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BOOKS

GET READING!
A nationwide search is on to uncover the most
loved Australian books. Winners will be
announced September 1, when the official
Top 50 Books You Can’t Put Down for 2013
guide will be revealed. Nominations are open now
on getreading.com.au or on Get Reading!’s
Facebook, Twitter and Instagram. Voting closes
on July 16.

LUCKY US
Join Nick Cater, author of The Lucky Culture, in a
discussion with Ross Solly of 666 ABC Canberra
about what it means to be Australian at the
National Library of Australia on Monday, June 24
at 6pm. Entry $10.

HISTORICAL HOMESTEAD
Six historians are coming together to share their
experiences writing about the nation’s past.
You’re invited to have lunch with them at the
Tuggeranong Homestead on Thursday, June 20
from 9am-4pm. Bookings and advance payment
required. Phone Jenny on 6231 4535 or email
robhorsfield@bigpond.com.

MASTER REVIEWER
Want to become a book reviewer? Learn the art
from professional writer and reviewer Marion
Halligan. Masterclass One will be held at 10am-
4pm on June 29. Masterclass Two will be held at
10am-4pm on July 27. Participants must attend
both masterclasses costing a total of $200. Each
participant will be provided with a book to review.
High-quality reviews may be published by The
Canberra Times upon recommendation of Marion
Halligan. Applications must be received by 4pm
on June 20. To find out more about the
application requirements phone Gorman House
Arts Centre on 6249 7377 or see
gormanhouse.com.au.

WHAT’S ON
Saturday: noon for 12.30pm More than 10,000
Australians served with the elite British Bomber
Command in World War II. When the survivors
returned home there was backlash from the
community. Peter Rees pays tribute to them in his
novel Lancaster Men and will be discussing his
writing career. Sports Club Kaleen, 16 Georgina
Crescent. To reserve a place phone 6241 1560 or
email catering@nibblez.com.au.
Saturday: 2pm You’re invited to celebrate the
release of Megumi and the Bear by author Irma
Gold. There will be a live story reading by the
author and craftmaking for children. All
welcome. For children aged three and over.
Tuesday: 5.45pm for 6pm Graeme Simsion will
share his experiences as a new writer. His first
novel, The Rosie Project, details one man’s quest to
find a wife who fulfils his very particular
requirements. Books and signings will be
available on the evening. RSVP Monday, June 17.
Phone 6295 6723 or email
info@paperchainbookstore.com.au.
Thursday: 5.45pm for 6pm Truth or dare is an
innocent teenagers’ game, although in Beautiful
Malice it turns sinister. In a game between two
girls, a darker truth is revealed. Young adult
author Rebecca James will have a conversation
with Tania McCartney about Beautiful Malice. She
will also discuss her second YA novel, Sweet
Damage, that looks at the past coming back to
haunt people. RSVP Wednesday, June 19. Phone
6295 6723 or email
info@paperchainbookstore.com.au.

LITBITS CASSIDY BROWN True
pleasures

NON–FICTION

FORTY-ONE FALSE STARTS: ESSAYS ON ARTISTS AND
WRITERS. By Janet Malcom. Text. 320pp. $32.99.

Reviewer: DON ANDERSON

This is not a collection of 41 essays by the
distinguished American journalist Janet Malcolm
(Psychoanalysis: the Impossible Profession, Iphigenia
in Forest Hills, and 10 other books). It collects,

rather, 16 essays, eight from The New York Review of Books,
seven from The New Yorker, and one from The New York
Times Book Review. Those points of origin (1986-2010)
indicate just how distinguished she is.

The title essay, which appears first, is constituted of
41“false starts” regarding the artist David Salle and the
“anarchic, unaccommodating spirit” of the city of New
York. It reads like James Salter’s new novel All That Is.
Janet Malcolm is one of the great recorders of la vie
quotidienne of Manhattan, bearing comparison with
Renata Adler (Speedboat) and Elizabeth Hardwick
(Sleepless Nights). Yeats’ “cast a cold eye on life, on death”
might have been written with those three Graces in mind.

The essays deal with Diane Arbus, Edward Weston,
J. D. Salinger, the Gossip Girl novels, Julia Margaret
Cameron, Ingrid Sischy (who became editor of Artforum
at the age of 27), the Bloomsbury set, William Shawn
and Joseph Mitchell (Malcolm’s mentors), photography
(“a medium of inescapable truthfulness”, apropos
Thomas Struth), and an extraordinary one titled The
Woman Who Hated Women.

It is not so much the essay that is extraordinary as the
title. Who is the subject of the essay? That great realist
novelist and close friend of Henry James and
acquaintance of Scott Fitzgerald, Edith Wharton. No one
who has familiarised themselves with, and delighted in,
Wharton’s work can afford to miss Malcolm’s brief but
incisive essay, whose thesis is that Wharton’s “books are
pervaded by a deep pessimism and an equally profound
misogyny”. For Malcolm, the wonderfully named Undine
Spragg in The Custom of the Country, like George Eliot’s
Rosamond Vincy in Middlemarch, “inspires in her creator
a kind of loathing that makes the reader nervous even as
it powerfully works on him”. True, but surely insufficient
to indicate that Wharton “hated” women; perhaps the
title is the work of a sensationalist subeditor at The New
York Times Book Review.

Malcolm, who received the PEN/Jacqueline Bograd
Weld Award for Biography for Two Lives: Gertrude and
Alice (that’s Stein and Toklas, respectively), not only
writes often about biography but usually has firm, if not
stern, things to say about its practice. She is even stern
with herself, including as an afterword Thoughts on
Autobiography from an Abandoned Autobiography. (“I have
been aware, as I write this autobiography, of a feeling of

boredom with the project.”) Reflections on biography
emerge as guidelines throughout this book. “Why do
books of letters move us as biographies do not?” “We
have to face the problem that every biographer faces and
none can solve; namely that he is standing in quicksand
as he writes. There is no floor under his enterprise, no
basis for moral certainty.”

Apropos Diane Arbus, she celebrates “the solid gold of
letters and diary entries and compositions by Arbus
herself ”. Does this suggest that a biography ought to be
a collage of primary materials? “Autobiography is the art
of choosing what you want the world to know about
you.” Writing of Margaret Mather and Edward Weston,
Malcolm extrapolates: “Under Gresham’s law of
biography, good stories drive out true ones.”

Though she writes (2008) of Cecily von Ziegesar’s
Gossip Girl novels and of J. D. Salinger’s Glass family
(2001), she nowhere comments on the apparent fact
that though 40 years separate Salinger’s Zooey Glass
and von Ziegesar’s Blair Waldorf, the two heroines sound
remarkably similar. Malcolm writes winningly enough to
have encouraged at least one reader to pursue the first
of the Gossip Girl novels.

Speaking of gossip, despite Malcolm’s sternness
regarding biography, would she always rule it out? In
1999, she published an essay on the eminent Victorian
photographer Julia Margaret Cameron, whose subjects
included nubile girls and famous men – Carlyle, Darwin,
Longfellow, not to mention Alfred, Lord Tennyson, who
was Cameron’s neighbour on the Isle of Wight. Cameron,
gossip has it, lamented that weekend day-trippers would
knock pieces of sandstone from Tennyson’s gateposts to
take home as a souvenir. Who, having heard it, could
suppress or repress this account of Victorian poet laureate
as rock star? Let’s hear it for gossip.

What you’d never do

write in bed
sneak in here with a hamper
of books paper pen

plump amongst the fertile sheets
and pillows, furrows
 (you loathe crumbs in the bed)

where in this compost
of dreams and the traces
that sleeping and playing bodies leave

words seem to sprout more easily.

Nicola Bowery


