
	 Parallactic History in Peter Carey’s Writings	 49Tamkang Review 52.2 (June 2022): 49-70.
DOI: 10.6184/TKR.202206_52(2).0003

█ Parallactic History: On Peter Carey’s 
“Lies,” “Writing Back,” and “Archivation” 

in Illywhacker, Jack Maggs,  
and True History of the Kelly Gang

Kai-su Wu
National Sun Yat-sen University

Abstract

Having helped push Australian literature onto the international stage, 
Peter Carey is recognized as a critically acclaimed author for his keen obser-
vation on the national naiveté of his country and the identity predicament of 
his people.  While most scholarship derives mainly from these observations 
in their varied ramifications, this article focuses on Carey’s suggestion of the 
ways in which Australian history is to be viewed by delving into Illywhacker, 
Jack Maggs, and True History of the Kelly Gang.  In Illywhacker, Carey dis-
mantles the ontological demarcation between the gazing and the gazed upon 
by tackling the issue of deception in both its personal and national scale.  In 
Jack Maggs, his reconfiguration of an otherwise marginalized character serves 
as a contrapuntal register that counterbalances the crescendo of imperial 
discourse in the nineteenth century.  In True History of the Kelly Gang, the 
apparently objective archive perceived as problematizing authoritativeness 
and sharing intimate secrecy with the public renders possible a contingent 
sense of (non)belonging in the face of the hasted national mythologization 
of a historical figure.  With the three novels in question, we are able to catch 
a glimpse of the way Carey lays stress on reading, seeing, and interpreting 
parallactically, wherein a revisionist history is allowed room to mature. 
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Introduction

A two-time winner of the Booker Prize for Oscar and Lucinda in 1988 
and True History of the Kelly Gang in 2001, Peter Carey is often considered 
as one of the most consistent critics of imperialism, capitalism, and various 
forms of foreign adulteration of Australian culture in today’s literary arena. 
Carey begins his critical perspectives on American influence as early as in “A 
Windmill in the West,” “American Dreams,” and “The Chance,” and with an 
apocalyptic scope of writing tinted by political and capitalistic pessimism in 
“Crabs,” “Do You Love Me?” and “War Crimes.”  From these earlier literary  
attempts onward, Carey seeks to present his ways of looking at Australian people 
and culture differently from the imperialistic gaze held by colonial Britain and 
neo-colonial America.

Unlike conventionally defined colonized countries such as Congo in Africa 
or Jamaica in the Caribbean, Australia is often regarded a white settler country 
that registers an equivocal relation with its metropolitan homeland of British 
Empire.  On the one hand, Australia had been the location of various penal 
colonies between 1788 and 1868, which replaced their American counterparts 
after the United States’ declaration of independence.  Later on, even after the 
abolition of the penal system, Australia remained an integral part of the British 
Empire for much of the twentieth century.  On the other, reminiscent of colo-
nizers’ expropriation of discourse of the locals on colonized lands, white British  
free settlers, or former convicts turned settlers in Australia, have to various  
degrees rendered the aborigines on the continent inarticulate and uprooted, 
with the controversy over Stolen Generations in the twentieth century being a  
stigmatic emblem.  Anna Johnston and Alan Lawson, in their description of 
settler cultures of Canada, New Zealand, and Australia, cogently claim that 
the white settlers, compared to their fellow country people in the U.K., are  
“frequently characterized in domestic cultural and political discourses as ungov-
ernable, uncultured: as ‘colonials’ they were second-class—belated or feral—
Englishmen”(363).  It inevitably arouses a feeling of “being European sub-
jects but no longer European citizens” on the part of these likewise uprooted  
emigrants and exiles (363).

In the face of the ensemble of perplexed identification with the Empire, 
white European settlers become inextricably bound with questions about  
searching for their situated selves.  It thereby becomes essential for them to tread 
an alter/native path, on which “constructing indigeneity” (Ashcroft et al, 135), 
no matter how problematic it is with respect to the voice of the aboriginals 
that is silenced, seems to be the sole option of escaping the identity labyrinth.   



	 Parallactic History in Peter Carey’s Writings	 51

Resonating with Carey’s comment that “Australian history is filled with de-
nial and false consciousness” (Gaile, “The ‘Contrarian Streak’” 7), critics  
have been concentrating on the association between the thorny Australian  
identity and its constitution of history, upon which Peter Carey’s Illywhacker, 
Jack Maggs, and True History of the Kelly Gang offer proper loci of discussion.

In “Deceptive Constructions: The Art of Building in Peter Carey’s  
Illywhacker,” Brian Edwards, with his architectural metaphors, employs a post-
modernist technique, characteristic of reading against the grain, in an attempt 
to approach Australian history as an entity of totality.  The linguistic (de)
construction of Herbert Badgery’s narrative in Illywhacker is predicated on a 
sense of rendering problematic the establishment of a pet shop and a human 
emporium.  Edwards argues that the protagonist’s “preoccupation with building 
houses is analogous to building the historical text and the old preoccupations 
with constructing a national consciousness” (150), which are falsely constituted 
by “the idea of the historically verifiable ‘real’” (160) that needs to be put under 
examination.

Andreas Gaile begins his “Towards an Alphabet of Australian Culture: 
Peter Carey’s Mythistorical Novels” with a concise exposition of the thread of 
thought regarding the development of myth, which inescapably leads on to situ-
atedness of secular meaning in human society.  Out of the varied significations 
of the concept of myth in which it is regarded as a widely held but false belief, 
or as a source of inspiration for the creative production of artistic works, Carey 
takes on the ancient Greek word mythos indicating the feature of narration or 
story-telling.  Gaile suggests that Carey’s writings of history cannot be separated 
from his usage of myth since “history is refashioned into myth, a narrative with-
out any epistemological privileges, one whose veracity can never be ascertained” 
(37).  Accordingly, Australia’s mythistory is never to be solved in Carey’s work, 
and he remains a writer who “demythologizes as keenly as he remythologizes” 
(39).

Susan K. Martin’s “Dead White Male Heroes: True History of the Kelly 
Gang, and Ned Kelly in Australian Fictions” also focuses upon the issue of  
Australian identity.  Yet, instead of celebrating Kelly as a representative Australian  
spirit counteracting the colonial police forces of Victoria, Martin brings forth 
problems in regard to certain Kelly writers’ (Robert Drewe and Peter Carey  
especially) coordination of the bushranger’s white heterosexual masculinity with 
the building of a national consciousness.  Martin suggests an opening up of the 
Kelly figure as an “‘Other’ to Australian identity” that incorporates “criminality,  
blackness [his Irish extraction], working-classness, Catholicism, femininity” 
(312).
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In “Discovering New Pasts: Victorian Legacies in the Postcolonial Worlds 
of Jack Maggs and Mister Pip,” Beverly Taylor provides two parallel writings of 
Charles Dickens’s Great Expectations, one with its background still set in the 
Victorian era, the other in the twentieth century.  Beginning her discussion of 
the themes of abortion and theft in Jack Maggs, Taylor explores the metafictive 
characteristic of Carey’s narratology in the novel, whose effect looms large along 
with the reader’s awareness of episodes from Dickens’s life that resemble those 
of the authorial persona Tobias Oates’s.  Intent on writing back to the empire 
in this work, “Carey tells a truth withheld by Dickens, stripping away the layers 
of Victorian garb that conceal a ‘page’ recording the horrors of British colonial 
practices” (99).  Lloyd Jones’s Mister Pip, serving not only as an imaginative 
ramification of Dickens’s novel, but a paratactic counterpart of Carey’s, is an-
other exemplar of “how we reinvest meaning in Victorian classics” (95).  Taylor 
places emphasis on Jones’s concern over the (mis)reading of Great Expectations 
by his adolescent protagonist named Matilda from Bougainville Island and 
how she matures in the course of her life in the nineteen-nineties, in which the 
charm of the literary becomes the counterpoise against the gory warfare caused 
by an independence movement.

In accordance with the fact that many criticisms of Carey’s work revolve 
around the development of personal identity and national consciousness in the 
history of Australia, the briefly reviewed essays indicate that his literary produc-
tion has continuously spawned diverse assortments of thoughts that engage 
with analytical apparatus drawn from architectural tropes, mythistory, national 
or gender belonging, metafiction, among many others.  Extended from these 
thematics, this paper attends to Carey’s conscientious application of ways of 
seeing from Down Under1 as a discursive platform to engage with varied forms 
of ideological problematics—cultural, historical, colonial, and nationalistic.  In 
response to the viewpoint enforced by the dominant countries from the North 
upon Australia as they designate it as it is under their cartographic lens, Carey 
clings to his enunciative position from down under, and stresses the significance 
of adopting parallactic views when it comes to the examination of the Australian 
history.

Parallax itself expresses “apparent displacement of an object observed, due 
to an actual displacement of the observer,” with its root deriving from the Greek 

1	 The term “Down Under” refers specifically to Australia and New Zealand since the late nine-
teenth century, indicating the fact that they are seen as locating below in the Southern Hemisphere.  
The connotatively invested term, in addition to its geographical referentiality, also bears the meaning of 
their situating in a peripheral region as castaway replicas of the European world.
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parallassein meaning “to alter, make things alternate” (“Parallax,” def. 1).  Not 
only is Carey concerned about how Australia is perceived by others, he is also  
attentive to the question with regard to whether or not his compatriots are 
aware of, and then able to grapple with, the gaze from without.  While Carey 
calls for preempting rather a position of the observer than that of the observed 
on the part of his Australian characters, he does not intend to mold perfect  
literary figures that represent his nation.  Instead, his protagonists are often-
times flawed, yet embodied with life force that wills themselves “to alter, make 
things alternate” against the grain of nationalist and colonial ossification of an  
Australian image.

In Illywhacker, Carey focuses on its thematization of lying (containing both 
lying to oneself and by others) by having Herbert Badgery perform narrative 
legerdemain while revealing the imperial deceptive ploys.  Herbert’s narrative 
structure parodies the way in which the Australians are deluded into believing 
in a positive national development promised by the authorities in collaboration 
with neocolonial powers.  The reader’s adjustment of viewpoints plays a pivotal 
part as the disclosure of camouflage, not dissimilar from the debunking of a 
conjuring trick, requires varied slants.  With the modified scope, the reader will 
gradually realize that the main character’s inveighing against issues from without 
overlaps his self-criticism from within, which is designated in Herbert’s narra-
tion concerning the gazing and the gazed.  In Jack Maggs, the namesake protago-
nist’s epistolography is based on invisible ink and the effect of mirror writing, set 
to keep his secrets unexposed to other characters except his adopted son Henry 
Phipps.  Yet, the thinly disguised Dickensian author-persona Tobias Oates’s 
hypnotic practice on Maggs serves as an authorial invasion that attempts to 
tap into the latter’s secretive mind’s eye.  With his usage of optical illusion that 
implies the trickiness and slippage of the nature of narratology, Carey proffers  
a singular reading of an expatriate whose life experiences render untenable 
the authoritativeness of the imperial and authorial eyes.  Carey’s True History 
of the Kelly Gang provides a demystification-remystifycation dialectic for the  
century-long view of Ned Kelly’s life story.  Sidney Nolan’s painting series of 
Kelly serve as a pivotal source that inspires Carey’s composition of Kelly’s life. 
While Carey presents his main characters as objects burdened with audiential, 
authorial, and authoritative gazes in these three novels under discussion, he in 
True History of the Kelly Gang especially suggests a re-direction from an empire-
based, canonical and official viewpoint, to a lens through which the aspects 
attentive to the abject, the orphaned, and the outlawed emerge free from the 
encumbrance of archivation; that is, free from the uniformity and constitutional 
elements of a national myth.  For the remainder of the paper, I will elaborate 
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upon how Carey has constructed his version and vision of Australian literature 
by emphasizing the ways in which the Australian history should be looked at 
parallactically.

The Treacherous Modern Making of a Country in Illywhacker

Lying, one of Carey’s frequently employed narrative devices, is embedded  
in Illywhacker, a story told by a 139-year-old named Herbert Badgery, who 
claims to live from the end of the nineteenth century to the futuristic time 
of 2025.2  This novel has demanded the reader’s suspension of disbelief at 
the very beginning of his story.  However, Herbert’s many lies, including his  
ability to disappear for instance, are not only exposed by other characters, but 
also divulged by himself.  Since the lies are so obvious, what is at stake here is 
not an invitation for the reader to discern between the true and the fake, but 
to understand why Herbert Badgery chooses to include so many lies in his life 
story connected with Australian history.  With this setup of the tricky narration 
of his main character, Carey intends to ridicule a much bigger lying structure 
comprised of the complicity of the old empire of Britain and the new empires of 
the USA and Japan that accounts for Australians’ self-deceiving with regard to 
the modern making of their country: 

And this, of course, is what anyone means when they say a lie is creditable; they do 
not mean that it is a perfect piece of engineering, but that it is comfortable.  It is why 
we believed the British when they told us we were British too, and why we believed 
Americans when they said they would protect us. In all these cases, […] we hold it 
closer to ourselves because of it, refusing to hold it out at arm’s length or examine it 
against the light. (186-87)

Herbert implements harsh criticism against the cultural phenomenon of 
buying American cars, which he argues deepens Australia’s dependency upon the 
foreign country.  He even endeavors to build Australia’s own brand of aeroplane.  
Carey, nevertheless, seeks not to present Herbert as an enlightened prophet in 
this book.  If Carey, via Herbert’s tricky narrative, aims to bring attention to 
his readers concerning the precarious circumstances that might enmesh the  
nation when investing implicit faith in foreign assistance, he also accentuates the 

2	 Besides Illywhacker, which in Australian dialect means a liar, a con-man, or a person who plays 
verbal tricks, Carey’s 2003 novel is also straightforwardly titled My Life as a Fake.  As early as in his 
book of collected short stories, The Fat Man in History (1974), Carey has already constructed a desolate 
dystopian world fraught and distraught with a huge backlog of lying, frustration, exploitation, and 
abuse of power.
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danger of liaising with the other side—national pride—upon which Herbert’s 
Australian dream relies.  A nationalist drive wielded against neocolonization, as 
Carey perceives it, might potentially cast a skeptical shadow on Australia’s devel-
opment as a healthy nation.  Herbert’s embrace of his so-called true Australian 
identity is questioned by his second wife Leah:

This is not your place and never can be. . . . The land is stolen. The whole country is 
stolen.  The whole nation is based on a lie which is that it was not already occupied 
when the British came here.  If it is anybody’s place it is the blacks. Does it look like 
your place?  Does it feel like your place? Can’t you see, even the trees have nothing to 
do with you. (307; emphases original)

As is relentlessly pointed out by Leah, Herbert’s genuine identity is to be 
bracketed off based on the fact that he is caught in-between as a descendent of 
white settlers.  Thus, two lies surface: one, Australia is an unpopulated territory  
before colonizers and settlers came in the past; the other, Australia is a free and 
an independent nation in the present.  Echoing his protagonist’s criticism against 
foreign encroachment on Australian markets, Carey has harsh words against 
his country people regarding the British government’s interference in Australia  
affairs:

We think of ourselves as a proud and free and anti-authoritarian people, and that’s 
ludicrous.  Why did everyone do nothing when Whitlam was fired?3  The Headmas-
ter said he’d been a naughty boy, so he must have done something wrong.  It wasn’t 
the response of a freedom-loving, questioning people who hate authority.  It seemed 
to me one of a people who really love authority. (Glover 39)

In the novel, Carey transforms the reproach into one of the most abhorrent  
images in the literature of the nineteen eighties: a human emporium, which, 
as Brian Edwards asserts, “questions comfortable assertions of reality” (161).4  
Charles, the second generation of the Badgeries, labors over his own fulfillment 
of the Australian dream just like his father.  If Herbert’s attempt is to challenge 
the global trap of capitalism, then Charles’s is to show the world what Australia  
is by intending to run the biggest pet shop in the world, which sells only  

3	 Carey was referring to a controversial British intervention in Australian internal affairs in the  
seventies.  Gough Whitlam served as the 21st Prime Minster of Australia from 1972 to 1975.  During 
the 1975 Australian constitutional crisis, Whitlam was removed from his office by Sir John Robert Kerr, 
the then Governor-General of Australia and the representative of the monarch (Queen Elizabeth II) in 
Australia.

4	 Carey in the late seventies joined a couple of his contemporary writers in publishing The Most 
Beautiful Lies, which, as is suggested by Delys Bird, could be regarded as a writing that “unyoked itself 
from realism” (190).  Carey’s stories in the collection demonstrate a surrealistic take on issues mostly 
regarding Australian life that “are disturbing in their capacity to distort only to the extent that the  
precisely and comically observed ‘realities’ they evoke are both bizarre and horribly familiar” (190).
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Australian animals of native breed.  Charles’s son Hissao, on the other hand, 
is disillusioned with the dream and decides to turn his father’s pet shop into a 
human emporium, with an illegal Malaysian servant, Herbert, Leah, and other 
family members as exhibits.  This degenerative slide of the Badgeries from an 
embodiment of harsh critique of the compliant Australian acceptance of foreign 
products and value, and the introduction of the “genuine” Australian birds and 
beasts, to the sardonic showcasing of human beings, brings forth the dilemma 
confronted by the Australians of the twentieth century: the feeling of unstable 
identity.  As a matter of fact, the three generations’ respective behaviors have less 
difference than their sharing the common denominator concerning their sense 
of belonging.

Bob Hodge and Vijay Mishra in their “Crimes and Punishments” argue that 
the Foucauldian spectacle of punishment in the eighteenth century continues  
to linger on in Australia in the twentieth and twentieth-first centuries.  Once a 
penal colony, Australia has “a system which could produce docile delinquency 
in all Australians, viewed as the inhabitants now of an open prison that covers 
the whole continents” (350).  Even Charles’s benign intention of constructing 
the internationally acclaimed pet shop loses its meaning when he learns that his 
country’s nationally claimed car brand is nothing but a puppet manipulated by 
the industry in the U.S. Herbert mocks Australians’ fake dream, and it turns out 
ironically that his descendants live up to it in two polarized ways, shortly before 
the dreams are debunked.  In an interview with Ray Willbanks, Carey remarks 
that “I began with the image of my country as a pet shop, people living in cages, 
being well-fed, thinking they are happy, but denying the nature of their prison” 
(Willbanks 49).  For Carey, modern incarceration in Australia in the twentieth 
and twentieth-first centuries is predicated on a general sense of self-deception.

To invest this theme of (self-)lying with significance, Carey labors on the 
pathological formation of Herbert in terms of how he spends his long life under 
a suspicious gaze from the reader as well as from the people around him.  At 
the end of the novel, we learn with surprise that Herbert’s narrative is actually 
accomplished in his grandson’s cell.  Putting this finishing touch to the perfor-
mance of his narrative legerdemain and catching his readers off guard as he does 
many times before, Herbert, a practical magician in his long life (if we believe 
what he tells), reveals that illusions occur when people’s brains are persuaded 
into believing what they see or what they are directed to gaze upon, not funda-
mentally dissimilar from the situation that his fellow countrymen are tricked 
by or trick themselves with ideological illusions conjured up either by sheer  
xenophobia or by blind patriotism.  The astonishing unfolding of the fact that 
the entire narrative of Illywhacker is set in a cage exposes the transposition and 
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interchangeability between the readers and the human emporium visitors.  It 
is no coincidence that Herbert begins his narrative with the detailed delinea-
tion of his own body, which is closely examined by the “[i]ndependent experts”  
(Illywhacker 11) probably belonging to the group of his rescuers.  Herbert 
presents himself as an object from the very start by trapping his readers in the 
complicit position with the gaol visitors. Herbert, along with others, becomes a 
human animal, an object of a gaze, which is reminiscent of the old and the new 
empires’ gazes on their Australian prey in the character’s many critiques.

What is efficaciously at stake in Herbert’s seemingly blabbering complaints 
with regard to the castrated Australian national identity and squattocracy of 
British people on the land is not only his venting criticisms against the countries 
that impose economic, societal, and political injustice upon his country, but his 
self-referential critiques that are embedded in the dealing with the two-sidedness 
of the gaze.  Herbert places himself in a position in which he is the eye-fixing 
center, with a self-imposing anxiety of being gazed upon that propels him to 
curse injustice.  The protagonist’s pathological formation of having the desire for 
attention (by telling a bunch of lies densely dotted with animadversions against 
offshore socio-politico invasion) and his anxiety of being seen as a creature like 
an animal in the zoo have been the transmutation of exterior foreign threat into 
interior critique.  In other words, the way in which Herbert is gazed upon in the 
novel turns out to be a gesture of his self-gazing, a psychoanalytical internaliza-
tion of criticism from without.  Such is a breaking down of the power structure 
of the gazing and the gazed at, and a dismantlement of the mechanism of the 
gaze that effectuates an ontological demarcation of the self and the other.  It is 
undeniable that Herbert can be regarded as an ostentatiously lying maniac, yet 
he is also an enlightening revealer who problematizes the ideological matrix that 
imprisons his people in it.  Herbert is Herbert, yet he embodies his compatriots 
as well.  Or, as is described by Mary Ellen Snodgrass, “Herbert is a microcosm  
of Australia who speaks the national vernacular as the lingua franca” of his  
people (52).

As is suggested in the novel, when most Australian people choose to believe 
in their independence and freedom, Carey tries to see the country’s history from 
the perspectives of incarceration and lying, one the product of the past, the other  
the product of the present.  In his retrospective analysis of the interrelation 
of Australian literature and the history of the nation over two hundred years, 
Eduardo Marks de Marques encapsulates Illywhacker as follows: “By simultane-
ously presenting the narrator as a liar and limiting our perspective of Australian 
history to his own, Illywhacker debunks many of the pillars on top of which 
Australian domestic mythologies had been forged” (105).  The interfusion of 
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the themes of incarceration and lying in Herbert’s life narrative relentlessly bares 
his people’s reluctance to examine the problematics regarding the construction 
of Australian identity.  Still, Carey shows us a hopeful scenario at the end of his 
book: a group of angry protesters try to break into the human zoo and bring 
the entire inhuman incarceration to an end.  These people perceive the empo-
rium at an angle differing enormously from that of the visitors who believe the  
information of the signs standing in front of the cages as they are. Carey exposes 
many questions in Illywhacker, unresolved yet left with a glint of hopeful light.

Jack Maggs and the Returned Gaze from the Periphery

The prohibition placed on Magwitch’s return is not only penal but imperial: subjects 
can be taken to places like Australia, but they cannot be allowed a “return” to metro-
politan space, which, as all Dickens’s fiction testifies, is meticulously charted, spoken 
for, inhabited by a hierarchy of metropolitan personages. (Said xvi)

Carey in a 1997 interview with Ramona Koval says that if you adopt the 
“British point of view” (Carey, “Interview” 2) to read Great Expectations, you 
would love Pip and dislike Abel Magwitch. Carey regards Great Expectations as 
a well-written novel, yet he is keenly aware of its inequitable delineations of the 
convict coming back from Australia.  With his interrogative obsession regarding  
unjust treatment of Magwitch, Carey turns Jack Maggs into a reconfiguration 
of Dickens’s marginalized character.  Carey’s first step of writing back is to  
rectify the name of Magwitch by symbolically removing the suffix “witch” and 
renaming him “Maggs.”  In fact, the negativity of the suffix is attached to Tobias 
Oates, a writer who intends to extract and expropriate engrossing stories from 
Maggs’s unconscious by performing psychological therapy on the latter.  The 
therapy is described in this novel as bearing a resemblance to the practice of 
witchcraft. 

The prison image in Illywhacker is again present in Jack Maggs.  If Carey 
in Illywhacker forces his readers to directly witness the human zoo on the spot, 
he in this novel makes the theme of incarceration implicit, only discernible 
through the mind’s eye of his protagonist.  Throughout the novel, the horror of 
penal colonies is not shown at all even though we are aware of the flogging scars 
on Maggs’s back.  Its monstrosity exists only in Maggs’s trouble-ridden mind, 
from which Oates is desperate to draw out useful sources for his own writing. 
Carey’s writing suggests Maggs’s refusal to accept Oates’s gaze on his mind.  In 
Great Expectations, Magwitch’s history, in spite of its mysteriousness and murki-
ness, is gradually pieced together as the narrative progresses.  In Jack Maggs, 
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Carey’s narratorial posture hinges on this otherwise marginalized convict, and he  
proceeds with his project in a way, if not entirely standing athwart, differing 
from how history is constructed in Dickens’s novel.  Carey proffers a peculiar 
method of reading that engages a practice of “anamorphosis.”  Anamorphosis is 
usually a distorted projection of a painting or an object that requires the viewer 
to see from a specific parallactic angle and an oblique position.  Anamorphosis  
per se is an act of visual resistance.  The viewer is refused a straightforward gaze 
on an object.  Carey adopts this practice of anamorphosis to indicate the fact 
that the revelation of sub-histories requires an optical readjustment on the 
part of those who are either unintentionally or compliantly involved in the 
act of submerging the voice of the peripheral in the ocean of the dominantly  
articulated imperial discourses.

In his “From Parallax to the Spectacle,” J. L. Marzo explores the application  
of the idea of parallax in the Baroque culture in the seventeenth century.  He 
points out that the widely employed theory of parallax that originates in the 
field of astronomy and later can be found in many paintings and sculptures, 
can be linked to “how we observe and perceive the most everyday aspects of the  
universe” (3).  Among the parallactic praxes comes “the technique of anamor-
phosis, running directly parallel to parallax in artistic creation, the most extreme 
example of the Baroque vision of representation” (6).  After his delineation of 
the process of people’s optical adjustment during their encounter with Michel-
angelo’s David, Marzo proceeds: “Anamorphosis depends upon the perspective 
we situate ourselves from.  The total loss of centrality is due to the fact that the 
infinity of points of view of the gazing subject is equally proportional to the 
infinity of points of image that a ‘centered’ vision can offer.  For the variation  
occurs on both sides” (6).  An added explanation that might be advanced is 
that the placement of a subject’s gazing position is predicated upon the ways 
in which the gazed object cancels the centrality by always already displacing 
that position with its “infinity of points of image” (6).  Generally speaking, the  
notion of anamorphosis has exceeded its particularized focuses on optics, 
amalgamating itself with different cultural discourses constituted by variations 
of perspectives in human society.  Or, as David Topper concisely puts it, ana-
morphosis functions “chiefly as a metaphor for the relativity of vision or the  
subjectivity of human experience” (115). 

To a certain degree, the fact that “the variation occurs on both sides” in 
terms of how anamorphosis operates resonates with Edward Said’s concept of 
contrapuntal reading that “must take account of both processes, that of imperi-
alism and that of resistance to it, which can be done by extending our reading  
of the texts to include what was once forcibly excluded” (66-67).  In the same 
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vein, Carey, far from merely having the intention to provide readers with a 
complementary and confronting piece apropos of Dickens’s book, formulates 
a contrapuntal reading of Great Expectations by rendering his own novel vague 
still but in a way in which vagueness is no longer deliberately employed to delin-
eate an abject outlaw as a menacing force lurking in the dark, but used to help  
reconsider a seemingly crystal-clear reckoning of the imperial/peripheral binarity.   
Insofar as the vagueness remains, the sense of sight is being challenged and 
thereby a readjustment of vision is needed.  Maggs’s past memory can only be 
partially retrieved from Oates’s mesmerism.  What Oates picks up piece by piece 
becomes just another fragmented account of Maggs’s history.  Moreover, as we 
learn later in the novel, Maggs’s “Phantom,” the monster of memory that causes 
Maggs’s physical and psychological suffering, is actually invented by Oates.  
This makes Oates’s vision and version of Maggs’s history even more unreliable. 
Carey’s problematization of Oates’s desire for Maggs’s memory finds a cogent 
explication in Slavoj Žižek's association of the evasiveness of desire with the  
notion of anamorphosis:

The status of this object-cause of desire is that of an anamorphosis.  A part of the 
picture which, looked at from straight in front, appears as a meaningless blotch 
takes on the contours of a known object when we shift our position and look at the 
picture from an angle.  Lacan’s point is even more radical: the object-cause of desire 
is something that, viewed from in front, is nothing at all, just a void: it acquires the 
contours of something only when viewed at a slant. (How to Read Lacan 68)

Apart from the event of Oates’s stealthy psychotherapeutic excavation of Maggs’s 
secrets, this parallactic sideways perspective of narrative can also be found in 
Maggs’s epistolography.  Maggs’s letters for Henry Phipps are supposed to reveal 
the former’s version of his own history, yet they are composed in cryptic mirror 
writing and invisible ink.  The characteristic timbre of mirror writing is a practice  
of penning words in reverse, which could only be understood when they are 
reflected in the mirror.  In the midst of his delineation of Maggs’s optical strata-
gem, in which a readjustment of one’s (point of ) “view” is required, Carey leaves 
his reader to sort out this gesture’s implications in a broad sense: the imperial 
governmentality and the slippage that escape its hold.  Maggs’s self-account 
of his life, either in his unconscious state during Oates’s hypnotism, or in his  
conscious state during the time when he writes these letters, becomes ciphers 
that refuse a once-and-for-all interpretation. 

Considering Lacan’s case study of Hans Holbein’s Ambassadors, Žižek   
asserts that we the viewers of the famous painting have already become the 
gazed-upon object of death represented by the human skull during our act of 
gazing:
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[T]his paradoxical point undermines our position as “neutral,” “objective” observer, 
pinning us to the observed object itself.  This is the point at which the observer is  
already included, inscribed in the observed scene—in a way, it is the point from 
which the picture itself looks back at us. (Looking Awry 91)

As a contrapuntal piece of work, Jack Maggs looks back at Great Expectations, 
around which many problematics cluster and condense.  The haunting of Maggs, 
an almost ghostly character in literary history, occurs on the terrain situated  
between the imperial and the peripheral.  As far as how the apparatuses of gaze 
operate is concerned, Jack Maggs shares a tonal affinity to Illywhacker.  When 
Tobias Oates endeavors to achieve his narrative progress in his book titled The 
Death of Maggs and makes gains at the expense of the psychological equilib-
rium of his source of inspiration, Maggs on the other hand exposes Oates’s 
lies, including this thinly disguised Dickensian author’s manipulation of his 
mind, and Oates’s extramarital affair with his sister-in-law Lizzie.  Maggs even  
announces that “You are just a character to me too, Toby [Tobias Oates]” (280).  
In the end, Oates’s narratorial expropriation of the other’s life story only ends up  
exposing his own. Oates the Englishman and Maggs the convict coming back 
from Australia to haunt the Empire are in fact doppelgangers.  In addition to 
the fact that both are orphans and both lose their own beloved ones, they are to 
a certain extent characters being tapped in terms of narratorial benefit with or 
without knowing it.  While England expatriates her unwanted subjects to Aus-
tralia and at the same time tries to cut off her affiliation with the latter, Carey 
reminds us that the linkage between England and Australia stays irrevocable.  
Even though Maggs is forced back to Australia near the end, he nevertheless 
makes Oates and other British characters face their own problems that are both 
obvious and oblique.  If Illywhacker is a probe into the Australian identity adul-
terated mainly by modern imperialistic ideologies, then in Jack Maggs the tricky 
nature of identity is problematized again with the British Empire in sight.  But 
this time, the readers are left having to look afresh at the transported as he,  
instead of being put under imperial surveillance as he is in Dickens’s novel, gazes 
and writes back to the center, excruciatingly yet expectantly.

Exploring the Nature of the Archive with the Case of Ned Kelly

As a cultural icon, Ned Kelly has been shown in various artistic representa-
tions, such as Arnold Denham’s melodrama The Kelly Gang in 1899, A. Bertram 
Chandler’s 1983 novel Kelly Country, and Robert Drewe’s 1991 Our Sunshine, 
which was adapted into a successful film titled Ned Kelly in 2003, featuring 
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Heath Ledger and Orlando Bloom.  Sidney Nolan’s painting series of Ned Kelly 
(1946-47) is also one of the most conspicuous exemplars of these representa-
tions.  In the 2000 Olympic Games held by Australia, Nolan’s simplified image  
of Ned Kelly in his homemade armour was used in the performance of the 
opening ceremony.  His most famous painting delineates Kelly moving forwards 
on horseback, with his iron helmet on, and bleak Australian landscape spreading 
around.  What is so special about this painting is that the mid-facial part of the 
helmet is hollowed out, rendering possible a visual effect of merging Ned Kelly 
into the background landscape.  The helmet itself serves as a cover-up of Kelly’s 
“real” historical face, suggesting a life that is mysterious and impossible for final 
judgment to be passed on.

Carey claims that he was deeply influenced and inspired by Nolan’s paint-
ings.  As Carey spent decades doing research and writing his own version of Ned 
Kelly, what he endeavored to achieve throughout the long past decades was to  
excavate possibilities of looking at Kelly parallactically.  Such an idea of parallactic  
view can be understood with Žižek's clear explication of “looking awry.”  He 
writes,

If we look at a thing straight on matter-of-factly, we see it “as it really is,” while 
the gaze puzzled by our desires and anxieties (“looking awry”) gives us a distorted, 
blurred image.  On the level of the second metaphor, however, the relation is exactly 
the opposite: if we look at a thing straight on, i.e., matter-of-factly, disinterestedly, 
objectively, we see nothing but a formless spot; the object assumes clear and distinc-
tive features only if we look at it “at an angle […].” (Looking Awry 11-12)

Žižek places his context in popular films such as Hitchcock’s The Birds, yet 
his methodology is to be applied across the varied spectrum of experiences of  
appreciating a film, a novel, and a painting, each involved in its differentiated 
dialectic in regard to ways of seeing.  This section undertakes an application 
of the idea to Carey’s view of Australian history represented in literature and  
historical archives.  If there is any myth in association with the life of Ned Kelly, 
Carey suggests a problematization of it.

In a 1975 talk, Carey told Brian Kiernan that he likes “to make a sort of 
poetry from the uneducated voice, to give a speech to the speechless” (Kiernan 
39).  Carey’s Herbert and Maggs are fictional, while Ned Kelly is a real historical  
figure, a famous, or, as some people regard, notorious bushranger.  Ned Kelly 
was born in 1854 and, after all his trials and tribulations, was executed by the 
authorities when he was only 26 years old.  Kelly’s father was an Irish con-
vict and the whole family had been constantly put under police surveillance.   
Harassed along with his family members by the local police who bowed to 
the British government, and wrongly charged several times, Ned Kelly and his  
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fellow desperados escaped into the bush and in a skirmish accidentally killed 
three policemen who were sent to arrest them.  During a police siege, Kelly’s 
comrades all died fighting, while he was seriously wounded, captured, and 
brought to trial.

Carey’s rewriting of Kelly’s story initiates an approach to dealing with the 
complicated historical fabrics imbricated in the archives.  Carey blends the so-
called historical evidence of Ned Kelly’s words into his fictional rendition of 
Kelly, trying to blur the boundary between the factual and the fictional.5  Carey 
believes that when we speak of history, and the archivation of the past events, 
there is no denying that history as one branch of epistemologies in human  
society inevitably engages in repression, extermination, and occlusion of things 
that stand other-wise. Alun Munslow, when considering the multifaceted  
elements of history, supports the stance:

The problem is that we cannot verify the past by the evidence.  Evidence is not past 
reality because our access to it must be through many intermediaries—absence, 
gaps and silences, the contrived nature of the archive, signifier–referent collapse, the  
historian’s bias and, not least, the structure of the historian’s imposed and contrived 
narrative argument. (69) 

True History of the Kelly Gang stands not so much as a work in which Carey 
retrieves a voice for his main character as one which concerns how we perceive 
history in fiction.  The main parts of True History of the Kelly Gang consist of 
thirteen parcels of Ned Kelly’s manuscripts titled “Jerilderie Letter,” an 8000-
word self-justification document of Kelly against the charges the colonial police 
have imposed upon him.  To counterbalance the official delineation that “join[s] 
my brows across my nose and twist[s] my lips to render me the Devil the Horror  
of the Ages” (312), and that relegates him as “entitled to no more mercy than 
a rabid dog” (315), the allegedly illiterate Kelly has no choice but to become 
a writer, to convey his version of true stories to the public.  The most suitable 
roundup of Kelly’s efforts, ironically enough, comes from the traitor character 
named Thomas Curnow when he responds to Kelly’s description of his own 
writing of personal history as “too rough”: “It is history Mr Kelly it should be a 
little rough that way we know it is the truth” (404). 

Carey takes up issues of “the contrived nature of the archive” to call  

5	 For instance, in the novel, the “Jerilderie Letter” addresses a specific daughter of Ned Kelly, but 
in fact, Kelly had no known children; the locations of Kelly’s preserved archives are fictional institutes 
Carey invents.  There is no Mitchell Library in Sydney, but a Mitchell Library in Glasgow, Scotland, 
nevertheless; and there is a City Library of Melbourne in Australia, instead of the Melbourne Public 
Library mentioned in the novel.
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attention to all the potential controversies underlying Kelly’s historical repre-
sentation in various art forms.  With parcels of historical archives intermingling 
with his fictional narrative, Carey seems to evoke his readers’ collective memory 
of Ned Kelly, yet it is essential to notice the fact that the nature of the archive, 
to Carey, serves not as an aid to memory.  The existence of archives concerning 
monumental figures or achievements paradoxically connotes the non-require-
ment of memory on the part of the general public.  This two-edged nature of 
archive is trenchantly illustrated in Jacques Derrida’s “Archive Fever.”  He associ-
ates the idea of an archive with that of pharmakon, a Greek word referring both 
to remedy and poison. When an archive is regarded to be capable of curing cul-
tural amnesia, it, as a matter of fact, precipitates the loss of memory.  Memory 
is no longer what it should be, a complicated composition of subjective and 
objective recollection of matters, if it can be supplemented by an archive.  In 
other words, both Carey and Derrida are suspicious of the presupposition of an 
archive’s authoritative perfection, and they bear in mind that antinomy defines 
the relationship between archive and memory in the sense that not only can 
the archive not be seen as an entity that summons corresponding memory, but 
also it is to a certain degree predetermined by memory that de-neutralizes its  
objectivity.  Derrida calls such a process of archivation the archive fever.

Pushing Derrida’s notion further, we can see that Carey serves as a midwife 
to Kelly’s production of “[t]he other archive, the shadow or anarchive” that “rep-
resents an impossible task of the archive: to protect the secret, its heterogeneity, 
and divide the archive from itself ” (11), to borrow from Akira Mizuta Lippit, 
who draws partly on the philosopher’s idea of the archive as a hermeneutic tool 
for his discussion of the cultural phenomena of (in)visibility regarding movies, 
x-rays, and atomic bombs in Atomic Light.  What Lippit describes as the other 
archive, or the shadow archive, can also be induced by a literary gesture “to 
extend darkness, or at least to increase shadows, to introduce a visible darkness  
without light” (25).  Archives are associated with ways of seeing as they are  
records or documents preserved as “evident,” which literally denotes “perceptible, 
clear, obvious, apparent” (“Evident,” def. 1) to the eye.  Nonetheless, archives 
sometimes concern “a visible darkness without light.”  In Carey’s work, the  
repetitive images of shadow appear not merely for the purpose of picturing the 
intensity of feeling during manhunt scenes or when a lurking figure is spotted: 
“In the middle distance I made out a figure emerging from the shadow of a 
single gum tree . . . ” (True History 47).  “[T]his shadowy world” (10) exploited 
by landlords, squatters, and the police, is also rendered metaphorical when the 
world molded into being with Kelly’s words is understood as an alternative  
archive to both the official archives that derogate the gang, and the ossified 
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notion of an archive as an arbitrary replacement for the public memory of a 
famous or notorious person.  In the latter part of Carey’s book, we are con-
stantly reminded by Kelly and even the impartial minor narrator responsible for 
the parcel description that Kelly is “denied a national audience” (363).  In the 
prefatory explanatory notes of the eleventh parcel, it reads that “the newspapers 
refuse to publish Kelly and Byrne’s letters . . . [and] that the police and postal 
authorities conspired to prevent the delivery of important letters” (363).  It is 
the protagonist’s own shadow archive that eventually “preserves the history that 
has never been a history, a history before history, destroyed, as it were, before 
becoming history as such” (Lippit 12).

Simon Morgan Wortham recapitulates the guiding insights of Derrida’s 
notion of archivation as follows:

For Derrida, therefore, archivization as itself archive-thinking is much less a matter  
of resorting to a past that we imagine to be already at our disposal. Instead of  
assuming an archivable, conservable concept of the archive, Derrida’s thinking of the 
impression orients itself towards an “other” archive to which we might respond, as  
responsibly as possible, by remaining open to what begins by coming (back) from 
the future, the event to come of the archive. (19; emphases added)

To both Carey and Derrida, the concept of the archive is less a static storage of 
documents and evidence that makes it possible to summon memory and recall 
historical facts back to the present, than an imperative of responding to and  
being responsible for the generations to come.  In Derrida’s own words in  
“Archive Fever,” the “archivization produces as much as it records the event” (17).  
It resembles Freud’s example of a writing pad for children.  While the words 
written on the upper layer of the pad can be erased with a flip, what lies beneath 
always stays there.  Nonetheless, it does not mean that what lies beneath is any 
separate material ready to be retrieved.  In fact, they are always already blurred 
with all that is added to them.  Even if one tries to use the first marks beneath 
the writing pad, it is re-scribed by his or her present experience of using it.  For 
Carey, his use of the so-called historical archives is a parody of any attempt to 
settle down Kelly’s historical positioning, either as a bandit or as a hero.  The 
contemporary memory of Kelly is still on its way.

The discourse of the transaction between archivation and ways of seeing 
within our realm of examination above can be advanced with Derrida’s marginal 
discussion of vision in “Archive Fever.”  Due to the complicated texture of the 
archive, Derrida dubs it as troubled or troubling one, since it concerns “all the 
detestable revisionisms, as well as the most legitimate, necessary, and courageous 
rewritings of history” (57; emphasis added).  And he writes on: 

The trouble with what is troubling here is undoubtedly what troubles and muddles 
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our vision (as they say in French), what inhibits sight and knowledge, [. . .] the trou-
ble of secrets, of plots, of clandestineness, of half-private, half public conjurations, 
always at the unstable limit between public and private, between the family, the  
society, and the State, between the family and an intimacy even more private than 
the family, between oneself and oneself. (57)

The nature of the archive lies in the fact that it is double-faced: on the one 
hand, it engages in a practice of repression (considering “commandment” as one 
of two elements of the Greek term arkhe); on the other, it is injunctive toward 
the promise of the future.  The way the archive is treated determines whether it 
sides with a totalizing assemblage of discourse, the extreme node of a spectrum 
in which archived documents and materials gain the upper hand over the public 
memory, or with an opening collective of articulation, the other counter-node 
where the archive speaks from the future back to the present and the past, not 
reversely.  Yet, what is troublesome regarding the nature of the archive is that 
it is never really dichotomous as its undecidables refuse to be, to borrow again 
from Žižek, “viewed from in front” (How to Read Lacan 68).  Accordingly, an 
ideal archive, far from an antithesis to the “secrets,” is intimate with “clandes-
tineness.”  Its vision of revisionisms is to be thrown light on only if the binary 
shadows are shunned and circumvented. 

Soraya Tlatli, in her discussion of Algeria as an archive, addresses the prob-
lematics of nationalistic appropriation of archives that does not allow “a telling 
of what the experience of not belonging means” (188).  Resonating with this, 
Carey in his Australian context presents a problem that calls for attention, if not 
immediate solution: when archives seem to predetermine the myth-history of a 
person, the pivotal issue involved concerns not sorely a national sense of belong-
ing, which potentially “troubles and muddles our vision,” but an entitlement 
of personal as well as national choices of not belonging to an assigned position, 
identity, and ideology.  With the parcels of Kelly’s documents designating all 
the chapters in True History of the Kelly Gang, Carey challenges his readers to see 
the (in)famously known figure with their differentiated slants, in their diverse 
reading angles.  Pondering over the nature of the archive, for Carey and Derrida  
alike, turns out to be one way of seeing how history is perceived, and True  
History of the Kelly Gang is one of the suitable loci for dialogue.

Conclusion

The faculty of seeing, which has constituted the bedrock of western 
thought for so long a time, has probably been one of the most noted fields for 
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heated discussion since Plato.  Seeing is inevitably connected with the grasping  
of knowledge and the institutionalization of the authoritative that puts its urg-
ing forces into praxis, as is revealed in the expression of “I see / I understand,” or 
in the Caesarian quote “I came, I saw, I conquered.”  The regime of seeing has 
been envisaged as a base for its various cultural ramifications upon the color bar, 
caste systems, and self-objectification.  Those who see, read, or watch procure a 
seemingly scientific distance of objectivity from people or things under obser-
vation.  Yet, the stance is never neutral as it has always already been sustained 
through the complicity of a certain perceiving position and the knowledge with 
which it connects.  When knowing and seeing become inextricably linked, it is 
essential for one to consider the possibility of looking parallactically.

In human society, the issue of visuality does not merely concern some-
thing that takes the form of pictorial and moving images, but it can also be 
explored with words that are made into narrative.  In the texts under discussion 
in this article, the visual-related delineations are seen from time to time as the 
implication of vexed issues in such thematics as one’s sense of belonging, with 
Illywhacker involving the power struggle of the gazing and the gazed upon; 
with Jack Maggs demonstrating the preservation of the secrecy of the peripheral 
in its delineation of the stratagem of invisible penning, and the impossibility  
of extracting memory from a mind’s eye that keeps away the hands of the  
imperial; and with True History of the Kelly Gang exploring the virtually mytho-
logical image of Ned Kelly in the ways in which the nature of the archive, as an 
entity through which the history of the hero/bandit is perceived, is put under a 
revisionist examination in the light of its varied developments in different times.  
By tapping into the rich worlds of Carey’s literary creation, we not only encoun-
ter the characters who are swamped in the dilemmas of personal belonging and 
national identity, which, to Carey, are most of the time intertwined within the 
ideological matrix of power struggles, but we are also propelled to reflect upon 
our relative situatedness as readers upon whom a returned gaze is cast by the 
characters. 
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視差的歷史：論彼得．凱瑞 
《大謊言家》、《傑克．麥葛思》與

《凱利幫真史》裡的「謊言」、 
「回寫」與「檔案化」策略

摘要

談及澳大利亞文學，彼得．凱瑞是當前盛譽最豐的小說家之一。除了獲

得諾貝爾文學獎殊榮的派屈克．懷特(Patrick White)之外，兩度獲頒布克獎的凱

瑞將澳大利亞文學成功推向國際舞台。然而，凱瑞大部分的作品仍舊著重在對

於澳洲這塊原鄉土壤的探討。本文藉由三個文本來說明凱瑞的澳大利亞文學體

系：相較於他一直以來勤於對抗的「正史」，其小說呈現出來的「視差」觀點

重新檢視了各式殖民共謀文本所生產出的歷史。在《大謊言家》裡，敘述者赫

柏特．貝德杰瑞(Herbert Badgery)所操弄的謊言是對新舊帝國的戲仿。不過，

亟欲逃離帝國控制並尋求澳洲屬性的貝德杰瑞祖孫三代最終卻在不同程度上淪

為人類動物園中的「物」，供人觀賞。如果說凱瑞早期的《大謊言家》是他黑

色幽默筆觸之下對於大英宗主國的邊緣控訴，那麼《傑克．麥葛思》則直接

將場景拉往一個與澳洲這塊落後邊疆(outback)相對照的帝國中心。狄更斯筆下

命運多舛的流放犯亞伯．麥戈濰奇(Abel Magwitch)，在凱瑞的小說裡終於尋覓

了在新大陸的身份歸屬感。在這本小說裡，凱瑞以逆寫帝國的敘述視角呈現澳

洲作為移居者國度的後殖民面相。在二十一世紀之初出版的《凱利幫真史》當

中，凱瑞選擇不在帝國文本的基礎上建築一個新的認同，而是讓主角凱利的人

格特質在不符英語語法的話語之下自行增生，而凱利的愛爾蘭裔身份則讓這本

小說在認同議題上較前二者複雜。此部份將討論該作品的「檔案化」如何使小

說在解構凱利的國族神話的同時，避免築起另一種關於凱利的神話形象。透過

此三類彼此敘述形式相異、卻又在主題內容上相互指涉的文本，讀者得以一窺

凱瑞作品中對於過往兩個世紀殖民歷史的去中心視角。

關鍵字： 澳大利亞文學、視差歷史、謊言、回寫、檔案化


