




































While Johnson denies that Dumb Show 
is a 'socialissues' novel, the family dy-
namics in the text could keep Rikki Lake 
in clover for a whole season. The novel 
mixes the gothic motifs of ghosts, tow-
ers and lonely farmhouses with the so-

. cial reality of incest and family violence. 
The everyday horror of existence is off-
set by occasional bouts of the miraculous, 
adding magic realism to the pile of pos-
sible genres. 

Dumb Show is dedicated 'To Canterbury, 
with love'. However, Johnson insists he 
meant that in the kindest possible way. 
After growing up in and around rural 
Canterbury, Johnson graduated from the 
University of Canterbury with a masters 
in political science. 

He said he recalls the place and the land-
scape with great affection. The novel was 
written on Waiheke Island and Johnson 
describes sitting in a misty valley and 
intensely visualising the mid-Canterbury 
landscape, "where everything looks like 
a Rita Angus painting". The landscape is 
significant within Dumb Show, contrast-
ing vast and beautiful vistas and moun-
tains with the petty squalor of the family 
itself. 

Johnson grew up in the small towns 
around Canterbury in the 1950s. For him, 
"Ashburton was the big smoke". The 
world he describes in Dumb Show is the 
world he grew up in, at least in terms of 
lime and place. In fact, Johnson gives his 
own father a cameo appearance in Dumb 
Show, as Mr Johnson, the storekeeper, 

who visits the farmhouse. Are the dis-
tinctions between fiction and memory 
blurred? 

"When I write stories I go into myself 
and look at what the character, are do-
ing and saying. Those characters took 
over that story and just took it away for 
themselves and I was following along 
quite horror-struck by the things that 
were going on but aware that I'm deal-
ing with true human experience. There's 
lots of this stuff going on whether you 
like to admit it or not" 

Johnson insists he does not categorise his 
own work. "I work very instinctively, 
very intuitively. People say the word 
'gothic' but I didn't consciously write a 
gothic novel." I put my English degree 
aside for the moment and tum to whether 
Dumb Show is straight fiction or, to use 
that strange term, semi-autobiographical. 

"I claim that this is not an autobiographi-
cal novel and strictly speaking it isn't, 
but on a deeper level it must be because 
where else would it come from? Ulti-
mately writers can't justify their books. 
The book either justifies itself as a valid 
representation of human experience or it 
doesn't. A writer can't help the book 
along by providing it with secondary jus-
tification." 

Johnson himself, who grew up in the at-
mosphere of "godless Puritanism" he 
says pervaded New Zealand, is probably 
not leading th'e life his parents picked out. 
He followed the marijuana denim trail 
around Europe, lived with a spiritual 
teacher in India for almost a year, got 
involved in Green politics and currently 
lives on an island and writes full-time. 

"You may be totaJly formed by your 
childhood environment but we all have 
brains we can use, we can all see and feel, 
we can heal ourselves, we can look, we 
can study." Nobody should shut down 
after thry reach a certain age and stop 
developing, Johnson says. He claims he 
never stops growing. His next novel, he 
assures me, is completely different. "It 
doesn't have any beaten children in it." 
It is more a comedy of redemption, he 
says. 

Johnson himself puts Dumb Show in a 
category of his own: South Island litera-
ture. There is a drift northwards in New 
Zealand as more people move to the 
North Island and Auckland. Literature up 
north tends to look north for inspiration, 
outtowards the Pacific Islands. However, 
Johnson says, Dumb Show looks very 
firmly southwards. The works of Owen 
Marshall and Janet Frame do likewise, 
particularly Frame's Owls do Cry. 

"I think that as the experience of North 
Islanders and South Islanders diverges 
you will get something that starts to look 
like a South Island literature and if Dumb 
Show can be a part of that I'll be quite 
happy." 

Johnson takes a fairly harsh view of 
small, isolated communities. The power 
dynamic in Dumb Show, where the fam-
ily are socially isolated and violence and 
abuse become institutionalised, reflects 

_re!!lity, according to Johnson. "Look at 
what happens· to people when they're 
·deprived of a wider community to which 
to relate. If they'd had a much bigger ex-
tended family or lived in a tribal situa-
tion or a town even then all relationships 
would be spread out. Some of that build-
up would be dissipated." 

All this from a man who lives on Waiheke 
Island, small and bound by water, with 
his wife and three children. Have the kids 
read Dumb Show? 

"My 16 year old daughter has read it. I 
don't think she finished the father sec-
tion. I think she found the language a bit 
tough going, but Princess and Pito was 
her favourite section. She said 'It's quite 
awesome dad."' 



What's On 
The Big.Screen 

kicking and screaming @ the Rialto. Four 
universit y graduates enter the real 
world. Bet ter to watch others do it 
than face it yourself. 

Anaconda @ big movie theatres. A gi-
ant snake eats Americans. I'll be cheer-
ing for the snake. 

The Horseman On the Roof@theAcad-
emy. An epic romance with French 
people. Apparently, "the performanc~~ 
are as intoxicating as the scenery . 
Watch out for breath-testing when you 
leave. 

Pounding the Boards 
N earYou 

The Ballad of Jimmy Costello @ the Rep 
until June 14. Tim Balme's triumphant 
run continues. He looks a lot shorter 
in real life. Perhaps he was wearing plat-
form shoes in Short/and Street. 

Blue Sky Boys @ the Court Theatre 
until June 2 I .The Everly Brothers were 
once frowned upon as ultra-immoral. 
Somehow "Wake Up, Little Susie" 
doesn't have the same sting as " Cop 
Killer", though. Good laughs.good old 
songs. 

Art 

Barry Cleavin 's The Elements of Doubt 
@ the Robert McDougall until July 13. 
I I 0 pri nts which "challenge the absur-
dities of humankind and our interac-
tion with other species".The first ma-
jor showing of Cleavin's work since 
I 982.'s Ewe & Eye. 

Treasures in Trust @ the Robert 
McDougall.June I2-August 3.A major 
touring exhibition of almost I 00 sig-
nificant historical works, objects, and 
artifacts from the Alexander Turnbull 
Li brar y. Featu r ed are oil and 
watercolour paintings, illuminated 
manuscripts and rare books, maps and 
photographs representing several ma-
jor events in the nation's history. 

Ann Shelton's Redeye @ the Art An-
nex until July 6.An ongoing social diary 
in photographs. Critic Justin Paton has 
described it as the "tribal r ites of the 
young and rest les~"-

Beautiful Music 

University Chamber Choir and Instru-
mental Ensemble 
Requiem Uohn Rutter) and Gloria 

(Palestrina) 
Conductor: Martin Setchell. 
Sunday June 15 2.30pm @ St Stephen's 
Presbyterian Church, cnr 11am and 
Aorangi roads. $5 or $3 with student 
ID. • 

What's ON Campus 

Lunchtime Recital 
Room 205, School of Music. 
Jeffrey Cohen (USA, flute) and Dou-
glas Mews (harpsichord) 

• Bassano, Salaverde, Frescobaldi, Dalla 
Casa, Quanu, C.P.E.Bach 

I • 

Thursday June 12, I . I 0pm. -Admission 
$5 

Friday June 20 - End of Term Party 
time. No Idea from Nelson are play-
ing in the Upper for headbangers and 
check next week's CANTA for specials 
in the Foundry. 

Famed rockers from Seattle, The 
Melvins are coming to New Zealand 
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in early August and we're going to make 
sure they don't miss out on the Sou~ 
Island. We'll keep you posted (theres 
also a rumour about Pavement corn· 
ing). 

The 97 Re-Orientation f estival 
0uly 18 - 25) planning is well under way. 
Both Musoc and Dramasoc are re-
hearsing major productions and the 
UCSA in con1·unction with the Ree ' • Ft 
Centre, have a heap of Health and 1 

• 

ness activities and events planned. 

. for the Start thinking about entries 
Student Video Co~petition-

Notices 
UCSA ELECTIONS 
Nominations are now open for the po-
sitions of 1998 UCSA President, 1998 
UCSA Vice President and ten (10) Ex-

. ecutive. Nomination forms are avail-
able from the UCSA Main Office, the 
Returning Officer or the UCSA Presi-
dent. Nominations for all positions will 
close at 5pm, July 14. 
Authorised by UCSA Returning Of-
ficer, Brian O'Sullivan 

STUDENTS WITH 
DISABILITIES 
Meeting June 20, 1. I 5pm in Exec 
Boardroom, I st Floor, UCSA. 
Cont;ict James at 348 9134 or e-mail 
jho32@pophost.canterbury.ac.nz for 
more info. 

LOST KEYS: 
A set of keys on an Antarctica key ring 
lost in the Student Union Building on 
the Thursday prior to Queen'sBirthday 
weekend. 
If you have found them or still have 
them, please ring Rachel on 348 5783. 

POSITIVE ACTION-
Women's Self Defence 
Fun to learn. Fitness not necessary. On 
Tuesday evenings at UCSA. Cost $22. 
Contact Ree Centre (ph 364 2433) to 
enrol. 

LIFE AND DEBT 
What is the link between the murder of 
street kids in Sao Paulo by private mi-
litia, the destruction of Brazil's 
rainforests and issues of fdebt and 'free 
trade'?This powerful movie makes the 
connections. Friday June 13, 1pm, 
Lower Common Room, UCSA. Ad-

Look, Sabina, there's 
something I've got to tell you. 

I'm afraid I haven't been 

perfectly honest with you ... 

mission free. All welcome. Inquiries to 
to Anna 337 6020, Gaye 374 9171, or 
David 364 2268. Corso on Campus. 

FILMSOC 
Are you interested in screen writing, 
producing, acting, competitions, watch-
ing films and more? Then come along 
to Filmsoc. Contact Scott 343 0351 or 
Fran 343 9937. 

ONKYO STEREO 
COMPETITION 
Thanks to all participants. The winner 
will be announced in Issue 12. 

SKYDIVING COMPETI-
TION 
Could all those people who won the 
skydiving competition please contact 
CANTA. We're going to jump. 

It's just that... 

I'm ... 

I'm a giant rat. 

Oh, Brunswick. We all 
feel like giant rats 
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NTHS ~,o,~o 
Till \JR.ECJ<EI>! 

'S ~INE! YO\/ MA 
VER.Y Hr-.w{ ! 
ONSHIP DIDN'T 
HEN HE R.EMl:1" 

THINKIN, A 
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Come along & 9'et~ yoUr ken "-

t'! 12th 
• • P&.taf 14th \ 


