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EDITORIAL


Jonathan Green


WE’RE LIVING IN an information era; we know that. But not all information is created equally.


Sitting here in the thick of Meanjin’s 80th year, it seems a moment to wonder at the role of a magazine like this, to think about its place in the spectrum of public ideas.


It would be easy to make the case—and perhaps this might have seemed a certainty 15 or 20 years ago in the first flush of the interactive internet—that something as slow moving as a literary quarterly would inevitably fall victim to the fast, perpetual avalanche of contemporary media.


Or perhaps not: here we are, still.


The counter argument is that media that addresses public affairs from a position once removed from the infotainment fray serves an increasingly significant social purpose. This has always been true to some extent throughout Meanjin’s history; but that is a span that has seen writing jump from a more measured world of books and newspapers to the modern media universe of screens and all that ceaselessly fills them. The constant is the insight of the literary imagination, a thing that offers a constant source of enrichment to the national conversation, one not dependant on the momentary surges and retreats of populist thought.


And yet, the modern plethora of information has many positives, not least of which is the internet’s democratisation of access to attention. This cuts both ways, with unblinking falsity, conspiracy and readily shared paranoia being the downside. But on the positive has been the sudden blooming of voice and interest, and the capacity to occupy long-denied frontiers of identity.


In that shifting space the slower rhythms of literary publishing are thrown the challenge of representation. Meanjin’s execution of that duty may have been imperfect over its 80 years, but in its contemporary incarnation, the magazine’s task is simply to reflect the literary insights of the Australian culture as it is … in all its diverse interests and identities.


In its way that is a small and radical act. In its way it is also the least that can be done. •




UP FRONT



NATIONAL ACCOUNTS


The conquest of Land and Dream


Yumna Kassab


TO SPEAK OF dispossession is to trace a burial site that is bodies deep. This is a ghost and it knows not how to sleep. You pound the earth to smooth it flat and hope that none will stare too hard where you have hidden these secrets in an ancient land to keep. This string is tangled and unless you unravel it you will turn this way and that and no matter, there it will trap your feet.


To reckon with this country is to reckon with what lies in the land. Swipe at the surface. Make no mistake, these bumps are bones. They are kept covered with denial. This is the shield of a lie. None can tell where it ends or where it even begins.


Terra nullius


You arrived by land, you arrived by sea. The land stretches as far as the eye can see and then the continent stretches even more. You have encountered the fable, you have encountered a myth but you arrive laden with the baggage of back home. The principal weight belongs to the ideas you have carried across the globe. These are European notions of what a land ought to be. You do not see the land. You see parcels, divisions, titles in a name. This is ancient land, old enough to dwarf the mind. Do not consider this, do not reckon, cling to the idea you have lugged from the mother to this foreign land. Faced with unfamiliarity, you find solace in ideas. They are the shield and armour, they steady the quiver that threatens to overwhelm the structures of the mind.
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Illustration by Lee Lai


You are the ultimate migrant. This is not the term you use for your exploration, your settlement on this vast and extreme plain. This is the term you use for the waves that came later, the new being kicked by the generation before. See now this migration, see now that you came with dangerous ideas that are the plight of migrants everywhere. You leave one place, you arrive in another, you seek quickly to live in the shadow of the homeland. The same life, the same beliefs, the steadying as the mind unhinges confronted with this other world. It is too much of a challenge, it is easier to settle in the familiar than attempt to understand. You build a structure, it will keep this new world at bay. To enact a dispossession, you need the comfort of a lie. There is no-one here, this land belongs to no-one else. There! You are free with your mother ideals. You are free, foreigner. Go ahead, make your claim.


Marks and lines


To contend with vastness, you begin a system of names. These are comforting names for you. There are references to home. This land is first New Holland and then it becomes the Southern Land. You fashion another name from Latin and it is then promoted abroad. Is it too late to ask if this land was known by another name? Perhaps it was but the name has faded or perhaps it is convenient to forget if you wish to claim Australia for the motherland. There are the crimes of action and then there are the crimes of omission and forgetfulness. The latter is passive but it is a crime nonetheless.


Everywhere are your references to the empire claiming the land. There may be many tribes but there is but one ruler of this land. Old names, you don’t think they exist but you managed to mark out lines on this blank space. A reference to Wales, two honours to the Queen and for the rest laziness creeps in. This part north, this part west and there is a piece in the south. A little island hangs off the Southern Land. There is so much land, you can be forgiven for the neglect creeping in. You cling to the fringes for they are green, you keep your eyes seaward, you dare not look to the heart. In the dark hours of the night you may concede this land is black but bury your head in the blankets, ignore the knock on the door, ignore their sovereignty, ignore they have a prior claim.


Homogenous


Your arrival comes with supplies to make your living off the land. The seeds, the plants, the animals of the motherland. Whatever lies here is left ignored. That is tucker for them, not for the likes of you. It will be centuries before their knowledge creeps up through the life you have forced on this land. You sow, you hope to reap, but the seasons are upside down. The crop fails, the might of the empire will not protect this far at the tip of its mighty arm. The seasons are reversed, try the crop again. Success! Your Great God has not forsaken you away from home. This crop worked, you will make it work again. It will be spread across, no matter how ill adapted it is to the land. The cattle and sheep are left to graze, their feet too heavy for the brownness of the ground. This is not the green of Europe. This is drier country and you may make a life if you study before inflicting your blindness on the Southern Land.


Do you not see that the inland lakes are dry, that the mountains have been smoothed down by time, that the larger versions could not be sustained and that only the smaller fauna remain? This shrunken kangaroo—your national icon—has hundreds of names but you only recognise a single sound. You were meant to see this variety but you held fast to an idea that does not belong on this land. You hold it tighter now. One hundred years, 200, dear God, let me make it another century. It is only this idea that I have left from my home. I cannot dismantle the structure I have built by hand. It is mine, my boot prints have trodden their ancestral lines. If I surrender my idea, if I abandon this tower of words and names and claims, I see I am no migrant here. I am an alien and this is not my land.


There is plurality, this is not one. Hundreds of words for this tree, hundreds of words for this plant. The plurality of tribes, the plurality of life. Your chosen word can live alongside a hundred more. There isn’t one idea, there is an endless store. The great levelling, this recognition, is not diminishment. You and them, together you are something more.


The supremacy of tongue


You have no need for 300 variants on kangaroo. You only need one. This is the emblem of the land. We are unique, have you ever seen something as strange as this creature hopping around? Kangaroo is enough. There is no need for kangaroo in Dharug or Gamilaraay. Do not acknowledge the diversity. It is your hope it will soon be wiped from the land. One language, one people, one ruler, all of them your own. To achieve dispossession, first there is the land, then there is identity and finally there is their tongue. You have reached your end only when their words have been put to sleep in the ground alongside their bones. This periodic bloodletting will ensure they fade, they fade and finally they are gone.


This process is active and it has many rungs. Speak only your language, do not adopt their tongue. Forbid the use of their words and ensure no document is made of them. Remove them from their ancestral land where they can communicate with others who speak this same tongue. Separate, forbid, enforce with the long reach of the law. Make this government policy and once the language is near eradicated, then see the token light and apologise.


I am sorry for history but gloss over the present day. Intermittently, their words are taught in school, a greeting, a ceremonial nod. Formalise no more. Your one language rules supreme. In perfecting the art of colonisation, recognise the language as the final frontier. It is world view, it is relationship, it is identity. Control the language and you control the mind. Lucky you, they were oral anyway. Once hundreds—tiers of language, tiers of dialect—now fewer than a hundred remain in active use. Do not give up, do not despair. Hold fast. This process, centuries old, is almost a fait accompli.


Conquest the ideal


With this arrival, this conquest, one idea reigns supreme. You are a numbers person. You believe in possession through measuring the thing. The land is this many metres, the elevation is this high off the ground. Where a traveller may have seen the land, been curious about what 50 names say about the tree, already your mind was quartering, the stake hammered right in.


Yes, the lake is blue but tell me, what lies underneath? Minerals, metals, for how much and shall we discuss ownership? The rock is a monolith. According to the numbers, it is the largest of its kind. How long will it take to climb it, how many can scale it each day? An empire requires riches, an empire has its price. It did not become an empire through curiosity and the haphazard encounters of the day. The heart of an empire is a dream and its nature is possession and this ideal governs your descendants to this day. It lies in your governance and how you study the land. The rocks are not enough, not the earth pulled back for a peer. Possession—the numbers game—requires brute strength and the willingness to eradicate the speakers too.


If you see resources, if you see riches and plots, why not extend this ideology to people too? They are not humans, their world does not warrant a flicker of your eye. The erasure of words, the erasure of the speaker too. This child shall be removed from that group, they shall be raised our superior way. We wash this over and call it right and the merciful thing to do, justify this how you please. An ideal to be pursued till it reaches from one continental tip to the opposite, burying their words, lives and dreams.
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“I think my Answering Machine is broken, all I seem to get is messages from the Devil.”


You see now—admit it—that the entire structure is the legacy of an ideal. Your possession is built on their dispossession. This is an old story, a human story, the empire expanding its ground. The old version was the reach for territory, it is our right to dominate. Today we tell ourselves a different version and it is the shard of metal lodged in a national wound. For the protection of a superior race, there is the shadow race that is inferior in your view. This piling up of wealth has its dark foundation on another’s dream. To protect your power and your world view, attack those less privileged than you. The migrant must surrender their language and culture and pledge allegiance repeatedly. Those who believed your insistence on fairness and freedom shall be detained indefinitely. The family that risked the waters will be imprisoned, discredited and none will care when the stories are proven untrue. As for the elders and their descendants, limit their voice, their representation in the public view.


There! The tower is now a fortress and, yes, it suffers attacks from time to time but this is to be expected when your control is complete. The ideal is the kernel hidden in your heart and as long as it is kept secret, there is no need to acknowledge or explain that it is to be your legacy. It is hidden, it is safe but if it is exposed, shake your head, it is a misunderstanding, apologise from here to the sky. My words have been misconstrued, this is never what I meant. To protect your truth, it is best denied. In this way, your ideal of conquest ensures their dispossession of land and dream is complete. •


Yumna Kassab’s first story collection, The House of Youssef (Giramondo), was listed for the Victorian Premier’s Literary Award, the Stella Prize and the UTS Glenda Adams Award for New Writing.





I BELIEVE: ON HILMA AF KLINT AND THE WRITING LIFE


Patrick Allington


AT THE ART Gallery of New South Wales, which on this day is a temple, I wander back and forth through rooms full of gloriously confounding art. Eventually I stand before an untitled watercolour. Hilma af Klint painted this selfportrait in 1934, when she was in her early seventies. I see a pale, translucent, ghostly woman. I see what I want to see.


I stay with the self-portrait for a long time, as if waiting for af Klint to speak to me, to guide me, to tell me the many errors of my ways, to indulge my hope that the two of us are kindred spirts, to tell me to study theosophy more deeply or with all my heart, to say, ‘I have nothing to say to you.’ I stare into her unblinking eyes. I imagine her hand, already in blurred motion, reaching out to grasp mine or to gently but emphatically push me away.


According to the curatorial note glued to the wall beside the self-portrait, ‘a snail wraps around the artist’s shoulders, its giant spiralling shell forming a halo around her head, as if to suggest both a burden and a blessing. The unearthly creature also connects with her heart, an organ af Klint described as “the central point of my being”.’ On the one hand, I accept the authority of experts: ‘spirals … symbolise the evolution of the material towards the spiritual. Snails are also mermaphrodites and for af Klint pictorially convey the fusion of the two sexes into a genderless, non-binary being’. But on the other hand, is that really a snail wrapped around af Klint’s shoulders? It could be a worm, a snake’s shedded skin, a fake fur, a factory’s chimney, a hat, a sewerage pipe, a spaceship’s exhaust fumes, an Elon Musk tunnel, the moon. It could be anything.


* * *


I believe in things. I do. I believe in writing fiction, and reading it, because it’s fun and because we live in a fantasy world in which the billionaires have no clothes (although they do have great big rockets). I believe that the Great Barrier Reef, which I have never seen, is doomed. I believe my daughters are advanced for their age—or at least I believe in repeating that line, as reliable as the joke that begins, Why did the chicken cross the road? I believe that beer has become too heavy on the hops. I believe that we should shut down parliamentary Question Time. And I believe in Hilma af Klint, the Swedish woman, abstract artist, mystic, thinker and visionary who, with or without the help of the spirit world, shifted her artistic and intellectual gaze from the visible, the measurable, to the invisible, the inexplicable, the everything. When I wrote a novel called Rise & Shine, about the end of the world, my publisher put af Klint’s painting The Swan, No. 17 (1915) on the cover. At the time I barely knew who af Klint was, but now I think about her every day and every time I write. Divine intervention or a book designer who is good at their job? We’ll never really know.


I do not believe in the occult. I do not believe that six higher beings called Amaliel, Ananda, Clemens, Esther, George and Gregor took over the minds, souls and hands of af Klint and her four friends, directing what they drew and wrote as the nineteenth century gave way to the twentieth. I do not believe that in 1906 Amaliel commissioned af Klint to paint The Paintings for the Temple. I do not believe that Amaliel existed then or exists now, although I do believe that af Klint believed that Amaliel and her celestial colleagues existed. I do not believe in God, I do not believe in Richard Dawkins and his damning and damned misuse of atheism, I do not believe in Naomi Wolf and her vaccination and mask fantasies, I do not believe that fossil fuels have a future, I do not believe in the logic of journalistic balance, I do not believe in the 24-hour news cycle.


Af Klint painted the stages of life from childhood to old age, she painted primordial chaos, she painted atoms, she painted theosophy’s version of evolution, she painted unrecognisable swans and doves, she painted rye and oats, she painted flowers and trees, she painted world religions—this is what Buddhism looks like—and she painted reconciliation between the spirit world and the scientific world. She deployed colour, swirls, numbers, letters and words, curves, geometric shapes, spirals—so many spirals—to devastating effect. Julia Voss calls af Klint a revolutionary:


Her works, she believed, could help us leave behind everything that makes the world too small and rigid: entrenched thought-patterns and systems of order, categories of sex and class, materialism and capitalism, the binary view of an Orient and an Occident, and the distinction between art and life.


I admire af Klint because I get simple awed pleasure from looking at her art—because to be in a room with her work, or to gaze at it on the pages of a book or a screen, makes me happy. I admire her for her ability to combine, with uncommon force, deep intelligence and deep strangeness. I admire her for her audacious nonconformity: ‘The more lively the vibrations of thought, the more flexible life on earth becomes; anyone will be able to work on matter with their imagination.’ I admire her work ethic, her toughness, her commitment to the task. I admire her skill and her willingness to redeploy her classical training. I admire her courage: she willingly gave so much of herself, even though she eventually decided that the world wasn’t ready for her art: ‘I am so small, I am so insignificant, but inside of me rises such a strength that I must go forward.’ And I admire her for her certainty: ‘Those granted the gift of seeing more deeply can see beyond form and concentrate on the wondrous aspect hiding behind every form, which is called life.’


But even though these shards of admiration add up to something more than the sum of their parts—astonishment, perhaps—they do not amount to belief. When I say that I believe in Hilma af Klint, I am trying to describe the way she has intruded upon my inner world and become a sort of guiding light, despite me finding her belief system fanciful and despite my awareness that faith—‘confidence, reliance, belief, esp. without evidence or proof’—is not something that has ever come naturally to me or that I have ever really understood, even though I grew up as the son of a minister of religion.


In trying to understand af Klint’s power over me, I need to try to understand myself. I used to believe, ardently, solemnly, loudly, that I should actively avoid trying to understand my own creative process, because, you know, art is pure and spontaneous. Now I seek a midpoint between wilful ignorance—because art is still pure and spontaneous, but it’s not really—and wanting to understand my creative process in sufficient detail and depth that I might even be able to refine it. This is a serviceable if cosy arrangement most of the time, but af Klint demands more of me. When I look at one of her paintings, I am fascinated by what she intended that I see. But the extent to which I can understand it—she is, after all, inexplicable—I rely on her genius, often incomprehensible glossary—‘wwH = special circumstances within dazzling matter’—and, more to the point, by studying the ever more sophisticated research, interpretations and ideas of twenty-first-century art historians and curators.


Regardless, I know enough about the real Hilma af Klint to know that I misread her every time I gaze at one of her paintings and then turn it into something of my own. I am a Pentecostal preacher using the Old Testament for my own base purposes: ‘Its end shall come with a flood, and to the end there shall be war; desolations are decreed; do you wanna buy a watch?’ Take af Klint’s painting The Swan, No. 10 (1915), one of a series of paintings that hint at the horrors of World War I but are ultimately about reconciliation, about unity. In The Swan, No. 10 I see nuclear holocaust: an earth so damaged it splits into two, with clouds of radiation fanned by winds that will not subside for centuries, the last humans left breathing in the cancer dust as they shuffle from firestorm to firestorm with nothing to eat but the hair that falls from their heads.


To look at an individual painting is one thing. A postcard-sized copy of Jeffrey Smart’s Cahill Expressway has sat blu-tacked to the wall above my desk for years—I’m looking at it as I type these words. I have invented many stories about the blue-suited man, most of which I’ve never written down. Many of af Klint’s paintings spark a similar response in me. But believing in her involves something much more than an imaginative reaction to a single image and my imagination’s capacity to turn it into something else. I imagine all af Klint’s paintings and studies and notebooks, thousands of canvases and pages laid out and floating free so that I can move freely around them, view them from every angle, and shift them at will, as if creating a mosaic. Or I imagine them all piled up in the corner of a warehouse, vibrating. Or I imagine them thrown into a vast drum and boiled down to their elixir: a sip gets me through the next day and the next.


My inner world—I suppose I could go out on a limb and call it my soul—is a repository in which I set out to connect everything, from plain facts (one plus one really does equal two) to opinions (mine and other people’s) to wild speculation (mine and other people’s). It contains every emotion I’ve ever felt, forgotten or suppressed, everything I’ve read or heard, everything I’ve tasted, all that bad television, every speculation I’ve ever indulged, abandoned or rejected. It contains real people, or at least my distorted version of them, and it contains all the people I’ve ever imagined. My inner world is not a natural phenomenon: I water it consciously and conscientiously, hoping that it will produce original thoughts and words that I might turn into sentences and paragraphs. It rewards me now and again, at least to my own satisfaction. I have learned to live with its waste product, earnestness.


Whereas af Klint believed in the spirit world and studied long and hard to understand her place in it, I believe in the power of uncertainty, of not knowing, of there always being some other context. I’m not describing a commitment to contrariness, or at least I hope I’m not: to be a devil’s advocate for its own sake is a tactic favoured by lazy bullies. Instead, I believe that bewilderment is wisdom. But if I used to believe I was well and truly bewildered, now that I know Hilma af Klint I realise that I was just getting started: I have so much more not to know.
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Probably photoshopped …


I have no doubt that belief in bewilderment is sometimes a cop-out, a resort to equivocation, an acceptance of desensitisation, an avoidance of speaking out and acting out, and ultimately a passive complicity with the various injustices of the world that bother me the most. Nonetheless, I believe in my unbelief: it is itself a belief system, no less than Hilma af Klint’s or the Dalai Lama’s or George Pell’s. It underpins everything I have ever written or tried to write.


The former US secretary of defense Donald Rumsfeld said it better than I can: ‘As we know, there are known knowns. There are things we know we know. We also know there are known unknowns. That is to say, we know there are some things we do not know. But there are also unknown unknowns, the ones we don’t know we don’t know.’ Taken in isolation, I find Rumsfeld’s words to be true and resonant—poetic, even. But when returned to the context of why and when Rumsfeld said them—to help justify an unjustifiable invasion and war—the stanza is violent and pernicious.


Known unknowns and unknown unknowns: these are the invisible parts of the world that I see, or wish I could see, or cringe at seeing, when I look at, and think about, and dream upon, the art of af Klint. In the twenty-first century, just like af Klint’s twentieth century, the invisible comes in all shapes and sizes. If I started a list of things I cannot see without the aid of a machine or tool, I might never stop: dark matter (whatever that is); the deepest thoughts of Jeff Bezos; the air inside a netball; compassion; the roots of a ghost gum; my own heart muscle; a voice, singing; what’s happening on Manus Island this very moment; a virus that has the ability to jump from person to person; and so on and on and on. Maria Tumarkin, who migrated to Australia from the former Soviet Union when she was a teenager, describes a compelling form of invisibility: ‘The invisible were first and foremost invisible to themselves; they claimed to be the everypeople and had things like democracy and human rights and empathy and literature and “egalitarianism”. It took me too long to start learning about that all-conquering invisibility’s genesis in whiteness and colonialism, about the harm it caused and is causing, the cloak thrown over violence and dispossession.’ Invisibility, sometimes natural, sometimes human-made, is all around us, carrying us forwards and backwards on its winds and tides.


The founder of theosophy, Helena Blavatsky, ended one of her books, a question-and-answer tome, with words of hope and expectation:


Consider all this, and then tell me whether I am too sanguine when I say that if the Theosophical Society survives and lives true to its mission, to its original impulses through the next hundred years tell me, I say, if I go too far in asserting that earth will be a heaven in the twenty-first century in comparison with, what it is now!


Af Klint, a committed theosophist, painted pictures for a future that never arrived and never will. I do not mourn or pine for this never-to-be-realised world. I prefer to believe that af Klint painted for futures that she did not predict, for futures she could not have conceived and that she would not have endorsed. She painted, for example, in anticipation of the climate crisis. She painted machine learning. She painted Donald Rumsfeld. •


Patrick Allington’s novels are Rise & Shine (Scribe) and Figurehead (Black Inc.).





ON THE ISLAND, ON THE WATER, UNDERWATER


Leah Gibbs


Arriving


I OPEN MY CABIN door and see the island. We’ve come to map the islands. Four low wooded islands in the central northern Great Barrier Reef. Four of some 1000 islands that, together with 2900 individual reefs, make this vast land-sea-scape.


These islands were mapped 45 years ago by Sarah’s grand-supervisor—her PhD supervisor’s supervisor—and 45 years before that by his grand-supervisor. We’re here to document change. The islands aren’t terra firma. They migrate slowly through time. The ocean’s swell—specifically the dominant south-easterly—moves the islands, particle by particle, north-westward.


On this expedition we’re also seeking to map a different kind of change. Coral bleaching has been in the news. Two recent summers have seen two mass bleaching events on the Great Barrier Reef. The traffic-light map showing the extent and intensity of bleaching has been reproduced ad nauseam. Red, amber, green indicate where bleaching has hit hardest. This image, or versions of it, has contributed to the story that ‘the reef is dead’.


But what to make of this scale of damage? Two thousand kilometres of coastline; X thousand species potentially affected. What to make of these bright traffic-light colours and alarming phrases: ‘67% dead’; ‘26% dead’; and look: only ‘1% dead’? How to make this make sense? Climate scientists have said the numbers are in, and the politicians aren’t listening. The science alone will not change minds or policies. We need to draw on all the tools we have to get the message across.


So we’re sailing to the heart of the red/ dead zone. We’re going with the aim of finding out what we can learn from being in place: on the islands, on the water, underwater. And, like the expeditions before us, we’re going to ‘map’ the islands using the methods we have. This time we will use drone surveys, georeferenced phototransects, bathymetry surveys and the iterative, experimental approaches of arts-science-social-science collaboration.


On the island


We walk around the island, starting on the leeward side. Underfoot are fine particles—remnants of animals’ bodies: corals and shells. As we walk, the fine-grained sands give way to larger materials on the island’s windward side. Sand; sand and coral fragments; sand, coral fragments and thongs; sand, coral fragments, thongs and a fridge door.


The amount of plastic and the diversity of its form are striking. Thongs are ubiquitous. A pen with the name and phone number of a provider of horticultural supplies, still intact. A collection of orange drink crates, roped together securely. I’m fascinated by a cluster of whole fluorescent tubes. But perhaps more surprising is my lack of surprise. I have become familiar with the problem of ocean plastics pollution. My students write essays about it; they are passionate in their desire to prevent it. The traces of our lifestyles have reached even to here. Since the 1950s the miracle that is plastic has come to be part of our lives, in profound and banal ways; the miracle of its robustness and disposability.


I continue to walk and come across a single dishwashing liquid bottle. It’s a different brand from the one I buy, but could otherwise have been brought here directly from my kitchen. This small yellow bottle undisputedly connects my everyday life to the damage on the reef. It ties my life to the reef and to the omnipotent petrochemical industries that drive and feed our society, that infiltrate every part of all lives, human and non-human.


The plastic on the island is distributed in a reliable pattern around its perimeter—more on the windward side, less on the leeward—and it is slowly becoming the material of the island. This is one of the most striking aspects of being on the island. And it is the most prominent sign of climate change. While ocean plastics pollution may be considered an issue quite distinct from climate change, it is inherently connected. Our processes of resource extraction, production, overconsumption and discard are entwined with the processes that form and change these islands. The same processes that build the islands bring the plastics.




A Light to Lighten


Marina Connelly


This blind woman walks in the Carlton Gardens


but they are a Clarice Beckett oil


of July with chalk lights whose smudges


encroach, gentle, on the blue. A goose call


shows the pond a looking-glass-come-


Monday, morning—Museum’s dome


sails closer, brighter ark than the moon


unseeable. And an ambulant siren


and a bike squad on Rathdowne Street


take no air belonging to the still,


and only hold its boundary.







On the water


I step onto the Antares, and we set out to circumnavigate the island; following its perimeter again, this time on the water. We drop ‘the fish’—a cleverly streamlined underwater camera, complete with caudal fin—overboard as we go. Combined with depth measurements and GPS points, the fish allows us to create a map of the seabed and life beneath the surface. We’re expecting to see a pattern, like the one described in other times and places: bleaching on the lee side of the island, the result of two recent summer events; more life on the windward, where the dominant current brings fresher water, nutrients and life, and flushes the reef’s metabolic wastes.


We start, again, in the lee of the island, where the water is flat. Here we develop a technique and a rhythm: choose a position, angle the boat, motor off, fish overboard, down, down, down, camera on, GPS point marked ‘action’. Then camera up, up, up, fish back on board, ignition on, and we’re off to the next point. The fish allows us to see what’s below: sand, coral rubble, algae, young Acropora—small, finger-like corals, bursts of red—here and there.


We round the corner and leave the relative stillness. We sail straight into the wind. On this wild side of the island the wind is strong, the swell high. This is the ‘reefbuilding’ side, where we’re expecting to find a healthier coral pattern. The Antares lifts and falls with the ocean’s swell and pitch. On the water, we feel the ocean’s reef-building power. We keep dropping the fish, and the camera paints a picture of the fringing reef: there sandy bed, here crests and swales; there algae-covered coral rubble, here big Porites bommies. I picture it as if from a bird’s-eye view; and as I do, I watch the pelicans, whose own bird’s-eye views allow them to spy their feed. I count 17 lined up on the shore. How many fish to feed their big bellies? This water must be rich. We drop the camera again and fall amid a shoal of fish. Trevally it turns out. A mental note: big fish suggest ‘a lovely bit of reef’.


Later that day we come back to the same place with different kit. In wetsuits and with scuba gear we roll off the edge of the Antares into the sea. The swell lifts us high, then we follow its heavy roll down, into the trough between wave peaks, the sea rising above us on both sides. The surface current is strong. The wind whips spray at our faces. We four gather together. ‘Let’s get down,’ Sarah says. ‘It’ll be much nicer down there than it is up here.’


Underwater


And it is. I dip my mask beneath the surface. As soon as I do, I see them. Dozens of big silvery fish—half a metre long or more—swimming fast below us. I smile uncontrollably. Slowly we descend, and we’re among them. I look out at their strong bodies. They speed around our noisy, bulky forms. And then they part, and they’re gone. And we’re left with nothing but the milky blue.


There’s a sandy bed below. We had expected to land on reef here. The fish were our clue. But instead it’s sand and algae, undulating up towards the island. We’re in about ten metres of water and now the fish have gone. The visual reference points kick in, and I feel the current pulling us along. It’s strong; we’re moving fast.


Light easily filters through to this depth, but visibility is low. Sediment clouds the water. Up ahead, a bumpy globe swells into view: a huge Porites bommie, at least three metres high, likely hundreds of years old. As we approach it’s clear that it’s dead. We don’t linger long. We come across more like this in the pale, turbid water. On some, tiny red Acropora sprout. They are just two or three years old, established since the recent bleaching events. I’m startled to see this recovery; struck by their persistence, despite it all. So we carry on, past big Porites bommies—some living, some dead—with their young Acropora recruits, and past sand- and algae-covered coral rubble. These are all signs of loss.


And then I hear a new sound. Not the noisy clamour of my own breathing through the scuba gear, but clicking and chirping. I hear it well before I see it. But eventually there it is: another Porites bommie, this one heaving with life; colours and forms we haven’t yet seen. Yellow branching corals. Crazed concentric rings of Pachyseris speciosa. Soft corals, polyps waving with the current. A huge, mauve, cos lettuce– like Turbinaria opens on the edge. Tiny fluorescent and iridescent fish—purple, sulphur, aquamarine—duck in and out between its ‘leaves’ or shelter there. And that clicking? The fish chomping the corals. We move on, and all too soon realise that was the one thriving bommie of the dive. It becomes—perhaps ironically—the low point. The realisation that this is what the entire reef was, just before the summer before last. There are ‘the big hardy Porites’ and the new Acropora recruits. But there should be so much more between.


Resurfacing


We’ve heard so much about climate change and the Great Barrier Reef. So much that it’s numbing. We’ve heard the reef is dead. But our time on the island, on the water, and underwater has revealed much greater nuance. The plastic waste, now embedded in the island, forming part of the island itself, demonstrates—for better or worse—the extent of our entanglement with this place, a full day’s sail from the nearest town. The effects of our everyday lives, and our big decisions, reach far. And so, perhaps we might change the shape of our influence.


With our research kit and our bodies we find patterns: some expected, some surprising. A fringing reef, for instance, that doesn’t conform to bleaching patterns elsewhere. Here, the bleaching has turned coral to rubble even in the face of the reef-building south-east current. But it’s not all dead. A big old Porites holds on; new recruits bring new life. Perhaps these are the bellwethers of the reef.


Throughout we’re moved by transitions, physical and emotional: sheer joy of descending through a school of trevally; surprise at the sand- and algae-covered rubble beneath; the clicking, teeming life of a thriving reef community; and the heart-sinking realisation of the loss it signals.


Before we resurface, one more encounter. Sarah points into the pale blue, not with her arm, but her whole body. With the determination of that point, I know at the end of it is a shark. My eyes follow the line of her point, describing an arc through the water. I watch until the shape emerges and sharpens. A blacktip reef shark, unmistakably. An adult, judging by her shape and size. Her swim is smooth and fast, with swift, slight adjustments in direction. The epitome of grace.


[image: image]


Aaron Billings


In this moment I feel entirely calm. At first awe, then my rational mind snaps into focus. I know this is not a particularly dangerous shark—the species, our circumstance, her movement. She is alert, but not threatening. I stay still and upright and follow her, face on. I don’t let my eyes leave her until she is out of sight. There is only the shark, moving through the water, and my body, suspended in the same sea, endorphins flushing, breath stilled. Despite our best efforts, she survives. This quiet encounter brings me hope. She swims off, beyond the limits of my senses. •


Leah Gibbs is a Senior Lecturer in Geography at the University of Wollongong.




AIRBUS A330 AND THE ANGELS


Marg Hooper


You wanna fly, you got to give up the shit that weighs you down.


—Toni Morrison


ON THE SHUTTLE bus en route to the airport a young man is reading The Subtle Art of Not Giving a F*ck. I avoid eye contact. Even though I am leaving the Philippines, a sign states: ‘Welcome—to the most Christian country in Asia’. It strikes me as ironic, given the 7000 drug addicts shot by order of the president in the last four years. At the terminal (a word with unfortunate connotations) the chilled air pierces my skin and the polished floor reflects the rebellious movement of my trolley. The windows are positioned so I can see the tails of aircraft, countries become abbreviations and my flight is delayed.


An electronic sign pulsates ‘Relax … Relax’. The forecast is for stray thunderstorms and areas of weather. A sandalled American evangelist prays loudly into his iPhone—the blood of Jesus Christ will kill your cancer cells. I am apparently in ‘the golden hour’, the time a passenger spends beyond the security point, in a place that evokes fairytales and childhood fantasies: of gates, towers, departures and take off. But there is no poetry here, no secret gardens, no princesses in turrets, no magic carpets.


On board/bored. The seats are blue, supposedly to create calm. I had chosen (thereby having some sense of control) a window seat, thus labelling me a nester according to airport psychology. As we ascend, I remind myself a plane stays up because it doesn’t have time to fall. This one has 4 million parts and is in the sky with an airy flotilla of about 9728 others, cruising above the sea at 10,700 metres. My seat is adjusted like a giant highchair. Flight attendants attend and I receive soft food in tiny packets and miniature bottles to sip on. Buckled in, tucked in, plugged in. The 297 passengers who could down a plane are placated over the Celebes Sea.


Humans dreamt of flying long before they succeeded in stirring the seas in hollowed trees. From the earliest of times there have been legends of men mounting flying devices or strapping on bird-like wings. Once they took to the ocean of air there were no borders, no boundaries, no mountains, no rivers, no signposts. The possibility of heaven and hell was no longer clear. The first aviators (avis: bird) spoke of invisible alchemy, enchanted skies and the songs of the engine. In open cockpits they marvelled at the sky journey: ‘You haven’t seen a tree until you’ve seen its shadow from the sky,’ Amelia Earhart wrote. They charted courses by the stars and judged wind direction by the wave tips:


The magic of the craft has opened for me a world in which I shall confront, within two hours, the black dragons and the crowned crests of a comma of blue lightings, and when night has fallen, I delivered, shall read my course by the stars.


—Antoine de Saint-Exupéry.


In the twenty-first century it is hard to sustain the magic. I am thinking of death as I am catapulted through the atmosphere at 800 kph. Not of dying in this aluminium capsule, but of how we use metaphors of flight to explain dying and to express grief. We turn to winged things—birds, butterflies and angels; to counter the heaviness of grief we seek the airborne. The first planes allowed such flights of the imagination, being skeletal and airy, fine boned with wired wings. Filigreed works of art. The frame of the Wright Flyer was made from spruce and ash and many surfaces were covered with muslin. Kafka wrote a short story in 1909, ‘The Planes at Brescia’, describing his first encounter with man in flight: ‘His legs are deep inside as if part of the machinery. He disappears. We watch the forest. From behind the houses he appears. God only knows how.’


Modern planes with their ugly bulk do not inspire rapture or metaphors for death, yet in Australia, a secular country, there seems to be increasing references to angels. Consider death notices and bereavement cards: Sleeping angel / Your wings were ready, my heart was not / Forever with the angels / When you lose someone you love, you gain an angel / There is one more angel in heaven / Daddy’s little angel has flown.


Is it so hard to write ‘dead’? The images are of chubby pink cherubs with tiny wings that defy gravity; or young shapely women, draped in white resembling Peter Pan’s Tinker Bell. I detest the smug assurance of these angels, the wholesome image and saccharine language that camouflage grief. At funerals balloons and doves are freed, taking flight into the skies. Birds become metaphors and feathers are placed in coffins.


My son died five years ago. Angels are a terrible cliché, yet a week after his funeral I went to an exhibition of ceramics by John Percival and found myself returning again and again to his Delinquent Angel, a nongendered, unruly, playful and slightly angry sprite. All eyes and hands. It was exquisitely glazed in rich red hues. The catalogue noted that Percival was able to convey: ‘how angels could embody … the ridiculous and the sublime’.


Four years later I was again stopped in my tracks by an angel. High on the walls of Hagia Sophia in Istanbul is a huge mosaic seraph, one of four that appear in each corner of the dome. It means ‘burning one’. A six-winged angel of the highest rank covered in copious feathers that completely enfold the androgynous body, revealing only the face. It speaks across that vast space and time. A face that has been described as serene but to me suggested uncertainty, even bewilderment—which I think is how an angel would look.


Wim Wenders’ film Wings of Desire was made four years after my son’s birth. On a recent rewatching I was captivated by the raw physicality of the gentle trench coat– clad, pony-tailed guardians, who traverse the skies of Berlin as the Cold War ends. Perhaps what certain representations of angels offer is this act of watching, as witness to the divided natures of our lives. They are non-judgemental, fallible observers, who listen and tap into the inhabitants’ thoughts and dreams. As one critic wrote about the film, ‘the roving camera makes angels of us all’. Maybe grief, after all, is ethereal.


From the beginning we have looked upwards. I was 13 years old (time flies) when man landed on the moon. My family was captivated by the sheer audacity. It seemed like a miracle. ‘God only knows how.’ A poet was asked to write something for the front page of the New York Times (a miracle in itself). ‘Voyage to the Moon’ by Archibald MacLeish reads in part:


and we have touched you


From the first of time,


Before the first of time, before the


first men tasted time, we thought of you.


You were a wonder to us, unattainable,


A longing past the reach of longing.


I collected all the newspaper cuttings and photos and diligently pasted them into my scrapbook. Now I am more likely to agree with C.S. Lewis who, in a speculative essay six years before the moon landing, wrote: ‘We got to the moon because it is hard, and it is there. He who reaches it steals something from us.’


There are parallels with people who climb/ed Uluru or Mt Everest or colonised Australia. White men conquer. On the television I viewed Earth for the first time as seen from the moon: a fragile, small, wet, spinning planet. Seeing it as vulnerable has not resulted in us caring for it, nor for the moon, which, according to a recent article in the Guardian, is littered ‘with clapped-out robots, spacecraft parts, moon buggies, 96 bags of urine, poo and vomit, 12 boots’ and much more. No longer ‘the magnificent desolation’ described by Buzz Aldrin. How do we hold the scientific knowledge and still enable enchantment? Our thoughts need wings.


Standing on solitary shores I see the same moon my son did. I seek high places. I follow the flight of the black cockatoos. Searching? Humans have landed on the moon, but there is still talk of ‘grandma looking down on us’ and death explained to children in terms of stars and galaxies. As Vincent van Gogh wrote, ‘For my part I know nothing with certainty, but the sight of the stars makes me dream.’


In an era of weighty facts, it is (still) the stories that give us flight. In a state of wonder we may gain agency to care for the planet. On Elcho Island the Yolngu people tell of the sun-woman pursuing the man-moon across the sky from day to day. When they meet and make love, his body covers her and creates an eclipse. Another Yolngu story speaks of high tides that fill the moon as it rises and runs out as the tides fall, leaving the moon empty for three days.


Moon sky stars of the myths poets lovers.


Airbus 330 wings above an ancient land as I nestle into seat A48. I am returning home (nost/algia) in pain, but it is tempered by the deepest love. My son’s body was restrained by a wheelchair for most of his 30 years but his mind soared. The emancipatory act of flight in an Aretha Franklin song, played at his funeral, resonates:


When the shadows of this life have gone


I’ll fly away


Like a bird from prison bars


Has flown


I’ll fly away.


I turn away from the penned passengers and look out the window. The sun is skating along the surface of the clouds. A poet once wrote, ‘you have to act against the gravity of grief to decide you won’t fall’. •


Marg Hooper is a writer who lives in Bendigo on Dja Dja Wurrung country. She has been published in Meanjin, Island and Overland.




A LOVE LETTER TO THE JACARANDA


Zohra Aly


IN SPRING, MY favourite tree is the jacaranda. Its silver-grey boughs are splayed, sprouting yellow, fern-like leaves from branches that are long and slender like an artist’s fingers. Several seed pods, round and hard and bronzed, dangle like oversized earrings. A few weeks ago, the leaves were lime green. In yet a few more weeks, when every other tree is green, the jacaranda will shed its leaves. Soon enough, the branches will hang heavy with clusters of purple, trumpet-shaped flowers.


Undoubtedly, the jacaranda triumphs when it’s ablaze with its trademark blooms. By late spring, blue skies along the eastern seaboard of Australia are awash with an iridescent purple haze. Blink and you could miss the season. As one horticulturalist put it, ‘It’s the kind of tree you feel nostalgic for even when you’re standing right in front of it.’


* * *


When your first jacaranda season comes, you are in full bloom too. The year has been a whirlwind: romance, marriage, and now nesting in yet another home. From your kitchen window you watch the sea spray crash on rocks. In the back yard a jacaranda spreads its generous boughs. You have always been drawn to the ocean, now you are learning how a tree can bring happiness.


* * *


The Australian love affair with jacarandas is so passionate we assume they are native to Australia. Yet the jacaranda is indigenous to Brazil and much of South America. Of the almost 50 known species of the genus Jacaranda, the one that proliferates in Australia is the Jacaranda mimosifolia. Mature trees can reach a height of ten metres and be almost as wide.


A romantic tale from the early twentieth century tells of hospitals in north Sydney and Brisbane sending new mothers home with jacaranda seedlings. They were encouraged to plant these and watch them grow as their children did. In the absence of evidence in hospital records, a more reasonable explanation is that British settlers planted these and other trees to re-create the leafy suburbs of their motherland in a sparse landscape.


* * *


You were born in the East African coastal city of Mombasa, and still remember the smell of saltwater and sand in tangled hair. In regal, uptown Nairobi where your father lived, jacarandas lined the avenues. You discover this only later in life because you have never visited Nairobi. Then you leave with your mother for Karachi, another port city, on the Indian subcontinent. Here you eat custard apples from your grandfather’s tiny garden, spitting their black oblong seeds into your palms. Stray cats sleep on the weathered brown suitcase under your bed as you read your way through books with Enid Blyton’s happy families and sad Dickensian orphans. You ask your grandmother why you left without your father, will you ever see him?


By the time you are 14, you have lived in seven houses in three different countries. Home is now Dubai, a desert city that drains your teenage soul and cultivates a yearning to see the world. At 17 you are at university on a third continent. It’s autumn in London and everywhere you go, Rick Astley is belting out ‘Never Gonna Give You Up’. Your mother takes you shopping to buy a coat to keep the English winter out, pots and pans to cook your meals. Then she must kiss you goodbye. In the nervous excitement, you don’t notice her fighting back tears. You see only yourself as brave. Suddenly you, once scared of heights, have new wings. You are reaching out, while still tracing your roots.


In the eighteenth century, jacaranda seeds became seasoned travellers. Portuguese and British sailors collected specimens from their travels, gifting them on arrival in port. Alan Cunningham, who later became a NSW botanist, sent samples from South America to England in 1818. British colonists first planted the trees in south and east Africa in the 1820s.


The first samples reached Australian shores in the 1850s. The story goes that wheat was exported from Brisbane to Brazil and Argentina in cargo ships, which returned empty save for their ballast rocks. Walter Hill, superintendent of the Brisbane Botanic gardens, used these rocks in the gardens. When presented with a jacaranda seed by a ship’s captain in 1864, he planted it with success. This is considered by many to be the first jacaranda planted in Australia, and was famously the subject of R. Godfrey Rivers’ 1903 painting Under the Jacaranda. In 1980 a cyclone blew the tree down.


Sydney’s first jacaranda was planted in the same decade in the Royal Botanic Gardens. Amateur gardeners had tried to grow them at home with cuttings, but the tree grows best from fresh seed, though it can take generations for a strain to adapt fully to a new habitat. In 1868 a breakthrough came when a persistent horticulturalist, Michael Guilfoyle, succeeded after many trials in growing the tree from cuttings. Guilfoyle’s Exotic Nursery at Double Bay became a source of supply to private gardens around Sydney.


By the early twentieth century, councils began to give seedlings as part of civic beautification schemes, and the jacaranda took off in popularity. Young ladies featured in Sydney’s society pages wore gowns of ‘jacaranda blue’, and a real estate listing in Wahroonga mentioned English oaks and ‘native jacarandas’ growing side by side. Grafton, on the north coast of New South Wales, became famous for its Jacaranda Festival, first held in 1934. A Jacaranda Queen and Jacaranda Princess are crowned every year, locals eat purple ice creams and purple bread, in keeping with the fairytale atmosphere created by the explosion of purple clouds in the town.


Your first connection with trees is in London. In the park near the share house you live in, there is a row of solid oaks that lines the main path. With child-like delight, you crunch papery leaves under winter boots. At Christmas you notice even the oaks shiver as you trace the silhouettes of bare branches against the sky through the mist of your frozen breath. You are torn between a longing for the mild Arabian winter and a need to stay planted in this new life.


You miss the familiar sights and sounds of your mother’s flat: the cushioned telephone seat near the front door; the mottled green carpet in the lounge; the chiming clock with its Big Ben tune; framed photos basking in the light of the fluorescent tube. In your mind’s eye, you see your mother’s ageless figure, coming home to silent rooms, eating TV dinners from a tray on her lap. Her laundry flaps alone on the line in the balcony. Letters arrive steadily on thin, blue aerogramme paper—this is the cauliflower soup recipe, that’s what happened on The Bold and the Beautiful. It almost feels like a betrayal.


When summer comes, you realise this. Those oaks you spend the endless evenings under have deeper roots than you ever will. You are anchored to each place only as strongly as your memories. On the shelf in Dubai there is a childhood photo album in which your mother has artfully arranged pictures and sentences. Whenever you leaf through it some stories come racing back; others remain as grainy as the photograph.


Japan has its cherry blossoms, the Netherlands its tulips. Thanks to colonisation, flowering jacarandas spread their magic across the globe. Japanese tourists flock to Pretoria, known as Jacaranda city, in October specifically for jacaranda viewing. Jacarandas flourish in Islamabad, the stately capital of Pakistan, and in the highlands of Assam where little girls play with fallen flowers, making necklaces and bracelets for each other.


The jacaranda has been transplanted in lands vastly different from its own yet has written itself into their landscapes. It seems that you and jacarandas played hide and seek until you met in Australia. Anchoring your soul to the jacaranda, like you did with the English oaks, you find your place in yet another country. You buy a piece of land, lie under its trees, make another house your home. Here, you lay new roots, your children.


A few years after migrating to Sydney, my mother takes up a new hobby. She is a natural at flower arranging, and our garden, alive with outspokenly orange bird of paradise, blushing magnolias and fragrant gardenias, is her haven. Velvety proteas, wiry bottle-brush and fluffy wattle vie for a home in her vases. But jacaranda blooms are as sloppy in arrangements as they are resplendent on the tree. And she lets them be. •


Zohra Aly is a freelancer who recently completed a Masters in Creative Writing. Her short story ‘The Alphabets’ was published in the UTS Writers’ Anthology 2020 Empty Sky (Brio Books, 2020) and her essay ‘Of Mosques and Men’ is included in Second City (Giramondo, 2021). In a previous life she was a practising pharmacist.




READING


AUSTRALIA IN THREE BOOKS


Tim Dunlop
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I REMEMBER 1975 AS the year Gough Whitlam was sacked, but also as the year I read The Vivisector. I was 15. Zeppelin released Physical Graffiti, Dylan Blood on the Tracks, Skyhooks Ego Is Not a Dirty Word. AC/DC released TNT and ABBA, ABBA. It was all happening.


The previous year, our rather excellent English teacher had set for us The Tree of Man and he told us we were going to read it, not because it was easy, but because it was hard. I don’t think I realised he was reworking a line from JFK, but I remember being startled by the challenge of that, and I slogged my way through the book, which I did find hard.


Patrick White, The Vivisector (1970)


The Tree of Man is, or was, held up as a kind of Australian book of Genesis, and while I liked it well enough, and sensed some possibilities, it wasn’t until I read The Vivisector that I understood what those possibilities might be. I guess I got to it at just the right moment. More like, it got to me. A few pages in I could barely cope, but I was certain I would not put it down until, somehow, I had read all 700 pages.


Easy hard.


The Vivisector turned the telescope around, and I not only suddenly saw faraway things close up, I also realised the narrowness of the life I had been living. More than any other book, it gave me a sense of a different Australia, of an artistic Australia basically, not just because the central character, Hurtle Duffield, was an artist, but because of White himself.


He was this startling thing—to me anyway, a dullard in Canberra—an Australian writer to whom the world paid attention, who was awarded the Nobel Prize, who was openly gay and lived with his male partner. That was huge. He was political and reclusive, rich and dyspeptic, mocked and venerated. I don’t know how I knew all this stuff, it wasn’t as if I could google him, but these were known things.


What struck me most about White was that he had stayed. Or rather, he had come back. In an era where Australians of note, especially the literary type (of course, I wanted to be a writer) famously ‘escaped’ overseas, often to England, and made their careers, in part at least, by tipping a bucket of shit on their place of birth, White came home. Not that he didn’t upend his own bucket; and there are few more eviscerating summations than the opening paragraph of his essay ‘The Prodigal Son’:


In all directions stretched the Great Australian Emptiness, in which the mind is the least of possessions, in which the rich man is the important man, in which the schoolmaster and the journalist rule what intellectual roost there is, in which beautiful youths and girls stare at life through blind blue eyes, in which human teeth fall like autumn leaves, the buttocks of cars grow hourly glassier, food means cake and steak, muscles prevail, and the march of material ugliness does not raise a quiver from the average nerves.


As buckets of shit go, this is immense, but it had more authority having been tipped by someone who chose to live here. And it wasn’t a matter of agreeing with it either; it was about realising there was a conversation to be had.


The Vivisector was the first time I recognised a style of writing in which everything was implicated in the inner life of the characters. They walked through a world that was at once brilliantly realised, or realistic—there are few better portraits of the city of Sydney—but where things (a table, a tree, Maman’s dress, a chandelier) became a way of exposing character. Talk about vivisection.


And at once he was received by his other world: of silence and beauty. He touched the shiny porcelain shells. He stood looking up through the chandelier, holding his face almost flat, for the light to trickle and collect on it. The glass fruit tinkled slightly, the whole forest swaying, because of a draught from an open window.


He was himself again.


Now he could go on towards other private memories of the house. He could hear a pen scratching in the distance as his feet slid on the mossy carpet.


The book wasn’t so much hard as intense. Its story, its characters, its use of language, the way it thought in and through things, conjured the possibility of a country beyond the usual conservative cul de sac. It conjured an examined life.


By the time I moved to London in the early 1990s (I stayed for three years), the idea of Australia that The Vivisector made possible was my default understanding of my country, and it had started to feel like the country itself was changing. We were talking seriously about becoming a republic. The execrable leader of the opposition, a certain John Howard, lost his job after the prime minister, and, God save me, the media, shamed his attempt to dog-whistle the issue of Asian immigration. There was new Indigenous leadership. In an era when the literary world was enmeshed in Rushdie and Márquez, Sam Watson published The Kadaitcha Sung, our own sort of magical realism.


But the London I landed in hadn’t heard of this Australia. In their public culture, from the BBC down, we were still Dame Edna and Barry McKenzie. Football, meat pies, kangaroos and Holden cars. A stratum of sixties expats stood with their foot on the cultural brake, persisting with the idea that Australia was what it had been when they left, and whether this was through ignorance or self-aggrandisement, to make themselves look good in comparison, didn’t really matter.


Christina Stead, Cotter’s England (1967)


Under such circumstances, to read Angela Carter’s London Review of Books essay on Christina Stead was liberating. ‘To open a book, any book, by Christina Stead and read a few pages,’ Carter wrote, ‘is to be at once aware that one is in the presence of greatness.’


Yes! It seemed like not just an endorsement of Stead, but of the idea of Australia that had overtaken me since The Vivisector. I read Cotter’s England straight away, and it proved Carter right.


As Carter noted, the book is an ‘extremely important analysis of post-war Britain [that addresses] the subject of sexual politics at a profound level’, but what she probably couldn’t have considered is that it is also about Australia, Britain seen through Australian eyes, rather than the other way around, and that was a profound realignment. You could, for instance, compare the way the poor English family in Stead’s masterpiece fails to cook a chicken, thus exposing layers and centuries of British class oppression, with the rather more relaxed way the equally poor Duffields had pullets running around their yard in Surry Hills in White’s portrait of poverty of (roughly) the same era.


Jump forward. Or is it backwards?


The execrable former opposition leader, once shamed for his racist dog-whistling, was now prime minister, and ushering in an era that didn’t care for the Australia glimpsed in White and Stead, in the possibility of a republic and reconciliation. Howard’s visions was less White’s Australia than white Australia, redux.


Jump again.


As Howard’s latest successor and his band of punishers and straighteners drag us into some sort of neoliberal Gilead, ‘in which [again] the rich man is the important man, in which the schoolmaster and the [Murdoch] journalist rule what intellectual roost there is’, dragging us back, always backwards, it is hard not to feel a sense of loss or terror.


And yet.


Melissa Lucashenko, Mullumbimby (2013)


A few years back I read Melissa Lucashenko’s Mullumbimby and had a sense of recognition—the same but different—of the possibility of another Australia. Aboriginal writing in general does this, including the young voices that populate Twitter and refuse to play the mainstream game. But Lucashenko’s book in particular. Ruthless stuff:


It is a truth universally acknowledged, reflected Jo, that a teenager armed with a Nikko pen is a pain in the fucking neck, and if it isn’t then it fucken well oughta be. For here came Timbo wandering up the hill, his tiny brown chest tagged with fat inky swirls: No Justice, No Peace. Better pay or I ring DOCS. And in certain parts of certain cities that would be Aboriginal art. Teach the lad to stand still, and people, we’ve got ourselves an installation.


As our COVID-authoritarian-Pentecostal world increasingly threatens hard borders, reasserting lines between states, nations, even genders, and as the planetary exoskeleton of communication that could bind us together and allow us to see each other in our wholeness for the first time instead surveils us and takes us into the long tail of conspiracy theory, the heuristic of the powerless, the characters of Mullumbimby wander across the fenced landscape and let us see the divided thing our nation is, our world is, in a way beyond even the imaginative powers of White or Stead. Which is the point.
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