titles are relevant to meaning-

making: the title of the novel is significant. However, a mutuality of good intentions 

between the Việt Kiěu woman and Hưng’s surrogate family weave the Old Man’s 

destiny. There are twists aplenty to the story but the ending comes without overt 

clichés in a beautiful balance of the narrative trajectories: once upon a time life was 

hard but now the modern world is a good place because the people who matter behave 

with honour and decency. If only ... 

  The Beauty of Humanity Movement is given an extra-diegetic utopian twist on 

the web. Gibbs says in an interview that in 1997 she was offered a no-strings-attached 

scholarship of $6,000 which enabled her to take six months off from work and write 

her first novel Mouthing the Words. It was a dream come true for the unhappy new 

PhD graduate of social anthropology who was at the time stuck in a university 

administrative post and writing fiction on the sly. Ten years later she is able to 

reciprocate by joining with her then partner to fund a young tour guide called Phưởng 

to open his own phở shop in Vietnam – philanthropy without the expectation of 

return. However, within the covers of The Beauty of Humanity Movement the 

Westernised Maggie is not the one with the power to give the most, for we can have 

nothing without community goodwill. For his part old man Hưng is left wondering 

about the beauty of humanity and the afterlife, if it has really come about in the 

present, ‘but then he asks himself, Does it matter?’ (294). What goes around comes 

around. Gibb gives the reader the opportunity to ponder the creolité of the pot-au-feu 

and the exact nature of the transcultural encounter.  

 

Christine Runnel   
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Giulia Giuffrè, Primavera, or the Time of Your Life (Coogee NSW, GAG 

Enterprises, 2011) 

 

This is a generous book in every sense – in size, time-frame, ideas, images, dramatis 

personae.  Giulia Giuffrè’s ambition, conceived some 20 years ago, was to create ‘an 

encyclopaedia of everything in my life that was important to me, written ‘with head 

and heart’ (xvi). It is a memoir of childhood, interspersed with meditations and a 

comic version of that form characteristic of seventeenth-century literature, the 

‘anatomy,’ or division into parts for the purpose of analysis. Giuffrè delights in lists of 

all kinds, from popular songs of her childhood to parts of the body and their 

associations; one chapter takes the form of a questionnaire, with answers appended; 

there is an immense bibliography – almost a parody bibliography – of items ranging 

from Freud to G.K. Chesterton, to Truby King, to Rousseau, to the Billy Bunter 

books, and so on and on.   

An encyclopaedia of a person’s life is bound to be hefty. This book is so large 

I had to rest it on my book seat (last used for reading War and Peace).  Self-

published, it is a beautiful book, with fine paper and print. It includes images of 

memorabilia, like children’s notes and cards, as well as family photos. The dust jacket 

suggests a scrapbook, with its simulacrum of a brown paper cover, complete with 

name sticker and a favourite picture secured with Sellotape – in this case, of course, 

an image of Spring, Primavera. Subjects range from love and marriage to death and 

funerals, from childhood reading, rituals, games and school experiences to the life of 

the body. Each of the 21 chapters is characterised by a colour and a scent, and these, 

together with the lists of experiences, songs and stories often act as triggers for a 

reader’s own memories of childhood – one of the many pleasures of this altogether 

original book.   

An important strand of the book concerns Giulia Giuffrè’s Italian-Australian 

inheritance. This is not just a matter of food (though there is a loving inventory of 

types of pasta and sweets) but of dialect, proverbs, gestures, music. On both sides, her 

family were migrants of the pre-war period – her mother’s family at the turn of the 

twentieth century, her father and his brother in the 1920s. Many of them ‘married 

out’, so that by the time Giulia and her siblings come on the scene, there are numerous 

aunties and cousins with Anglo names, as the extensive family tree shows. Family 

rituals, while mainly Italian (Sicilian and Neapolitan, specifically) include a good deal 

of middle-class Anglo-Aussie as well.   

‘Written with head and heart’: Primavera features the philosopher at the 

kitchen table, that rare combination of the everyday and the great questions of life, 

love, pain and death. As a memoir of two childhoods – the author’s and her children’s 

– its principal subject is inseparable from that of motherhood.  Giulia is the link 

between the two childhoods, and her presence as mother of her son, Orlando, and 

daughter, Sophia, is central. Extraordinarily in a book published in 2011, there is no 

hint of conflict between the mother’s outstanding intellectual achievements 

(University Medal, Oxford PhD, university teaching) and her total devotion to 

parenting.  Devotion to mothering, really: stories of the children’s father’s 

involvement in their growing up are few and far between, and so the currently 

fashionable term ‘parenting’ seems inaccurate. Fifty years ago that might have been 
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usual, but today it is rare. Giulia can be witty about it – ‘Mothercraft [is] akin to 

witchcraft,’ she writes (527) – but it is serious wit: when she writes of the power of 

the mother, she really means it.  

To my ear, much of the general talk about parenting and related matters lacks 

this witty play. It has the tone of self-help literature, at once instructive and intimate. 

Perhaps the intrusion of that narrative tone is inevitable, given that self-help books 

have constructed the prevailing discourse of today’s parenting talk.  As a possible 

countervailing discourse, there is surprisingly little imaginative fiction about 

childhood from the mother’s point of view (though some of Helen Garner’s early 

stories come to mind). Giulia’s somewhat didactic reflections on mothering sit oddly 

beside her wild and funny anecdotes about her relationship with the children, and their 

impossibly clever talk, as when daughter Sophia, aged nine, accuses her mother of 

writing ‘as an act of vengeance’ and demands royalties for her contributions to this 

book (462).  

           Any author who stretches her range to include so many different genres and 

subjects under one cover would be hard pressed to devise a narrative voice that could 

readily modulate from one to another. In Primavera the narrator/compiler Giulia and 

Giulia the character in her own stories are not always distinct voices. This is often an 

issue for authors of memoir and autobiography: one self is writing from her present 

position of knowledge, the other inhabits many past selves, from infancy up to 

yesterday.  Most memoirists use ‘I’ for both, but in this book the more distanced third 

person is used. ‘Giulia’ is a character as well as narrator/compiler/kitchen table 

philosopher. Giulia the character is an inveterate rule-maker, as well as taxonomist of 

experiences, and much of the comedy of the book springs from her acknowledgment 

that life’s contingencies – not to mention those two stroppy children – keep foiling her 

attempts to impose order. 

The submerged story of how this book came about is, I suspect, to be found in 

occasional references to the fact that the author had cancer, and a series of punishing 

treatments for it, before she was 40, when her children were very young. ‘From then 

on,’ Giulia writes, ‘no day would pass without her thinking of death and life’ (561). 

At that time she had a dream, which she interpreted as ‘telling me that I could find a 

path back to life by remembering all my children, including myself’ (xvii).  Such a 

confrontation with her own mortality must have been the spring of necessity, where 

the passion to make this book originated.  It is a courageous as well as a literally 

fabulous achievement.  

 

Susan Sheridan 

 

 



 

 
Book reviews: Prohibited Zone by Alistair Sarre. David Sornig. 
Transnational Literature Vol. 4 no. 1, November 2011. 
http://fhrc.flinders.edu.au/transnational/home.html 

 

 
Alastair Sarre, Prohibited Zone (Wakefield Press, 2011) 
 
Alastair Sarre’s Prohibited Zone is tagged ‘a thriller in the desert’ and it certainly 
lives up to its generic expectations. Its narrator and, yes, hero, is ex-footballer and 
now Roxby Downs mining engineer Steve West. Westie to those who know him, 
whether or not they like him, is a bloke’s bloke who just happens to be passing 
through Woomera on his way to Adelaide and the arms of his married lover when 
activists engineer a mass escape from the Immigration Detention Centre.  

In a nearby small town, full of familiar faces, West is caught up with one of 
the break-out’s instigators, the activist Kara Peake-Jones. Kara asks him to help her 
conceal the, yes, beautiful Saira Abdiani, an Afghan refugee who the authorities, and 
some other more shady characters, are particularly keen to track down. Saira, it turns 
out, is a friend to Amir Ali Khan, also on the run, and, if the intelligence services and 
media are to be believed, an associate of Osama bin Laden and for that, potentially a 
Very Dangerous Terrorist.  

Kara is a tough and practical customer, a perfect foil to the unsentimental, and 
perhaps emotionally dim, Steve West. She divines that she can extract from him the 
help she needs to get her charge to a safe house in Adelaide and tell her story to the 
media and expose the awful conditions at Woomera. While West is equally 
unsentimental and apparently not attracted to Kara, he does her bidding, less from a 
sense of altruism, than a sense of masculine duty to protect the women from the 
predatory, mercenary grasp of the detention centre guards, particularly the singularly 
savage Peter Janeway. 

This is intentional genre fiction. The novel responds directly to Australian 
politics of the mid-2000s, to the be-alert-not-alarmed nonsense fear campaign that all 
sides of Australian politics engaged in (and still engages in), and which underpinned 
popular support for the awful detention centre policies of the Howard government. 
It’s a novel about what happens when power is wielded over the powerless. 

There’s a risk that the true awfulness of the detention centres will be 
cheapened by what is for the most part a fairly black-and-white story of well-
intentioned people being unfairly victimised by a paranoid and self-interested gang of 
thugs and authorities. The problem with thrillers is that they often rely on a premise 
that begins as plausible, but ends up somewhere near the ridiculous. They expose 
something of the falsity of all plot-driven fiction: life doesn’t have a plot. Stuff 
doesn’t tie up that neatly.  

There’s also a danger that Sarre will alienate some readers for whom there will 
be face-in-palm moments that might reveal more about their own soft-L liberal biases 
than anything else. This is particularly apparent in the very masculine narration. 
There’s more than just a little of the male gaze at work in the structure and focus of 
the narrative. Take West’s dissection of Peake-Jones here, for example: 
 

she wasn’t blonde, she wasn’t naked and she wasn’t a calendar on the 
wall. She wasn’t even particularly pretty. She was dressed inelegantly in 
a khaki-coloured shirt buttoned up far enough to hide any hint of 
cleavage, a pair of long shorts and sturdy walking boots. Between the 
bottom of the shorts and the top of the boots were the middle parts of a 
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pair of slim, brown legs. Her shirt had damp patches under the arms and 
her face gleamed with sweat. Her large mouth turned up at the ends as if 
her face wasn’t quite large enough to accommodate it straight. She had 
chestnut hair that was mostly tied back, but loose strands had fallen 
forward over her ears. (18-19) 

 
What we’ve got here is a story narrated by a man, who sees women, principally, in 
terms of appearance, particularly sexual appearance. It’s possible to read this as an 
intentional over-performance of masculinity. It certainly ties in with the over-
performance of Australian class distinction through accent, which works to the 
detriment of the quality of characterisation.  
 

Trent grunted. ‘You’d be fucken lucky,’ he said. ‘They’ll all be in 
Adlae by tomorra or Sinnie the day afta.’ 

Chook had come to the bar. ‘Who gives a rat’s, anyway?’ he 
said. ‘What they gunna to do, escape back to Afghanistan? Let ’em.’ 

‘Nah, yer can’t trust them fucken towel ’eads,’ said Trent. 
‘Yer never know when one of ’em’s gunna blow up in ya 

face.’ 
I refrained from telling Trent that in his case nobody would 

notice the difference. (13) 
 
The resultant comedy here is typical of Westie’s laconic, not-quite-one-of- the-boys 
attitude. He comes across as superior. It’s the people who have the broadest accents 
who are, frankly, blessed with the least capacity for critical thought. They are 
boofheads. 

Sarre’s cleverness is to deliver in Steve West an all-Australian bloke cut from 
the Triple-M listening, footy-playing, root-chasing demographic that, one presumes, 
perhaps unfairly, to be most vulnerable to the kind of cheap fear-based politics that 
was practised so well by John Howard and which still sets the agenda for both Labor 
and the Coalition.  

Sarre, I suspect, is trying to get in to the hearts and minds of the thriller 
readership by providing an ethical hero, an alternative vision of blokey heroism. He is 
not preaching to the converted here. Yes, there’s a bit of soapboxing, and yes, the 
story ticks almost every box in the sorry story of immigration detention in Australia in 
the mid-2000s in the paranoid wake of Tampa, SIEV-X, 9/11 and Bali, but it’s also 
the thriller we needed to have.  
 
David Sornig 
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Lucille Turner, Gioconda (Allen & Unwin, 2011) 
 
What didn’t, couldn’t, Leonardo da Vinci do? Born in 1452, he was an inventor, a 
sculptor, a musician, a painter, a scientist, a botanist, an architect and an anatomist. 
He contributed to the engineering project to divert the course of the River Arno. He 
built flying machines and put himself on a starvation diet in order to attain the 
minimalist weight to test it out. (An early anorexic?). He built a steam bath for the 
Duke of Milan and the world’s first armoured tanks for his battles. He drew plans for 
hundreds of inventions and kept copious, detailed notebooks: he was, above all, a 
superb observationist. Little, however, is known of his personal life. As is the case 
with Shakespeare, most of what we know about Leonardo comes from tax records, 
legal documents and secondhand sources. An opening, then, for the novelist. 
 You can understand why, post-Dan Brown, British-French academic Lucille 
Turner might not have wanted to have had ‘Da Vinci’ in the title of her novel. On the 
other hand, Gioconda? For a fictionalisation of the life of the Renaissance genius in 
which the subject of his most famous painting makes only occasional appearances? 
What was wrong with Leonardo? Turner tries to justify her title by suggesting that the 
painter had an obsession with Lisa Gherardini that began when they were both 
children and culminated in him stealing, or at least failing to deliver, the unfinished 
portrait of her which had been commissioned by her husband, Francesco del 
Giocondo, a wealthy Florentine silk merchant, some thirty years later. ‘He is free of 
time: she is timeless. She will never change: he will grow old.’ Ah, the Mona Lisa, 
world’s most famous painting. ‘You could try a smile,’ he suggests as he begins to 
paint her.  
 Turner had to narrow and refine her scope, which is presumably why she 
decided to concentrate on the years between Leonardo’s apprenticeship to the  
Florentine painter Andrea del Verrocchio at age fourteen and when he started the 
painting of La Gioconda in 1503 or thereabouts. (He finished it in Paris some sixteen 
years later.) The fictional thread of Leonardo’s unrequited feelings for his childhood 
companion are woven through the dramatic components of his artistic life in Florence. 
You should put aside, as the author has, the knowledge that Leonardo was probably 
homosexual; the only urges Turner’s Leonardo has are for art and knowledge. Perhaps 
just as well: he would never have had time for any relationship. 
 The opening chapters of Gioconda are devoted to the child Leonardo as he 
roams the hills around Anchiano, exploring nature, and streaks ahead, intellectually, 
of his tutor. Turner successfully takes us inside the mind of an independent thinker 
and genius-in-the-making: these are some of the best chapters in the novel. He finds 
seashells embedded in the geological layers of a mountain cave, and informs his tutor 
that the story of Noah’s flood makes no sense. Noting his talent for art, his father asks 
him to draw something on the centrepiece of his shield that will frighten away 
enemies. The boy arranges body parts harvested from a long-dead dog and other 
animals:  

 
He swaps body parts, a tail here, a head there, but in the end it comes down to 
expression. The dog incites pity more than fear, although the teeth are quite 
good, if he could just get them out. The lizard’s head is perfect, but the 
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squirrel’s feet are not as effective as the cockerel’s. Sizes are irrelevant, he 
thinks. He can change those himself. Within a few hours, his creation is 
complete ... Now all he has to do is draw it.  

 
Watching him, the girl Lisa is quietly curious, but his mother swoons, either from the 
stench or the sight of the decomposing body parts. It is the start of Leonardo’s interest 
in anatomy and what lies beneath the skin of a subject; later, he will conduct secret 
dissections in hospitals. 
 In Florence, in del Verrocchio’s studio, he works with Botticelli and other 
apprentices, and begins to make his name. His talent is recognised by Lorenzo de 
Medici, who becomes a patron, and he receives his first independent commissions. In 
1482 he is sent to Milan to broker peace with Ludovico, Duke of Milan, and lives 
there for the next seventeen years, employed on different projects, including The Last 
Supper fresco for the monastery of Santa Maria della Grazie, and a huge equestrian 
monument to Francesco Sforza. The seventy tons of bronze ordered for its casting is 
instead used for making cannons for the Duke’s war effort against the invading 
Charles VIII, and later French troops use the life-sized clay model of the ‘Gran 
Cavallo’ for target practice. Sforza is overthrown and Leonardo returns to Florence in 
time to witness Savonarola’s bonfires of the vanities. There is nothing here to detain 
him but Lisa’s portrait. ...“Which expression would you like?” she says.  
 This is the life compressed and romanticised, but the novel has its charms, 
chiefly in the way the author depicts the process of youthful creative thinking. It is, 
however, woefully short on drama and conflict. Records show that the 24-year-old 
Leonardo, along with some male companions, was arrested for sodomy with a male 
prostitute but the charges were later dropped, some suspect because one of the 
accused was a member of the powerful de Medici family. Now there’s a source of 
conflict to gladden a novelist’s heart and bring an enigmatic smile to La Gioconda’s 
lips.  
 
Ruth Starke 
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A.A. Gill, Here & There: Collected Travel Writing (Hardie Grant Books, 2011) 
 
A A (Adrian Anthony) Gill is the television and restaurant critic for The Sunday 
Times and restaurant reviewer for Vanity Fair. His books include two forgettable 
novels and some superb collections of travel writing, including my favourite, 
Previous Convictions (2006), and reflections on food and dining, Table Talk (2007). 
He was in Sydney earlier this year as a guest of the Sydney Writers’ Festival, and to 
get the flavour of the man I recommend you listen to the podcast (still downloadable 
from Radio National) of his session ‘Food Fighters’ with Anthony Bourdain. It was 
chaired by ‘legendary chef and gastronomer’ Tony Bilson, and Gill zooms in for the 
attack before Bilson’s hapless introduction is half-over. He is, of course, a seasoned 
provocateur: watch him (on The Monthly’s Slow TV site) attack the audience during 
the opening minutes of an interview with Caroline Baum.     
 Gill’s entry in Wikipedia notes that his essays have given offence to various 
groups, ‘including the County of Norfolk, Welsh, Manx, Albanians, Germans, and the 
lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender communities’. That can’t be bad: you’d want to 
read a writer who had scored so many hits. Gordon Ramsey has also thrown him out 
of one of his restaurants. His dining companion was Joan Collins, which is probably 
why the incident has become infamous. Ramsey claimed that Gill’s previous review 
concentrated on his personal life rather than his cuisine, including calling him a 
wonderful chef, but ‘a second-rate human being’. 
 Like all good critics, Gill is nothing if not opinionated. His strongest, funniest 
opinions are inspired by dislike and, even better, utter loathing. These tend to be 
found more in his writings about food, where he is a great one for puncturing 
pretensions and excoriating food snobs, than in his travel pieces. He stuck a fork into 
a venerable Paris bistro, L’Ami Louis, in the April edition of Vanity Fair in which he 
lambasted everything: the waiters (paunchy, combative, surly ... like extras for a 
Gallic version of The Sopranos’), the cramped tables (‘set with labially pink cloths, 
which give [the place] a colonic appeal and the awkward sense that you might be a 
suppository’), the famed foie gras (‘like plumber’s putty’), snails (‘like dinosaur 
boogers’),  veal kidneys en brochette (‘a gray, suppurating renal brick’), and dessert 
(‘four balls of gray ice cream and something that had once been chocolate’). The bill 
for two was $403 and Gill called it ‘the worst restaurant in the world’. It was a 
gloriously funny read and was instantly circulated through cyberspace.  
 There is nothing in his latest collection Here & There in which his passions 
are raised to quite such a venomous pitch, mainly, I suspect, because he enjoys 
travelling more than he does eating in fine restaurants; even in the worst of places and 
under the most trying of circumstances, he can usually find something to make the 
trip worthwhile. And even if he can’t (Greece seems to be one such destination; 
Albania is another), he can write about it in colourful, vivid, witty prose that makes 
most travel writing seem as bland and gray as that ice cream at L’Ami Louis.    
  He loves Africa but not the ‘murderous taxidermically challenged Americans, 
looking for big and rare things to decapitate in the name of interior decoration’; the 
travel industry (‘all that wishful photography, the mahogany prose written in coconut 
oil’); Manhattan (‘a rich middle-class island with bankers’ concerns and shopkeepers’ 
worries’). He offers a ‘Top Nine’ list of the biggest travel disappointments, which 
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include The Silk Route (‘a catastrophe of soil erosion, pollution, autocratic 
totalitarianism, police states, poverty, disease, growing Islamic militancy, and some of 
the most mistrustful, taciturn people you could hope to meet’); gondola rides (‘up the 
narrow ditches of Venice’s effluent’) and gondoliers (‘a cross between a pork butcher 
and a French mime’); Swedish massage in Sweden (‘done by the woman from the 
kitchen appliance department at Ikea’); whales (‘immensely boring fish that look like 
badly folded mattresses’) and the tourists who watch them (‘a pitiful collection of 
homespun hobbits’); and very long railway journeys (‘like being trapped in a 
horizontal lift with 15 consumptives and an open sewer’).     
 He likes Bombay (‘riveting and enthusing just to be stuck in its traffic jams for 
a few days’) and Calcutta (‘one of the most entertaining and beguiling places you can 
see that no one you know who doesn’t wear a wimple has ever been to’), but doesn’t 
like and rarely goes on holidays (‘the most thoughtless expectation of a holiday is to 
relax. If you want to relax, go to bed’). On the other hand, he wouldn’t dream of 
foregoing his annual week in the Scottish Highlands, and if that’s not a holiday, what 
is it?   
 He’s not much for cappuccinos (‘cold coffee with scum’) and pizza (‘away 
from Naples it has become a bloated painted whore’), and ‘luxury’ is a word he 
associates with ‘tastelessness, snobbery, waste, boredom, blandness and insincerity’. 
There are four great smells ‘everyone should get up their noses before they die’: a 
North African souk; an Asian fish market at dawn; a durian fruit; an Ethiopian church. 
The finest smell in the world, he maintains, is of black Africa: ‘Sweat, goat fat, 
charcoal smoke and red dust.’   
 ‘Plenty of featured journalists fancy themselves as possessing an individual 
voice,’ says Clive James on the cover puff, ‘but Gill really has one.’ I wonder whether 
this is helped by the fact that, as a severe dyslexic, Gill’s spelling is so bad that he 
dictates his reviews over the phone to copytakers. Nothing makes you so conscious of 
your writing voice than reading your work aloud.  
 All these pieces have previously appeared in his monthly column in Australian 
Gourmet Traveller, which might be something to consider before spending $30, and 
none of them is dated. In many ways, good travel writing transcends time, but it 
would be helpful for readers to know whether, for instance, when Gill writes that he 
has ‘just returned from East Greenland’ or that he has ‘just been travelling through 
Maryland’, it was this year or six years ago.   
 
Ruth Starke 
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Autumn Laing, Alex Miller (Allen&Unwin, 2011) 

 

During the two weeks I was reading Autumn Laing I found that even while the sun 

was still high in the sky I couldn’t wait until bedtime, when I could read the next 

chapter. Some nights, as I closed the book, I couldn’t get to sleep. I was buzzing, 

concluding that reading the novel was the highlight of my day. That could say 

something gloomy about my life, but I rather choose to believe it points to the skilful 

storytelling of Alex Miller. Only a few books a year allow me to get lost in the story 

to such an extent that I feel as though I am in some small way a part of it; only a few 

books a year have me buzzing before I fall asleep. 

 The book is told in two different points of view. One is from the acerbic yet 

down-to-earth voice of Autumn Laing, who, having outlived everyone who mattered 

in her life and now alone and reluctantly dependent upon a live-in biographer to move 

from one room to the next, has an impulse to purge herself of her life’s greatest 

wrongdoing – which is also her life’s greatest joy and accomplishment. And so begins 

the story of the tempestuous love affair between one of Australia’s most revered 

artists, Pat Donlon, and his benefactress Autumn Laing. The story, however, does not 

belong to them alone. It is also the story of Edith, Pat’s young wife who is pregnant 

during his first betrayal with Autumn, and to Arthur, ever-faithful to both his wife 

Autumn and to her younger, more passionate lover, Pat. These chapters, told by 

Autumn, flit seamlessly between 1938 and 1991, as memory so easily slides into 

place once Autumn becomes haunted by her past after a chance sighting of an elderly 

(but so much younger than Autumn) Edith. When we get to hear the first utterings of 

Autumn’s voice in each of these chapters it is enough to move forward our desire to 

know her and her story intimately.  

The plot of this book is classic stuff, but it’s the characterisation of Autumn 

Laing that is genius. What Alex Miller has done by using the famous mistress of 

Sidney Nolan’s – Sunday Reed – as a launching pad is proof that he is a fiction writer 

of the finest calibre. He took an idea of a woman, one who actually existed, and 

reinvented her so that she became someone he could hear and eventually feel. And in 

doing so he has presented us one of the most memorable modern day literary 

heroines. In a final section titled ‘How I Came to Write Autumn Laing’, Miller writes,  

 

When I got home to Castlemaine from London in early October I wrote for ten 

hours a day six days a week for five months in the voice that I had heard in 

Holland Park – the voice of Autumn Laing. It is the longest novel I’ve ever 

written and the quickest. I loved every minute of it and was sorry when she 

finally left me. I don’t think I will ever find anyone like her again. (450)  

 

This is so very obvious. His passion for Autumn spills over the page and lands on his 

readers’ skin. It is sticky, and cannot be immediately wiped off. An author simply 

cannot give a character dialogue such as ‘“A tree has fallen somewhere,” I said. 

“Hopefully it has fallen onto the roof next door and has killed the lycra woman and 

her ugly infant in their beds”’ (215) and expect readers to ignore her. She demands 

attention, and so the book demands to be read.  
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From the first chapter I understood the importance Autumn placed upon 

Australian culture and her own intelligence, and I became envious of her passion. 

Pat’s character, too, is highly charged with passion – though fuelled by a powerful 

sense of anti-culture – yet I find him to be a more aloof character. Perhaps this is 

Miller’s intent, as Pat requires an outsider’s distance in order to be a complex artist as 

lasting and controversial as Sidney Nolan, but his detachment leaves me not trusting 

his character, which means that maybe the intensity of the love affair between 

Autumn and himself was biased towards Autumn’s obsessive delusions. His nature is 

fascinating, but not intoxicating. We know, through ‘How I Came to Write Autumn 

Lang’ that Pat began as a slanted portrait of Sidney Nolan, but in the end it could be 

said he is there because Autumn needed a story to tell and Pat was the focus of that 

story.  

Miller switches up his narrative by giving us a third person point of view in 

alternating chapters, possibly for a twofold purpose: so that his construct of the 

‘biography’ works and so that we can see Autumn and Arthur’s artistic circle in full. 

To address this first issue, I don’t feel the book needs any unique structuring device to 

make it a better story – Autumn’s character is truly enough – but the biography-

approach does work. The ‘Editor’s note’ in the back of the book was a surprise to me 

and gave me a feeling of having found one last tiny gift hidden under the skirt of a 

Christmas tree. Along with that, it suites Miller’s initial path of the Sunday Reed / 

Sidney Nolan homage. It is the biography he didn’t write, but did.  

As for the third person narration allowing us to see Autumn’s friends without 

her seductive partiality, it’s brilliant. Flamboyant and moody Freddy became one of 

my favourite characters. He, along with the greater circle of friends, is a bit of an 

artistically pompous and culturally privileged – read: snobbish – cliché. But please, 

who doesn’t love the depiction of that cliché? Clever dialogue can only follow, and 

tragedy has a welcome place to dwell. Along with those reasons for an added third 

person narrative, there is the one which suggests that Miller did it because Miller 

could. He is a great writer, and great writers take risks.  

That said, Autumn Laing doesn’t feel like a risk at all. It feels like a novel 

book lovers have always been meant to read. It feels like a novel writers have always 

been dreaming of writing. I am so grateful that Alex Miller was the writer who wrote 

the book and I one of the booklovers who read it. It is intelligent, passionate and very 

Australian.  

 

Heather Taylor Johnson 
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Mandy Sayer, Love in the Years of Lunacy (Allen & Unwin, 2011) 
 
This is the setting for an Australian love story: Sydney, World War II. It’s a time and 
place full of desperation and longing, when the young lived like they are dying 
because, in these times, they were. Pearl is an eighteen year-old saxophone player in 
an all-girls’ jazz band, who plays at the Trocadero, where her twin brother Martin also 
plays. When the siblings sit in on a hopping session at the Booker T Washington Club 
– the only joint that allows black soldiers in the doors – and Pearl hears James 
screaming away on his saxophone, Pearl is hit hard. He’s a damn good musician and 
an extremely handsome man, and he’s straight away sweet on her. No matter that he’s 
black. In times like these, everything is dangerous and new. What ensues is a love 
story that spans a very brief but intense time in Pearl and James’ lives. 
 It’s clear that Mandy Sayer’s Love in the Years of Lunacy ticks every box ever 
created for the category ‘love story’. It also ticks every box that Hollywood creates 
for ‘box office hit’. If this book isn’t made into a film, I’ll be very surprised. I suppose 
that is the main reason that Love in the Years of Lunacy didn’t work for me. I 
basically envisioned every scene as if they were larger than life, in celluloid. Perhaps 
that’s a sign of skillful writing: Sayer paints such vivid pictures in our heads that we 
imagine we are seeing them, rather than reading them. But it’s the formulaic aspect of 
book that got me to the ‘seeing’ of the scenes that ultimately bothered me. I could not 
relate to these characters unless I was relating to them as fictitious film characters. Is 
that an issue with the way I view the World War II era (film reels of bubbly girls 
dancing in great rhythmic delight with their grateful-to-be-on-leave soldier-beaus, 
their hair bouncing to the music) because I was not alive during that time, or is it an 
issue with Sayer’s drawing on overdone romanticised clichés? This is taken from the 
second page of the book: 

 
‘Hey!’ she cried as Martin, holding his tenor sax case, dodged an overflowing 
gutter and leaped over a puddle. ‘Wait for me!’ She too dodged the waterfall 
and jumped the puddle, but landed in another one, splattering the side of her 
dress with muddy water. Martin laughed.  

 
All this leaping and bounding and laughing in the rain signals INNOCENCE in very 
large letters, the sort of innocence we equate with teenagers learning to master the 
swing dances of the World War II era. Immediately Sayer set me up. I had a pretty 
fair idea who my main character was.  
 The foreground sound of jazz fills the book, giving the narrative a visceral 
texture, as well as providing Pearl and James with an outlet for their passion. It’s 
perfect in that it, too, plays heavily on the characteristics of the era – jazz was finding 
its feet amongst the hip and tragically musically aware. It made heroes out of its 
African American musicians who, at home, were being culturally and institutionally 
minimalised as human beings. That, and the fact that it was something entirely 
rhythmically innovative, made it dangerous. The perfect soundtrack.  
 Whether it was their fever for jazz that made the passion between Pearl and 
James so epic or the war, I was sunk. I fell for their falling. I wanted them to win. I 
imagined tears would follow. And had I not been able to foresee the untwisting of the 
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plot due to its very prescribed feel, I might have cried in various places throughout the 
book – no doubt many, many readers will. I wanted something more literary from 
Sayer, less commercial and black and white. I think Sayer might have been 
approaching that level with the Aboriginal crime-writer and family member who is 
meant to pen Pearl’s posthumous story told to him on cassette, but she doesn’t give 
him enough space to become a character in his own right. He’s a device and, with 
quips such as ‘my agent got me a four-book deal with Allen & Unwin, an independent 
publisher based in Sydney’, he seems to be not much more than a bit of fun for Sayer. 
And considering the weight of his story, he needed to be more than fun, more than 
structural. I felt he needed to be as important as Pearl and James and was therefore 
sadly disappointed in his narrative. 
 The majority of the plot was too convenient. I don’t see the realism in two 
grown twins – different sexes, mind you – switching identities and getting away with 
it in domestic settings, and I especially don’t see them getting away with it on the 
battlefront. And the way Pearl and James reunite just reeks of swelling orchestral 
music one can only find in Hollywood. 
 I have no doubt Sayer has written what will be an enormously popular book, 
and it should sell well for Allen & Unwin, just as I have a strong feeling that movie 
rights will be coming at the pair in all sorts of directions, so well done on writing a 
fine example of an enduring love story. I just wanted more. I wanted to take the story 
off the screen and get a little bit gritty. For instance, why were the gay soldiers 
accepted with great mirth from those who knew their secret? And why is there not 
greater weight to the disturbing duality of the mother-daughter role? Though I hate to 
end on such a sour note, I can’t fail to mention the problematic title: Pearl almost 
marries a Master of Lunacy (the psychologist who cares for her). Due to the title, I 
expected his role and their impending marriage to be pivotal, almost deadly. That it 
wasn’t, was probably the book’s only surprise for me.     
 
Heather Taylor Johnson 
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Kim Scott, That Deadman Dance (Picador, 2010) 

 

There are many stories to be told which lie between the boundaries of Australia’s 

original landscape of Indigenous families living with the land and the occupation of 

their land by the British Whiteman. Most end too quickly; they begin with fear and 

finish with annihilation. Those stories suffer in both length and happiness. In Kim 

Scott’s That Deadman Dance we get a different kind of story. This one is set in King 

George Town, Western Australia. It’s a point of contact and a place of hope.  

The story belongs to Bobby Wabalanginy. We see him as a baby and as a man, 

and we can track his lifetime in stages of his position to the sea: beside the sea, amidst 

the sea, becoming the sea, the sea. We stand with him barefoot in the sand as he 

speaks Noongar and English in the same sentence, and we follow him trekking with 

English boots through the bush. He is on boats, entertaining while still finding his 

wobbly legs. He is reading and writing. He is dancing in prison. So much of the joy in 

this book must be accredited to Bobby Wabalanginy – the boy whose name is half 

white, half black. Scott paints the clearest image of purity through Bobby 

Wabalanginy that his zeal becomes contagious. He is one of those rare characters in 

fiction who live with you long after you have finished the book.  

It is pleasing to Bobby Wabalanginy to grow up in King George Town – living 

with his own people, fishing with them, whaling with white men, playing with white 

children – and because of his ease and good humour, we are pleased with it too. The 

bulk of this story is one of possibility, and in his friend Dr Cross we see this too. 

Cross is the leader of this early contact, and he effortlessly encourages fairness and 

respect among neighbours of both races. He takes the orphaned Bobby Wabalanginy 

and shows him tenderness and reverence and, upon his dying, asks to be buried next 

to his good friend Wunyeran – Bobby Wabalanginy’s uncle. There is also optimism in 

the escaped sailor Jak Tar, who loves and marries Binyan, Bobby Wabalanginy’s 

sister. There are decent Europeans in this book and there are Aborigines who love 

them.  

But we know how the story ends so let us not get carried away with geniality 

and affection. Men come and men go, and they change the paths of history. Dr 

Cross’s successor, Chaine, is not so open-minded; he is one of the many conflicts 

leading to the obvious crisis. Another is the depiction of Manek and Manit, as it is 

made clear that Bobby Wabalanginy’s happiness is not their happiness. The melding 

of a black and white world is their dejection and ultimate ruin.  

Scott writes about his ancestry – the Noongar – in what is today Albany, 

Western Australia, and it is an impressive tale. The whaling scenes are vivid accounts 

of equal majesty and guts, and the boat and foot expeditions are gruelling. I longed for 

a map at the front of the book to refer to with each new sea voyage and each journey 

inland. There is a fair bit of back and forth to various bays through the years; it can 

become so confusing that you might give up trying to position yourself, and 

positioning oneself can be very important while interacting with a novel. 

The book is narrated in various fashions. There is omniscient mingling with 

third person limited and first person narrative. I wanted to cling to one voice and stay 

with that voice, and sometimes felt a jolt when I had to change. The same goes for 

inconsistencies in the style of narration. Tenses change as quickly as the language. 
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The straightforwardness in the writing of one paragraph can lead directly into a more 

grandiose, thoughtful style, such as in this description of Chaine’s desire for black 

labour: 

 

They will build a stand for the try-pot; they will make a garden, then tend and 

weed it. They will spread pitch on the boats the Yankees left them. They 

shepherd sheep, make fences to keep sheep in and kangaroos out. But those 

yongar leap clear over the fence. Chaine gives Bobby a rifle, and Bobby 

comes back with a kangaroo and puts it in the fire. He singes the skin first, 

then buries it in the ashes. 

Now – though the precise boundary of now remains unclear – trees 

bloom, and a few late salmon can still be seen in the waves. The crests flutter 

torn by the wind to look like Missus Chaine’s lace, and you see the fish 

silhouetted clear and separate from one another. The wave breaks and Bobby 

thinks to run along the beach, forever and forever beside the breaking waves, 

the rolling miles and miles of spit and bubbles maybe all the way back to King 

George Town.  (293) 

 

This change from staccato to flow is part maddening and part enviable. As if it is a 

metaphor for the cultures living side by side, but never quite coming together. Also 

frustrating is the chronological flip-flopping in the telling of this tale. We begin with 

Bobby as a small boy, move back in time to him as a baby, then continue on with him 

as an adolescent and later as a young man. I don’t necessarily understand Scott’s 

intention in the bulky flashback – the story could possibly have held together more 

tightly with a linear chronological structure – but I have to trust in Scott’s instincts. 

Just as with the style of narration. Just as with the voices. He is just too compelling a 

storyteller to second-guess.  

 I am not surprised that That Deadman Dance won the Miles Franklin award 

for 2011. The story is a captivating account of our nation’s history told with great 

imagination, studiously researched and passionately felt. Though the end predictably 

illustrates a bleaker future for the Noongar than Dr Cross envisaged, the final 

sentiment is mixed with tragedy and, still, certain jubilation. It is the perfect ending to 

an affecting book.  

  

Heather Taylor Johnson 
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Etiennette Fennell, Bombs and Butterflies: A Child’s War (Table One, 2010) 

 

Readers of Etiennette Fennell’s first memoir, So Far Away, which tells the story of 

her family’s migration to Adelaide and the sad story of her father's failure to make a 

success of life in his new country, will need no encouragement to read her new book, 

in which that father appears, somewhat distantly, as a hero of the Resistance. But this 

charming little book deserves a wider readership. The naive and child-eyed viewpoint 

suits Etiennette’s style, and gives the reader a vivid sense of France during the 

occupation. The horrors of war are not omitted, but for the most part they are matter 

of hearsay, taking place at a distance. The German occupiers are not seen as monsters 

of inhumanity but as fellow human beings. In the instance from which the book takes 

its title German officers go to some trouble to warn and rescue the little girl and her 

brother who were playing (trying to catch butterflies) in a field which was mined. 

Towards the war’s end, and the book’s, the bombing of a German ship by the RAF is 

vividly described, and Etiennette’s father was, she believes, largely responsible for the 

tip-off which resulted in so many deaths and injuries: 

 

On the one hand I suppose I should be proud of him for doing his duty, but, on 

the other hand, how can one ever justify such horrific deaths? (73) 

 

The French people do not look back on the Second World War with any pride. Their 

rapid capitulation in 1940 saved the nation from destruction and gave the people a 

comparatively easy time (as long as they were not Jewish) compared with most Nazi-

occupied countries, especially in provincial towns such as Chauvigny, where much of 

Etiennette's war was spent (it was her grandmother's home.) To many children the 

worst aspect of war was the rationing. To George Orwell, in the First World War, it 

was margarine. To me, in a safe part of England in the Second, it was lentil soup. To 

Etiennette it was the constant diet of sweet potatoes. As in the earlier book, her 

mother, trying to keep the family fed, is the real heroine of this tale. The mothers were 

indeed the unsung heroes of home life in wartime. It is good to have a reminder of 

their struggles to keep family life going amid the austerities, and occasional terrors, of 

wartime. 

 The book began as tales told literally out of school, and retains the freshness 

of oral delivery. It is illustrated with lively pictures by Judith Brooks. 

 

Humphrey Tranter 
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Cyril Hopkins. Marcus Clarke edited by Laurie Hergenhan, Ken Stewart, and 

Michael Wilding (Australian Scholarly Publishing in association with State 

Library of Victoria, 2009).  
 

Marcus Clarke went to school with two Hopkins brothers. One, Gerard Manley, 

became, like Clarke himself, famous as a writer, although long after Clarke had 

achieved fame and indeed, after his own death in 1889 and Clarke’s in 1881; the 

other, Cyril, had a successful career in finance and acted as British Vice-Consul for 

Hawaii for several years. Late in his life he wrote a life of Clarke, composing at least 

part of it in 1906 and returning to revise it in 1924. Scholars have known about 

Hopkins’s account of Clarke’s for a long time; Brian Elliott, for example made use of 

it in his Marcus Clarke of 1958, still the only full length biography of Clarke, apart, 

of course, from Hopkins’s. But it has never been made available in printed form until 

now with its appearance in this edition.  

 Clarke was reticent about his early life in his published writing, at best 

approaching it obliquely in his writing. As a source of information about this part of 

Clarke’s life Hopkins had the unique advantage of knowing Clarke intimately when 

he was in his teens and of receiving many letters from him after his departure for 

Melbourne, including some about his earliest experiences in Victoria. Nevertheless, 

because substantial use has been made of Hopkins’s biography by various scholars 

working from the manuscript, accessible in the Mitchell Library since 1928, not a lot 

of new information about Clarke’s life is made public through this edition. However, 

Hopkins is well worth reading even for those who have read previous work drawing 

on him. One great advantage of knowing Clarke is that Hopkins was able to quote at 

length from the letters Clarke sent to him. There is no substitute for reading in full the 

passages quoted in the biography: these extracts are unfortunately all that survives 

since the originals are no longer extant. Possibly, the editors speculate, they were 

destroyed by Hopkins because they contained material he considered unfavourable to 

Clarke. The extracts Hopkins selected from Clarke’s letters to him provide a vivid 

picture of his first impressions of Melbourne and the initial excitement and later 

monotony of his life working on a sheep station. One whole chapter of the book, in 

fact, consists of ‘A Day in Melbourne’, a long letter written in the form of an article 

which Clarke sent to Hopkins soon after his arrival. A second advantage of knowing 

Clarke is that Hopkins places Clarke’s work in a quite different literary context to the 

one that we are accustomed to consider since he compares Clarke with the writing 

which had been popular in his own lifetime, including works which had appeared 

after Clarke’s death. Hopkins clearly had a strong interest in literature (although 

largely unaware of his brother’s writing) and read widely, not confining himself to 

British literature but reading amongst other things a good amount of Australian 

writing. As the editors point out, this gives him a different approach to other and later 

critics. For instance, in a note on how Clarke, in ‘Human Repetends’ and ‘La 

Béguine’, ‘is typically drawing on literature as well as life’, they remark that  

 

Elliott points to the context of French literature which Clarke got to know 

early, while Hopkins finds a source closer to home in the romance novelist 

James Payn. This is an example where Cyril’s English background and 
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contemporaneity with Clarke enables him to recuperate aspects of the latter’s 

reading hitherto lost or overlooked by later critics in Australia. (261) 

 

The letters from Australia provided Hopkins with further information about Clarke’s 

reading and, when he passes this on, it provides a salutary reminder that what people 

read of the literature of their own time is not necessarily what those of a later time 

will read. Hopkins quotes a letter from Clarke: ‘I have read On the Heights, to which 

you refer (a translation of Auerbach’s well known novel Auf der Höhe), it is good and 

true, which is better than good … . What do you think of Reade and Boucicault? Read 

Griffith Gaunt – the best of Reade’s books I think, very powerful and clever’ (172; the 

bracketed explanation is Hopkins’s). He then goes on to comment on Swinburne (a 

familiar enough name) and Edmund Yates (a very unfamiliar name). Hopkins and 

Clarke shared an interest in Yates because he had attended the same school as them. 

Similarly a list of ‘some of the books mentioned casually from time to time in 

[Clarke’s] letters from Swinton and Ledcourt’ contains works by Tennyson, Dickens, 

Hugo and George Sand as well as a number of now forgotten novels in English and 

French (136). 

 Hopkins’s own wide and varied reading leads him to some interesting and 

unfamiliar comparisons. Robert Louis Stevenson seems to be a particular favourite of 

Hopkins, as we might expect of a man who lived until 1932 and, furthermore, had 

connections with the Pacific islands. Hopkins, as the notes to this edition point out, 

‘draws on a letter of Stevenson’s from Samoa in Ch. 6, and frequently cites him in 

discussing Clarke’ (253). Stevenson is not, at first sight, the most obvious writer to 

compare with Clarke but the comparison is nevertheless suggestive. Thus Hopkins 

compares Clarke and Stevenson as ‘earnest students of their country’s literature in 

youth’ and ‘single minded and devoted aspirants for literary fame’ (200), as writers of 

light-hearted mock epitaphs on themselves (33-4), as describers of the natural world 

(52-4), and for their ‘so-called Bohemianism’, ‘conscientious thoroughness of [their] 

work’ and ‘the artistic finish of [their] style’ (249). Elsewhere Hopkins offers a 

detailed comparison of Clarke’s life and work with that of Lermontov (133-5) which 

brings Clarke well within the great European tradition. Even a rather trite comparison 

of Clarke’s expression of homesickness with Browning’s ‘Home Thoughts from 

Abroad’ reminds us that both were for part of their lives literary exiles.  

 Balancing the advantages of having known Clarke in his formative years in 

England, Hopkins, who never visited Australia (although he did meet Clarke’s wife 

and some of his children when they came to London), has clear limitations in writing 

about Clarke’s Australian experience. Nevertheless he does his best to make up for 

this by reading widely in fiction and non-fiction about Australia. Fully aware that 

Clarke could be exaggerating things for the audience back home he attempts to verify 

Clarke’s experience, for example by quoting Rosa Praed on Australian horsemanship 

to support Clarke’s account of his own skills which he concludes by asserting, ‘You 

may fancy that I am boasting of my horsemanship. These things are considered 

nothing here’ (120). In a further effort at verification he even moves well beyond the 

scenes in which Clarke operated, comparing Melbourne after the gold rush with Perth 

‘in similar circumstances of recent years’ (83-4), and drawing parallels between 

Clarke’s account of a new chum in Melbourne and comments by a ‘writer on life at 

Johannesburg in the earlier years of the Rand’ and ‘the experiences of a young friend 
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of the writer’s in Argentina’ (61), thus placing Clarke’s life within the broader field of 

imperial expansion.   

  Hopkins’s biography of Clarke is thus well worth reading and this edition 

places it in the best possible context. As we might expect from this particular team of 

editors, this is an edition of the highest quality, with a well-edited text, informative 

introduction, comprehensive and illuminating notes, and (something too often 

omitted) a detailed index. Though it has taken a long time for Hopkins’s work to 

become freely available in printed form, it could hardly be better presented than in 

this excellent edition.  

 

Graham Tulloch 
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Ouyang Yu, Loose: A Wild History (Wakefield Press, 2011) 

 

In this third of his trilogy of partly autobiographical novels, Ouyang Yu presents the 

reader with a ramble through ever-shifting sands between a seemingly factual 

representation of the author’s experiences and one’s understanding, based on the 

book’s classification, that one is reading a work of fiction. 

Loose is a work that defies definition. Although the first two books of the 

trilogy, The Eastern Slope Chronicle and The English Class may resemble the 

author’s own life, there is no doubt in the reader’s mind that these are works of 

fiction: The Eastern Slope Chronicle is narrated by the ‘imaginary protagonist’, ‘Dao 

Zhuang’,
 1

 while the protagonist of The English Class is ‘Jing’. However, it is difficult 

to read the first two-thirds of Loose as other than autobiography. The narrator is 

named as ‘Ouyang Yu’, a poet, writer, editor and translator, of the same age as the 

author, living in Melbourne after migrating from China in 1991. The narration 

alternates between numbered commentaries on Ouyang’s day-to-day events in 

Melbourne during 2001 and dated extracts from his journal entries during a visit to 

China during 1999-2000. In the first chapter, the narrator introduces himself thus: ‘I 

am Ouyang Yu. Melbourne is where I am currently based. Suffice to say that I am a 

poet’ (4). 

However, in the chapter aptly headed ‘The Takeover’ (273), the auto-

biographical narration is high-jacked by Ouyang’s alter ego, also named Ouyang Yu, 

who assumes the role of the author’s biographer; in the subsequent chapter titled ‘The 

Third Man’ (289), this narrator is in turn replaced by the protagonist of The Eastern 

Slope Chronicle, ‘Dao Zhuang’. So, this sudden shift to postmodern satire prompts 

the reader to re-examine their reading of the previous chapters as autobiography. 

Nevertheless, an astute reader may not have missed the many reminders of the 

slippery nature of attempted distinctions in literature between ‘fact’ and fiction: such 

as, ‘Fiction is nothing but a realisation of the imagined reality. It is truer than or as 

true as the reality’ (2) and ‘At the moment, this book of nonfiction or fictional 

nonfiction or nonfictional fiction is a bit of a worry to me as I conjure up the idea’ 

(21).  

Throughout Loose, Ouyang plumbs his own experience, often in a self-

deprecating voice. He cites his and others’ fictional and non-fictional work, including 

many poems, to compare many aspects of Chinese and Western culture and language, 

and the experience of writing and translating.  For example, the narrator records that 

during an interview Ouyang ‘wanted to point out the similarities between Australia 

and China in that they were not hugely different in cultural and literary matters as 

people in China would believe. In a curious sort of way, Australia was as conservative 

as China and even more so than China’ (362).  

In Loose Ouyang shines a spotlight on the literary aspirations and frustrations 

of the would-be author, posing the question ‘Is that what literature is all about, 

interviewing the dead and gone, holding dialogues with the never present, visiting 

only what is available in memories, talking about things that you can never find 

                                                           
1
 Ouyang Yu, The Eastern Slope Chronicle (Blackheath, NSW: Brandl & Schlesinger, 2002) 2. 
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evidence for, or simply having this ongoing soliloquy until you are bored with 

yourself’ (143).  

Loose also opens a window on the literary world, providing commentary on 

the difficulties of becoming published and being read, while simultaneously critiquing 

the commodification of art and writing. Bemoaning the difficulty in becoming 

recognised as an author with cachet in the publishing world, Ouyang comments on the 

irony that ‘When you see an author turn into a bestselling millionaire, you realise that 

writing is no longer sacred but just another way of making a livelihood, no more or 

less decent than, say, a cook or a prostitute’ (68). 

As with The Eastern Slope Chronicle and The English Class, in Loose Ouyang 

explores the dilemma of the expatriate, the Chinese-Australian, with a particular focus 

on the transformation required of the migrant, whether actual or merely aspirational, 

to ‘migrate into English ... turn yourself upside down.’
2
 The strategy of locating the 

narrator in Australia, while remembering, via the journal construct, his time in China, 

reinforces the tensions and frustrations of life lived in-between, of constantly being 

required to explain one’s identity: ‘What is all this shit about identities? ... I am 

neither Chinese nor Australian’ (150). 

Ouyang is a master at skilfully weaving commentary on recent Chinese and 

Australian literary, cultural and political realities into his works of fiction. He 

employs wry humour to great effect to parody the foibles of language, the writer and 

the art of writing, especially those involved in cross-cultural translations and 

interpretations. Loose is a slice of one man’s imagined history quite unlike any other. 

In the words of the narrator, the author Ouyang Yu ‘decides to follow no one’s path 

but his own, not writing the kind of fiction that has been written for centuries ... but 

writing his own that refuses to be categorised and liked by the general readership’ 

(365). Whether the novel is considered as fact or fiction will depend on the 

interpretation of each reader: ultimately such distinction is of no consequence. 

It would be remiss not to mention that Ouyang also relates interactions with 

real identities, many of whom are well known, or whose actual existence can be 

verified via Google. One of these is his brother, Ouyang Ming, who was imprisoned 

by Chinese authorities for his persistence in practicing Falun Gong. The inclusion of 

Ming and book’s postscript, which reproduces an extract of an internet account of his 

death in 2003 from the effects of torture, is a sobering reminder that while China has 

become more westernised and accessible since Mao’s death, life for many in China 

remains precarious and, ultimately, at the whim of the State. 

 

Lesley Wyndram 

 

 

                                                           
2
 ABC LinguaFranca, ‘Radio National Summer 2: The English Class’, presenter Maria Zijlstra, 1 

January 2011 <http://www.abc.net.au/rn/linguafranca/stories/2011/3102145.htm> 
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Amy T. Matthews, End of the Night Girl (Wakefield Press, 2011). 

 

End of the Night Girl is an accomplished and memorable first novel from Amy T. 

Matthews. Written and developed as part of the author’s PhD in creative writing at the 

University of Adelaide, it won the Adelaide Festival Unpublished Manuscript Award 

in 2010, guaranteeing publication with Wakefield Press. Prior to winning the award, it 

had been passed over by several publishers, presumably because its Holocaust 

narrative presented a dilemma and publishers were unwilling to take a risk on a new 

author posing some difficult questions and writing a very detailed account of life in a 

concentration camp.  

However, the novel is more than a Holocaust narrative. The central character, 

Molly, is a waitress in an Adelaide restaurant. She is overworked and often verbally 

abused in the fast-paced kitchen and dining room. But the dynamics of the kitchen are 

complex – a blend of camaraderie and humiliation. Adding to the complexity of 

Molly’s workplace is her affair with the married chef, who seems a father figure in 

her complicated psyche. The restaurant and kitchen scenes give the impression of 

authenticity – they are so well written. 

In Molly’s home life, she has been living alone since her break up with Dan, 

but her pregnant step-sister has just arrived on the doorstep with a suitcase. In the 

past, there is a fantasy-like relationship with Peter, the love of her life, from which 

Molly is still trying to recover. Although Peter and Molly were good friends, and their 

attraction was undeniable, Peter was also a married man, so the sexual tension is 

palpable. 

Living with her step-sister brings more complication to Molly’s life. She only 

has a one-bedroom apartment and Lizzie is a high-maintenance, ballet loving health 

freak with a recently broken engagement and an awkward relationship with her father. 

But Lizzie has changed, she’s suddenly stocking up on cheese and pasta, and is 

willing to sleep on the couch. 

When she’s not working, Molly is in the grip of an obsession with a young 

Polish girl. The two stories, Molly’s and Gienia’s, are interspersed throughout the 

novel and sometimes seem to blend or resonate. In the beginning there are just a few 

odd words from Gienia’s world that bleed through into Molly’s consciousness. For 

example, in this passage where Molly and Chef have just slept together for the first 

time. 

 

Afterwards, beneath the sound of our uneven breathing, I hear the clink of four 

little words, softly, like glasses toasting, like cutlery touching, like ice cubes 

colliding in the glass – little house, shtetl square. (22) 

 

Then the sections become quite separate stories but here and there the events and 

emotions are similar, as though Molly’s feelings are reborn in Gienia’s world. 

Initially, it is a little confusing to be jolted out of Molly’s point of view and not just 

into another character’s viewpoint, but a different decade and continent. I’m reminded 

of Ruth Park’s Playing Beatie Bow, although there are major differences. Playing 

Beatie Bow is set in two different centuries, but in the same place, and the characters 

enter each other’s world. Although the device can be disorienting, trust the author 
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because the interweaving is so well executed that before long it will appear to be 

seamless. Readers may find themselves wondering about Molly’s mental health at 

times as the two narratives overlap and interact. 

Eventually it becomes apparent that Gienia is being transported to a 

concentration camp and the detail appears to be shockingly accurate and completely 

believable. It also transpires that Molly is writing Gienia’s story and this raises some 

interesting questions about her right to do so, to write about the Holocaust. Matthews 

faced these same questions during her writing of the novel and the same questions 

might have been in the minds of publishers who rejected the manuscript. If you like 

this novel, you might also be interested in reading Matthews’ PhD exegesis, 

Navigating the Kingdom of Night. 

 Molly finds a photograph of ‘Gienia’ in a volume of Peoples of the World in 

the library reference collection.  

  

In the centre of the page, uncaptioned, was a photo of a girl. She was 

teenaged, soft, somehow unformed, unfinished. Her cheeks were round, her 

eyes pale, her hair hidden by a headscarf. Her gaze was directed above the 

cameraman’s head. What was she looking at? Why is she smiling? Her lack of 

caption worried me. (81-2) 

 

She tears out the page and adds it to her growing collection of Holocaust material. 

 

It is really refreshing to read a novel that is, for the most part, set in Adelaide. Too 

few novels written in Adelaide are set here! It lends another dimension to the 

narrative when readers can bring their own experience of place to bear on the story 

and there are references to the Adelaide Review, rather than the New York Times, and 

local bands such as E-type Jazz.  

 

Bravo to Amy T. Matthews for this brilliant novel – the most engaging I have read for 

a while; and bravo to Wakefield Press for ensuring that End of the Night Girl got the 

publication it deserves. 

 

Debra Zott 
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Gail Jones, Five Bells (Vintage Books, 2011) 

 

After a seemingly slow beginning, and some awkwardly expressed phrases such as ‘A 

child sounded a squeal’ (4) and ‘With a trampoline heart she saw the Bridge to her 

left’(1), Gail Jones’s fifth novel, Five Bells, proves to be a poetic masterpiece, rich 

with background stories and examining a single event from multiple perspectives. 

Although the trampoline metaphor conveys its meaning well enough, it appears too 

early, before the reader has found bearings in the narrative and thus it interrupts the 

flow. Similarly, to say that the child ‘sounded a squeal’ rather than simply ‘the child 

squealed’ or ‘she heard a child squeal’, puts an awkward distance in the early pages, 

which creates a gap between the character in question and the world that they move 

in. It is only later that we see the novel is showing us observations of shared events 

through the eyes and consciousness of multiple characters.  

The device of examining a single event from multiple perspectives is an 

interesting and effective one. It might have been a cumbersome disaster to present the 

experiences and background stories of four individuals arriving in the same city on 

the same day, and at the same time, but Jones handles it skilfully and weaves a very 

deep and textured narrative around the loves and losses, the hopes and fears of her 

four main characters. 

The title Five Bells immediately calls to mind Kenneth Slessor’s 1939 poem 

and this is in some ways a distraction, especially if the reader is familiar with the 

poem, because it sets up an expectation that the novel will mirror the poem, and raises 

questions when the lives of its characters seem to have nothing to do with the poem. 

However, the influence of Five Bells, the poem, is pervasive and the narrative rings 

with little resonances here and there. Time, which is a central theme of the poem, is 

also a theme in the novel, with two of the characters, James and Ellie, remembering 

back to their school days and shared lessons about ‘notions of time, ... the clepsydra, 

the water clock’ (96) and echoes of the time meditations from the poem appearing 

throughout the narrative. The time theme recurs as characters consider their present 

situations and fall back into memories of years gone by. It is made explicit, for 

example, in the opening sentence of chapter 6: ‘Strange how time seemed now and 

then to reverse, patterns to flip over and resume in another life. The quirk of any 

story, the element of return’ (171). 

James has returned to Australia to reunite with his high school 

sweetheart/lover, Ellie. The pair grew up together in Western Australia, but Ellie 

moved to Sydney to take up a scholarship and James is visiting Sydney after several 

years away in Europe and London. Catherine is visiting Sydney from Ireland and she 

carries with her the grief of losing her adored brother, Brendan, in an accident. Pei 

Xing has lived in Sydney for some time but she originates from China and her 

background story focuses on her suffering during the Cultural Revolution. She was 

imprisoned for several years and was tormented by a brutal prison guard, yet she has 

found a way to come to terms with her past suffering and, rather than seek revenge, 

she is now a regular visitor to the ill and ageing guard, showing her kindness and 

reading to her from Doctor Zhivago. 

The narrative takes place over a single day, as with James Joyce’s Ulysses. 

However the stream of consciousness reminiscing of each character takes the reader 
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back many years providing insights into the shaping of their personalities and giving a 

great deal of depth and detail to the story. In some ways, more happens in these past 

lives than happens in the present day. On the day of their respective arrivals at 

Circular Quay, everything seems fairly ordinary as we see them move from the ferry, 

observing the harbour, the bridge, the Opera House, and taking in the sights and 

sounds of the city. Five Bells seems a very Joycean novel and not merely because it 

takes place over 24 hours. Perhaps it’s the Irishness of Catherine’s story that gives it 

this flavour; or the pervasive literary references, including a line from the Ezra Pound 

poem ‘In a Station of the Metro’. 

When I think of the experience of being among a large crowd of people in a 

public space and try to imagine the multitude of individual stories, thoughts, hopes, 

fears and dreams that are brought together in one place and time, I do see the 

attractiveness and potential for sparking the literary imagination. It can be interesting 

to consider how people might respond differently, and indeed how they might witness 

differently, a shared event. There are two key events in the novel but neither is 

conclusive. Questions remain as the story ends and this feels a little unsatisfying after 

the minute detail of past lives has been shared. 

 

Debra Zott 
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Geoff Goodfellow, Grace Goodfellow and Randy Larcombe. Waltzing With Jack 

Dancer: a Slow Dance With Cancer (Wakefield Press, 2011) 
 

... and he let me sit on his shoulders; so I could see the world. | From up there, 

high on his sunburnt shoulders, it was beautiful. | Everything was perfect. (93) 

 

This reminiscence from the prologue to Grace Goodfellow’s story the c word evokes 

a personal memory and revives an image that has fixed itself in my mind for many 

years. It is this – an Adelaide Writers’ Week in the hot sunshine, sipping cool drinks 

between sessions, shooting the breeze with writerly types, when Geoff Goodfellow 

and daughter Grace stop to chat. Young Grace was then about four or five years old 

and I’m sure I remember her high on Dad’s shoulders in the dappled light under those 

golden green leafy trees. It was something of a surprise to see Geoff in this different 

light, as the proud and doting father of such a sparkling girl. Previously I had seen and 

heard him at a number of poetry readings and a literature class where his reading style 

was up-close-and-personal-in-your-face-confrontational-make-your-heart-race. There 

was no escape from the proximity of the poet, or the power of those straightforward 

words. When Geoff began reading it was ‘punch on’ and the ‘punch off’ as he 

delivered his final word could silence a room with stunned relief or the recognition of 

a blunt truth. So to see him as the father of a young daughter suggested a tenderness 

beneath this tough exterior, glimpsed once in a poem about domestic violence, but 

now fully realised, adding another layer to the image.   

Goodfellow is well known for his working class, straight-talking poetry, 

famously delivered on building sites and in prison. Two of his great strengths are the 

no bullshit honesty of his poems and his ability to home in on seemingly ordinary, yet 

surprisingly poignant details. So it is not surprising that when faced with the challenge 

of battling that c word, he would slowly peel away the euphemisms like a soiled 

bandage and expose the raw wound of cancer for what it is.  

In writing about illness there is the question of whether the work is, for the 

writer, a form of therapy or coping mechanism, or the expression of a wish to create 

something to leave behind; and whether the work is for an audience facing a similar 

illness, to reveal what might lie ahead, to share reflections and ways of coping, to tell 

the reader that they are not alone. Perhaps it is all these things but it comes with the 

responsibility of sharing a difficult passage with a potentially vulnerable readership 

and trying to instill a sense of hope while maintaining honesty.  

Randy Larcombe’s photographs document Goodfellow’s treatment and 

rehabilitation with images that equal the honesty of the poems, providing a visual 

dimension to the work. In fact, an exhibition of Larcombe’s photographs and Geoff’s 

poems was held as part of the project to raise cancer awareness, with proceeds being 

donated to a cancer charity. Adding a further revealing facet to the work is Grace 

Goodfellow’s story, which is placed near the end of the book so that the linear reader 

will have already digested the poems and images before encountering this poignant 

telling of the cancer experience from not simply the perspective of a close family 

member, but also that of a teenage daughter facing the uncertainty of her adored 

father’s cancer. 
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Dad slapped his thigh three times. I walked over slowly, and sat down. 

And that’s when I knew, my year would not be beautiful. (96) 

 

Waltzing With Jack Dancer contains 25 poems and 25 colour images. There 

are images of Goodfellow undergoing chemotherapy and MRI, being fed via a nasal-

gastric tube, sitting in a hospital waiting room and beginning rehabilitation exercise at 

the beach. There is also a photo of him undergoing surgery and post-operative images 

showing the large scar that now curves from throat to ear. It is a brave undertaking to 

have exposed this intimate and debilitating journey in words and images. All too often 

people do not want to see or hear about the inside view of life with cancer. There’s 

often a fear of saying the wrong thing, or not knowing what to say, so people keep 

their distance. There’s also a ‘desire’ to remember the cancer patient as they were, but 

this is a protective behaviour; it reveals a deep fear of facing the ravages of cancer, of 

watching a once healthy person visibly shrink and deteriorate. What do you say to this 

person? What can you do? The answer to the second question is nothing, all you can 

do is watch and wait, so it seems like a hopeless situation and the easy way to deal 

with this is to remember the person in good health and keep one’s distance, which is a 

sad but perfectly human response. How must this feel to the patient who loses the 

interest and support of people who once were friends? The answer to the first question 

may also amount to ‘nothing’ – what can you say when you can’t promise a recovery, 

when you can see but not feel their pain, when trying to instill hope might easily be 

giving false hope? And for those friends and relatives who do stand beside the cancer 

patient, there are times when they know that their presence is a comfort, and times 

when they cop the brunt of anger and wonder why they remain. All these complexities 

of the cancer experience are captured in the book. 

The starting point is the realisation that a diagnosis of cancer is ‘No Small 

Matter’. In this first poem, the poet remembers watching his father die of the disease 

and recognises the strength that he himself gained from the experience. 

 

i took from him the strength | to challenge myself daily 

 & since his death | i’ve swum in the sea twice a day... 

 

...i’ve grunted & groaned | & counted & sweated 

through tens of thousands | of sit-ups & push-ups 

  ached until my stomach | was a washboard 

 

yet still | i got tapped on the | shoulder. (1-2) 

 

 

There is no authoritative explanation for cancer. Perhaps it was those Rothmans 

Plains he smoked at age five, or doing the Chinese drawback and ‘feeling the smoke 

drift up [his] nostrils’ (3). Or maybe the ‘sixty to eighty cigarettes | a day for fifteen 

years’, the chemicals and harsh sunlight encountered while working on building sites, 

with no protection (5). Suddenly, post-diagnosis, there are invisible limits. The daily 

summer activity of swimming a kilometre in the ocean becomes a topic of 

consternation. On discharge from hospital, he has forgotten to ask if there are any 
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limits he should apply to his daily routine. Now the world looks different. 

 

... walking down to the beach | that first morning | i felt scared | 

not knowing any boundaries (9) 

 

Goodfellow confronts his new uncertain self but nevertheless finds determination to 

fight cancer. Addressing the cancer, he tells it 

 

i’m here to tell you | i’m going to fight you every inch | of the way (10) 

 

And fight it he does! Ultimately this collection is a survival narrative. It reaches some 

very low points and expresses a range of emotions. It is both blunt and tender, and its 

honesty is amplified in the accompanying photographs. This is one man’s cancer 

experience documented for those who wish to know. It should not be taken to stand 

for all cancer experiences, which are as individual as the people who endure them. 

Nevertheless, Waltzing With Jack Dancer encourages its readers to take a look at the 

inside experience, to do away with euphemisms and see cancer for what it is, but it 

also holds out some hope that the battle can be fought and won. Sadly, though, this is 

not the outcome for many cancer patients and this project aims to raise awareness of 

the disease. 

 

Debra Zott 


