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Introduction


By her own admission, Joan London is a slow writer. Across a career spanning over forty years, she has published two original short story collections, Sister Ships (1986) and Letter to Constantine (1993), and three novels Gilgamesh (2001), The Good Parents (2008) and The Golden Age (2014), with the occasional short story punctuating those months, even years, of what she nominated very early on in her writerly life as ‘prepared waiting’.1 Yet, to measure only in numbers London’s contributions to Australian literature seems limited. There are other markers: the awards and shortlistings her writing has consistently attracted, for example, and London herself being honoured by the state government of Western Australia as a ‘State Living Treasure’ in 2015; or the translations of her writings into multiple languages including Chinese, Spanish, Portuguese, Italian and French. And then there is what this volume in the Contemporary Australian Writers series hopes to offer, which is a concentrated, extended engagement with her short stories and novels to reflect on London’s artistry; to recognise the original contributions London’s writing has made to Australian culture; and to listen in on the conversations her work has with its own changing times.


London was born in 1948 and has spent much of her life in the port town of Fremantle in Western Australia. A number of the women of her approximate generation who also turned to writing are now household names, having made significant and lasting impacts on Australian literature and society. Remembering that the expatriate writer Shirley Hazzard, only one generation earlier, had determined Australia to be ‘a remote, philistine country … and very much a male country, dominated by a defiant masculinity that repudiated the arts’,2 First Nations author Sally Morgan, Blanche D’Alpuget, Amanda Lohrey, Waanyi writer Alexis Wright, Kate Grenville, Gail Jones, Nadia Wheatley, Di Morrissey and Helen Garner, among others, have rightly attracted respect and admiration.


London has arguably had a lower profile, working in a Fremantle bookshop and stepping into sight with the release of each of her books. These have been generously reviewed and loudly praised by other authors. Canadian short-story writer and winner of the Nobel Prize for Literature, Alice Munro, has celebrated London’s work, declaring her stories ‘felt, alive—such grace and sharpness together’,3 and Australian novelist Charlotte Wood has admitted: ‘The Good Parents is the only book I’ve ever truly wished I had written myself’.4 More recently, Wood has suggested that when writing her latest book, Stone Yard Devotional (2023), ‘one of the people I thought about … was Joan London, a writer I absolutely adore and admire’:5 Stone Yard Devotional might be thought of as Wood’s complement, and compliment, to the London novel she longs to have written insofar as it, too, is preoccupied with what it means to be ‘good’.6 Despite the international reach of London’s work and its influence on the next generation of Australian writers, London’s writing has largely escaped the attention of literary scholarship. This circumstance is reflected by the presentation to London of the Patrick White Award in 2015, a prize that was first given in 1974 to Christina Stead and recognises important writers who have not received commensurate recognition. Elizabeth Webby, esteemed scholar of Australian literature, has puzzled at this circumstance:




Although each of [London’s] books has won at least one award and been shortlisted for many others, they have attracted little in the way of extended critical response.


That’s even more surprising when one thinks how rare it is for a fiction writer to be equally good at short stories and novels. Most of the great writers of short fiction, such as [Anton] Chekhov, Katherine Mansfield and Henry Lawson did not publish longer works. The fiction of [Tim] Winton and David Malouf, who have also published acclaimed novels and stories, has attracted several book-length studies as well as numerous critical essays.


Why has London been neglected? Is it that her novels and stories are less recognisably Australian than Winton’s and Malouf’s? They do not deal with big national stories or iconic landscapes, and have tended to focus on female rather than male characters.7





London has not been neglected by the reading public; her writing has attracted strong and enthusiastic interest from both national and overseas audiences. And the critical forgetting or side-lining of London seems counterintuitive given that her stories enlarge our understandings of Australian culture and its literature. Rather than admitting expectations for Australian narratives—those ‘big national stories or iconic landscapes’, for example—London’s works exercise priorities of their own that are responses to the time of their writing and have continuing relevance and significance. The focus of the The Golden Age on both a traumatised Hungarian-Jewish family seeking to rebuild a postwar life in Perth, Western Australia, and the capacity of art—music, poetry—to remember and to hope speaks to the time it represents as much as it does the time in which it was written and continues to be read. The sympathetic interest taken by The Good Parents in the dissolution of youth’s idealism not only represents generations of an Australian family but is also a meditation on shared experiences of change, set as it is on the cusp of a new millennium. Gilgamesh’s protagonists are peripatetic, presuming to roam the world in a way that is very different from the forced relocation of the family central to The Golden Age but nevertheless also registers deeply the horrors both wide-reaching and intimately experienced of the violence repeatedly done to others. The short stories burrow equally into dreams unbounded by national borders or reason and the realities of Australian women, mothers, daughters and lovers in times when those roles are under pressure. Collectively, London’s writing is an ensemble of responses to and anticipations of the world around it, and this eclectic scope is reflected in its form.


One of London’s under-recognised strengths and contributions to Australian literature is her patient capacity to build complex narrative worlds populated by numerous characters and storylines. London pictures life in Australia and transnationally in terms of generational change, interwoven with questions about the responsibilities people have to one another across cultures and time; her work is not interested at all in national mythmaking but instead is attuned to ethical interconnectedness. As such, London’s writing turns not on individuals, one of the conventional building blocks of the novel, but on relationships: intimate ones between lovers; ambivalent ones between parents and children; and Australian literature’s relationships with, and obligations to, its histories, social contexts and the shifting world beyond its borders.


London herself has recognised how her writing registers wider cultural change. Twenty years ago, London noted:




to prepare for the publication of my Collected Stories [The New Dark Age (2004)], I had to read over the stories from my first two collections, which I hadn’t done for a long time. The first book was published in 1986 and the second in 1993 and I was struck by how much, in small details, everyday life has changed. The average person didn’t have a mobile phone, or a computer, or an air conditioner and if you went overseas you didn’t phone home, you wrote aerogrammes.8





And during a presentation she gave in China around the same time, London related how these small details exist alongside necessary, significant transformations in Australia and the world:




These are times of great change for Australians. Our vision of ourselves and our place in the world is changing … the past decade has been troubling for many Australians. Not only because of our involvement in the ‘war on terror’, with troops sent to Iraq and Afghanistan but also because of our treatment of refugees, mainly of Middle-Eastern and Muslim descent who have attempted to find asylum in Australia.


It was also the time of the release of The Stolen Generations Report [Bringing Them Home (1997)], about white Australia’s cruel treatment of our own Indigenous people … treatment which the general public was no longer able to forget or ignore. It was as if the secrets of our history had come out into the open.


There has been a lot of soul-searching amongst some Australians. Who are we? Our old vision of ourselves as easy-going, humorous, egalitarian, fair-go for all, help-yourmate people just won’t stick anymore. Like all stereotypes, it’s never really been true.9





Arguably, these conditions continue to inform our own century with their still oftentimes unanswered urgencies. And London’s writing enacts ongoing ‘soul-searching’ not only in terms of personal introspection but also in its querying how we live in a world of cruelty and fear, of beauty and expectation.


Adjacent to these concerns that London’s narratives express, her career says something instructive too about ‘Australian literature’ itself and throws light on London’s place in Australian letters. London’s experience of studying English literature and French at The University of Western Australia in the late 1960s and early 1970s, for instance, is a reminder that Australian literature itself is a relatively recent invention:




I wasn’t taking a course on Australian literature—there wasn’t one. Even though I enrolled in a course called The Modern Novel and was reading James Joyce and Ford Madox Ford—Virginia Woolf was the only female writer to merit a mention—I rarely read literary journals and had no real idea about the literary culture of my own country.10





It was not that ‘Australian literature’ did not exist until some time after London graduated. Rather London’s anecdote highlights that her own writing of short stories, from the early 1980s, coincided with an exerted cultural effort to recognise and value not only Australian literature as such but (largely non-indigenous) women’s writing as well. As London reflected, in another context:




I think that I have been very lucky, in that by the time I was writing seriously, and publishing, there was a lot of extremely strong women writers, and this was inspiring and encouraging. I feel too that I have mopped up the benefits of feminist critics in my own acceptance of the essentially female content of my own work.11





In addition to her own talent and commitment that developed alongside other ‘strong women writers’, another significant foundation of London’s achievements was her original publisher, Fremantle Arts Centre Press, and what it heralded for writers in Western Australia.12 By the time London published in 1986 her first short story collection, Sister Ships, the small publishing house, underwritten by state government grants, had been in operation for eleven years. Its explicit aim was the publication and promotion of Western Australian writers and local ‘regional writing’ because of the reasonable perception and experience at the time that authors at some distance geographically, and possibly psychologically, from the mainstream publishing houses centred in Sydney and Melbourne, found it difficult to get a foothold in those arenas, let alone access to their markets. (The mental separation is quite likely exaggerated: a flick through Fremantle Arts Review, a publication associated with Fremantle Arts Centre Press and an enlightening window into the local writing scene, unsurprisingly suggests a sustained interest in national literary activity, with reviews of books by Garner, Grenville, Olga Masters, Frank Moorhouse, Janine Burke and Jean Bedford, to name only a few.) But as London came to realise:




Being West Australian had not after all turned out to be a disadvantage: in fact, it had become a sort of advantage, because at the same time I had started to write, the Fremantle Arts Centre press had been established … and by the time I came to publish, it was a confident, thriving and highly regarded small press, which had established the reputations of writers such as Elizabeth Jolley, and published a national best seller, [Albert Facey’s] A Fortunate Life … For the first time, there was speculation that isolation from the distractions of the literary world was perhaps a good thing. The effect of the Fremantle Arts Centre Press on West Australian writing has been immense. Contrary to my impression as a child, it became obvious that books were being written in Western Australia.13





London had significant impact on the publisher, too. Sister Ships won The Age Book of the Year in 1986; the newspaper hosting that prize later reflected that ‘this was an extraordinary coup for a book by an unknown author with a print run of just 1500, published by a small Western Australian company’.14 And the surge in demand for copies of the short story volume at once exposed the fragility of the press’s distribution arrangements. It prompted Penguin Books to approach Fremantle Arts Centre Press with a comprehensive national agreement. And the Press, in turn, continued, and continues to this day, to play a significant part in promoting not only books ‘written in Western Australia’ but the very idea of Western Australian writing and writers, including London and her short stories, which are certainly not uniformly ‘about’ Western Australia.


London genuinely shares the local identification the press rests on and promotes. At writers’ festivals and other public events London has spoken of her attachments to Western Australia and to Fremantle in particular, where she was not only first published but where she continues to live with her husband Geoffrey after bringing up their daughter and son, and becoming grandparents. Fremantle was also ‘the first port where all [her] grandparents arrived’.15 And each of London’s three novels is at least partly set in Western Australia: the fictional south-west town of Nunderup in Gilgamesh takes its cue from the historically (in colonial terms) dairy farming region of Margaret River; The Good Parents features a fictional Western Australian wheatbelt town (loosely based on Wagin); and The Golden Age is set in Western Australia’s capital city, Perth. But London has also said that she ‘never set out to be a “West Australian” writer’.16 It is an acknowledgement consistent with a healthy scepticism about stereotypes and easy categorisation that runs through her writing. And perhaps it also suggests a playful aspect to London’s notion that living and writing where she has for most of her life—she did spend some time in Melbourne working on The Golden Age, and much earlier lived in England for a period—is somehow apart from ‘the literary world’. After all, London is fully immersed in the realm of ideas and imagination that reading affords, and her literary influences are registered in her writing in ways that complicate any convenient conception of her as a regional writer.


This breadth is worth underlining as reviewers of London’s writing often compare it to the work of Alice Munro. This connection is most likely made because London herself has repeatedly mentioned her admiration of Munro: dislocation, London suggests, is a ‘source of the texture of her [Munro’s] work, the density of reference to the physical world, the attempt to capture the spirit of a place or person or feeling, of what Virginia Woolf called “the thing in itself ”’.17 And as part of an invited talk at the Vancouver Literary Festival in 2009 to celebrate Munro’s work, London told her audience: ‘Alice Munro has been the most important influence in my writing life … Her stories make me think of all the stories in my life that I’ve left untold’.18 In turn, and in addition to Munro praising London’s work—most likely recognising the two authors’ shared appreciation of Chekhov—the orbits of each have intersected at international writers’ festivals over decades. Yet, there are as many differences between and within London’s individual short story collections and books as there are similarities, and Munro’s works are equally diverse. So, while the suggestion that London’s writing recalls Munro’s is no doubt apt, it also risks smoothing out the specificities and complexities of each of these authors’ texts. And it can also downplay other influences, in addition to Munro, important to London’s writing.


The authors that Fremantle Arts Centre Press was publishing during the 1980s and 1990s—Philip Salom, Elizabeth Jolley, Brenda Walker, Marion Campbell, John Kinsella and Gail Jones, for example—constituted a loose writerly community for London. Drusilla Modjeska, an author as well as London’s friend, proved to be a wonderful, supportive editor: on reading the first draft of Gilgamesh, for example, Modjeska recognised its value immediately when London herself was unsure and encouraged the short story writer to develop it and to rethink the novel’s original ending.19 And alongside this practical, personal support is the writing of others, especially (but not exclusively) short story authors. The American William Maxwell, with his focus on small-town America in short stories that are willingly attendant to leaving ‘so much … completely unexplained and unaccounted for’,20 is another significant influence for London and an author with whom she shares a concern for the inexplicable. London also cites the importance of the work of English novelist Penelope Fitzgerald, who is heralded as ‘a great model if you want to think about historical research. She’s a wonderful writer … She’s very important to me actually. Very’,21 underscoring London’s enduring commitment to a specific form of realism.


This realism is of a different order to that of the late nineteenth-century Bulletin ‘bush’ writers, among whom Henry Lawson is counted, which came to be aligned with an ethos of egalitarianism and (at times jingoistic) nationalist sentiment, and was oftentimes set in opposition to artistic experimentation. London’s realism instead continues the expression it found in the writings of Elizabeth Harrower, and in particular in Harrower’s last book, The Watch Tower (1966). Set in postwar Sydney, that novel grapples with the psychology of gendered suffering (a theme to which London’s admirer, Charlotte Wood, would turn and make her own in the novel, The Natural Way of Things (2015)).22 Harrower was a mid-twentieth-century novelist whose work, perhaps like that of London’s, was seen as confounding in light of the dominant expectations of Australian literature of her time, and ‘even when it was positive, the critical reception of this novel was tentative, and soon ended in uncertainty and silence’.23 Webby’s querying about the critical silence around London’s writing uncannily echoes the fate of Harrower’s narratives, especially when London’s appraisal of The Watch Tower in her introduction to the 2012 re-issuing of the book by Text Publishing, is couched in terms that could as easily be applied to her own narratives: ‘Something runs clear and strong through this wonderful, painful novel, the dark and the light. The victim and the survivor. Suffering and joy. The knowledge of both. Reality.’24 Rather than its subject—London does not specialise in the slow cruelty Harrower has her female characters endure—this melding of the aesthetic and the material, the simultaneous holding together of what could otherwise be conceived of as mutually exclusive, and the idea that fiction might be a site where the complexity and a truth of life is grasped, however fleetingly, are vital components of both London’s and Harrower’s realism.


Equally important for the realism of London’s work is historical excavation and a concern with the minutiae of her narrative worlds. The fine detail given to places and times in London’s novels makes this commitment clear and is also witnessed by her literary archive. This record consists of small sheets of paper that seem to have caught the corner of ruminative moments; a plethora of sticky notes often containing one line, or one idea.25 There are notebooks, too, filled with historical and ‘background information’, which suggests London’s concern for both empathy and accuracy in her writing. A record (for The Golden Age) of deep reading of Jewish authors including the canonical works of György Konrád, Paul Celan, Imre Kertész and Maurice Blanchot as well as memoirs by Kitty Sandy, Teri Korda and Lenke Arnstein, which tell of Budapest war experiences and later lives in Australia, sits alongside queries about heating in Budapest apartments during the Second World War.26 When writing the novel that would become Gilgamesh and therefore thinking about Edith and Jim’s journey from the south-west of Western Australia to Armenia, London directs herself to ‘Write to Head Office, Director of Passports’, presumably to ask about ‘Age child of own passport; small child on mother’s passport.’27 To cement this duty to realism, in notes London made as part of an intended talk about Gilgamesh on its publication, she relates how her characters’ journey




became my journey; a journey of research. I had to work out how much money she would need—what a fare on a cargo boat from Australia to England would cost, and a third-class fare on the Orient Express to Istanbul. I had to work out how she would get this money. Above all I had to find a way in which she could get into the Soviet Union without a visa, and be allowed to stay there for some years. I had to make her journey feasible.28





If London wondered at how to give her character access to the Soviet Union, then she herself was given imaginative admittance by another of her major influences: the writings of nineteenth-century Russian authors, who London justifiably speaks of as ‘giants’, and in particular Chekhov.29 It is no coincidence that one of the parent characters in The Good Parents reads Leo Tolstoy; his estranged daughter has by her bed an unread copy of Chekhov’s short stories gifted to her by her father. After all, while Chekhov is counted among the greats of Russian literature, he made his writing of short stories a point of generational difference from the epic novelists of the earlier nineteenth century, including Tolstoy. London tells of her admiration of Chekhov’s narratives, of ‘how he writes of familiar situations, of small things that happen all the time to all if us, which subtly affect us, in the constant teeming moments of our lives’.30 And most resonant for the concerns of her own writing and what she brings to Australian literature, is London’s perceptive sense that Chekhov’s stories turn on those ‘moments when we change’.31 As with Chekhov’s work, such unexpected moments of quiet transformation, as often barely perceptible as profoundly felt, constantly interest London’s writing.


Each of the chapters that follows attends to this persistent preoccupation with change, and introduces and engages with the short story volumes and novels in turn, and in order of their publication. This is an approach called for by the writing itself: looking across London’s volumes, it becomes apparent very quickly that while there are some shared ideas threading through her body of work, each text—even within a particular volume, as with the short stories—houses its own concerns, both thematic and stylistic. Because London has not been as prolific or as public as many of her contemporaries, an assumption (an erroneous one, perhaps) has been made here that London’s earlier short stories may be less familiar to today’s readers than the novels. On that basis, the first chapter, which addresses the two short story collections, aims to tell of the exploration the stories undertake of their form and their diverse thematic preoccupations. The chapters on each of the three novels offer closer readings to illuminate their specific interests and to draw from these London’s singular contributions to Australian literature.





The Short Stories: Sister Ships and Letter to Constantine



Joan London’s literary career started with the short story. Prior to the publication of two collections with Fremantle Arts Centre Press, London was writing occasional stories for local literary journals such as Westerly Magazine and edited volumes with helpfully self-explanatory titles including Decade: A Selection of Contemporary Western Australian Short Fiction (1982). As is so often the case with short story publication patterns and the curation of short story volumes, these stories, already published in other outlets, came to form part of Sister Ships (1986).1 Ray Coffey, Fremantle Arts Centre Press editor, was full of praise for London’s first book, telling her that ‘this will be a strong collection’.2 Letter to Constantine (1993) followed and featured stories that, like those appearing in Sister Ships, had enjoyed local publication.3 But unlike the earlier volume, London’s second collection featured narratives that had also found audiences further afield. ‘The Angry Girl’, for example, was published under the Bloomsbury (United Kingdom) imprint as part of a collection edited by a New Zealand poet and short story writer. And ‘Letter to Constantine’, which would lend the second collection its title and serve as its opening story, appeared in the volume Millennium: Time-Pieces by Australian Writers (1991), a subtitle that suggests London’s growing national literary presence. However, her stories roam beyond national borders and refuse character types. Moreover, such a neat narrative of career progression, which suggests a stepping out from the literary regions to the national big stage, only tells a (distorted) part of London’s short-story career trajectory. In 1986 Sister Ships was also released in the United States by the multinational book publisher Viking Penguin; when Letter to Constantine was published, London’s American agent was unable to place the book, citing a decisive turn away from the short story form in the North American literary market. London has herself reflected on how her two short-story volumes spring both from her pen and wider circumstances:




My first book, which largely drew, as so many first books do, on my own experience, was written during a flowing of women’s writing worldwide as a result of the women’s movement … —in Australia I think of Elizabeth Jolley, Helen Garner, Kate Grenville—and created a whole new audience and reception for writing by women. This wasn’t the reason I wrote, but it was an encouraging climate in which to begin to publish.
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