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Natasha Moar onthe storytellers

Little Angels

When The Lagoon And Other
Stories  (Bloomsbury, hbk
£9.95) was first published in
1951, its author, Janet
Frame, was a mental patient,
diagnosed wrongly as schi-
zophrenic. As the film An
Angel At My Table, by felow
New Zeadlander Jane Cam-
pion, revealed, Frame's col-
lection not only won her a
prestigious literary prize; but
in doing so it dissuaded her
doctors from going ahead
with a frontal leucotomy.

It is apt that writing should
have, in effect, saved Frame's
life, when life and fantasy
constantly overtake each
other in this enchanting and
moving collection. The little
girls that feature so strong-
ly in these stories, drawn,
one suspects, directly from
Frame's childhood, are caught
up in wishful fantasies of how
they would dearly like to be.
The watchful and witty eye
of the author sustains a
child's view of sdfhood,
school and family life, more

readily than that of an adult.
On the one hand their im-
aginative play; on the other
their recognition and fre-
quent rejection of the adult
world.

Two stories about the death
of sisters (Frame herself lost
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two sisters) typically show
childish hope and optimism
in conflict with loss and
grief. In 'The Secret', Nini
shares an absorbing make-
believe world with her bel-
oved sister Myrtle. When
Mum tells Nini that the doc-
tor told her Myrtle would
die, she refuses to admit the
logic of achild dying and we
are amost taken in by her
happy assurances that no-
thing will change.

'Keel And Kool' traces alit-
tle girl's redlisation of the
terrible loneliness created
by her sister Evas death.

is playing with her dead
sister's best friend when the
desolate cry of seagulls can-
not but bring her loss home
to her.

Frame's short stories are
rich and satisfying because
their conclusions create a
flowering, rather than a clo-
sure. Change is evident in
the dightest shift of em-
phasis; detail that is at once
subtle and crystal clear.
Mog of the stories are cast
as prose poetry, a lyrica
stream of consciousness tem-
pered by the charmed bene-
volence of Frame's outlook.
Her more 'sanely' written
accounts of the sadness of
menta home life are written
with terrifying lucidity, the
world that could easily have
destroyed Frame seeming
gc;‘tj frightening but small and

Where Frame |l eads us gent-
Ig/to her tales end, Fay Wel-
on, in her latest collection
of short stories Noon Ovea
Minneapoliss, Or Why She
Couldn't Stay (Harper Col-
lins, hbk £12.99) forcesusto
accept unconvincing changes
of mind and character. Her
writing rests unessily be-
tween two stools. It accom-
modates the conventions of
women's magazine fiction,
yet contains a streak of lib-
eraism which characterises
her mideadingly as a wo-

man's - even feminist -
writer.
Weldon's stories are heavy-

handed and written to for-
mula. Businesswoman Ori-
ole Green attends a private
abortion clinic and has her
mind changed a the last
minute by a pro-life recep-
tionist. A smile fromaY ugo-
davian waiter is sufficient to

make a young womean realise
that her professor lover is
too pompous and too old for
her, and to leave him immedi-
ately. These stories can be
read as glibly as they are
written, and perhaps with
some enjoyment, but little
feding.

Don
Roamin’

Don Juan is aive and well
and living in Greenwich Vill-
age. As a leshian. And her
story is exactly what you
would expect, if you looked
at it with lacerating honesty
rather than through the rosy
olow of pink triangular spec-
tacles. There are male con-
fessiona books written now
by ex-Casanovas about their
'‘Don Juan complex’, which
present it as an obsessive,
unhappy and unpleasurable
addiction. From what would
seem at first glance to be a
very different point of view,
Jane DelLynn's novel, Do
Juan In The Village (Serpent's
Tail, pbk £7.99), reaches an
identical conclusion.

Thus, itsheroine has sex not
because of overpowering de-
sire, but as a kind of duty.
Congtantly in motion - from
Morocco to lbiza, from
Padua to lowa, the list of
stopping-points on her jour-
ney is, perhaps deliberately,
interminable - her sexual
encounters, despite the var-
ied cultures of her surround-
ings, are curioudly similar, if
not often identica. The
women she sleeps with are
treated as status symbals;
one, picked up in a bar, is
made to walk a few pacesin
her wake, being considered
too ugly to be seen next to
her on the street. She keeps
her eyes closed during sex
with another because she
doesn't want to acknowledge
that she's having sex with a
fat woman. Others are not
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even allowed names.

Forever in quest of the per-
fect thin, 'dightly trashy'
blonde, this Don Juanita
never experiences a moment
of real JD easure, being trap-
ped and held fast by her own
narcissism. Besides, it's har-
der for the Don as a woman.
Italian whores won't deep
with you, Puerto Rican teen-
agers won't even dance with
you, men in cars force you to
masturbate them as the price
of alift. She is fully aware
that behaving like a man
doesn't automatically give
her a man's power, but even
her sharp sdf-knowledge
won't dlow her to alter her
behaviour to compensate.

Don Juan In The Village
deals, ultimately, with the
way sex works when it is
forcibly detached from emo-
tion, and the sadness of the
womaniser eternally hov-
ering in limbo between the
two, hardly able to exper-
ience either one. In the way
that fiction works best, the
specificity of its story has a
universal m e, as un-
easy, uncomfortable and sor-
did asbad sex itsdlf.

Lauren Milne Henderson

Mystery
Iglays

Anyonewho reads Juan Goy-
tisolo's latest work, The Vir-
tues Of The Solitary Bird (Ser-
pent's Tail, pbk £8.99) and
finds themselvesin the dark,
should not be deterred. For
Goytisolo is comitted to ob-
scurity. The hallucinatory
monologue flickers theatric-
ally across eras and cultures
- religiose sensuality, im

eriadd pomp, baroque elab-
oration - but the scene
shifts are barely visible. His
prose, now arid, now cloying,
gathers like a cloud of in-
cense; a heady concoction of
Spanish intensity; with the
fumes of Velasquez, Goya,

BOOKS

and Ddli.

The author is witness to a
strange calamity - a vison
of an alegorical sower of
discord, who annihilates vic-
tims, rendering their bodies
to a pulp. From a hospita
bed, where the atmosphere
slips between the ennui of a
seaside convalescence and
the paranoia of supervision,
the author attempts to pres-
erve what he has seen. His
impulse is to narrate the
liberties logt in the destruc-
tion; but the disaster he
struggles with in his mem-
ory Is aso the process of
control - of accountability -
that such narration involves.
The story itself creates the
conditions of mental control
which the author seeks to

escape.
Rebellion against and
every natural form of con

trol and authority is the
order of the day. Thetitleis
an alusion to St John, forced
by the Inquisition to swallow
his "Treatise On The Quadli-
ties Of The Solitary Bird'
The writer must protect the
vision he unfolds, so the nar-
rative takes shape through
hints and half-recollections.
Sequence is interrupted, lies
mixed with truth, the flow of
the tale bearing an occult
relation to the ordering of
text on the page - blank spa
ces or chapter breaks seem-
ing to cut arbitrarily across
the narrative.

One fragment challenges,
'Was it possible to decipher
the obscurities of the text,
find a universal explanatory
key... circumscribe its lingu-
istic ambiguities...". The dif-
ficulties of the text are rad-
ical. However the transgres-
sions of convention are not
merely iconoclastic, or a
strategy of seduction, as
with Jean Genet. Instead, ob-
scurity becomes the book's
raison detre - ‘wouldn't it
be better to plunge once and
fﬁr al into the infir?it_ude of
the , accept the impen-
etragiciieg/1 of its mysteries
and opacities, free your own
language from the shackles
of rationality.... Like &
John finding his true love in
the dark night of the soul,
Goytisolo searches for politi-
ca and psychologicad re-
demptionin mﬁstery.
Kieran Gallagher
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