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A PREVIOUS LIFE, by Edmund White 
(Bloomsbury, $32.99)
The way Edmund White, American doyen 
of gay letters, has excavated his life for 
his fi ction over the past 50 years invites 
comparisons to our own Janet Frame. The 
parallel ends there. Where Frame borders 
on asexual, the stuff  of White’s novels is 
desire and sexuality in all its bewildering 
variety.

White’s sparkling quasi-autobio-
graphical trilogy A Boy’s Own Story, The 
Beautiful Room is Empty and The Farewell 
Symphony, unapologetically charted gay 
life from an awkward coming of age in the 
1950s through the cultural death rattle of 
New York in the 1970s to the Aids crisis of 
the 1980s.

These were followed up with (cough) 
straight autobiography: City Boy, Inside a 
Pearl and the luridly sadomasochistic My 
Lives. In A Previous Life, White’s latest, he 
returns to fi ction, but with the inclusion 
of an author avatar named “Edmund 
White” whose kinks are familiar from My 
Lives.

Framed in a classic Decameron-cum-
Scheherazade-esque conceit, the novel 
opens in an isolated Swiss chalet in the 
year 2050 with stories within a story. The 

elderly, dissipated but still attrac-
tive musician and Sicilian noble 
Ruggero, also White, is recovering 
from a skiing accident.

He and his 40-years-younger 
African-American wife, Constance, 
decide to entertain each other 
by writing down, swapping and 
reading aloud the escapades of 
their sexual history “in an edi-
tion of one, for each other’s eyes 
alone”. Ruggero narrates in fi rst 
person, Constance in third, with the 
thoughts of the other intruding as 
commentary.

Ruggero’s braggadocious, priapic, 
pansexual litany of conquests contrasts 
with Constance’s tale of being orphaned, 
her relationships with older men, of one 
abusive marriage and another love-
less one as beard to a closeted would-be 
Proust who appears to be modelled on a 
character recycled from City Boy.

The fi rst part of the book seems a post-
modern take on the 18th-century ribald 
and picaresque Bildungs roman: think 
Fanny Hill, Tom Jones, Tristram Shandy. 
But as this is a White novel, the other 
dalliances are stripped away to get to the 
marrow, a young Ruggero’s complicated 
and ultimately destructive fl ing with the 
octogenarian fi ctional White, through an 
email parody of the epistolary novel.

Although one of the main themes of 
A Previous Life is ageing and decline, it’s 
quite clear that White’s mind is as sharp 
and wicked as ever. It’s a wonderfully com-
plex metafi ction of Chinese boxes: elegant, 
experimental, pornographic, irreverent, 

perverse, queer and hilarious. This is an 
established genius who has nothing left  
to prove except that the mature still have 
much to contribute on the subject of sex.

In a not entirely believable twist, 
sidelined Constance, dissatisfi ed with the 
portrayal of the aff air in White’s biogra-
phy, writes her own. This forms the book’s 
fi nal chapters, researched from White’s 
archives at Princeton (where they are in 
the real world, too). 

Devotion to her husband, yes, but why 
should she care about a man long dead 
before they even met?  
She writes of Rug-
gero’s abandonment 
of fi ctional White for 
a younger lover: “Poor 
Edmund should have 
been worried by so 
much egotism and so 
little reciprocal curios-
ity.” l

Poetry
Near Doctor’s Point
by Vincent O’Sullivan 

A day goes near perfect as morning makes it.
A black dog fl aring a white beach.
A paddock of broom bends the skyline yellow.
A bull bulks the slope from a creek.

The surf’s molten bar, the inlet’s 
placid reach. A sea lion cruises twenty
yards off  shore, wheels its mirrored sleekness
north. Two surfers rise in the distance,

carry their boards as if loot from fl ooded
chapels. Our minds for once unbothered 
at being minds. Tides haul swathes of light,
late, westing. Dark calls it a day.

Edmund White 
tackles ageing and 
decline with his 
trademark wit.

the colours of the LGBT Pride fl ag to 
delineate ideas of hope and stability. 
The third section, “Poetry to make boys 
cry”, draws very much on memories of 
adolescence, parents’ and relations’ reac-
tions to his emerging gayness, clubbing 
and fumbled aff airs. Yet it doesn’t stay in 
retrospection as Tse moves on to what 
are almost metaphysical concerns. Are 
we really controlled by our ethnic past? 
What makes an acceptable human being 
anyway? A snowstorm of extravagant 
and complex imagery blasts through 
every one of Tse’s poems.

FORMICA, by Maggie Rainey-Smith 
(The Cuba Press, $25) 
Formica is Maggie Rainey-Smith’s fi rst 
collection of poetry, extraordinary in 
that she is an established novelist and 

essayist now in her seventies. Is this a 
work of nostalgia? Only in part. True, 
Rainey-Smith does devote poems to good 
things she experienced in the 1950s and 
60s: mother’s cooking, radio serials, 
old-time courtship in a fairground and 
matinee movies. But there’s a dark side 
to the past – the “murder house” for rot-
ting death; Dad’s erratic behaviour as a 
former POW suff ering a form of PTSD; 
the furtiveness about 
sex and extramarital 
aff airs; and  menstrua-
tion taught as something 
shameful. Even given all 
this, though, Rainey-
Smith is astute at telling 
later generations not 
to be patronising. The 
title poem “Formica” 

challenges us to see how important now-
obsolete appliances and fi xtures were to 
families decades ago – not something to be 
sneered at. In later poems, Rainey-Smith 
gives a very cool assessment of what it is 
to grow old. And she knows the reality 
of the present. As her poem “Changing 
course” says, “All my secret roads are gone 
and our river’s changed course.” Remem-
ber the past, but don’t live in it. l


