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Spotlight on Brian Caswell

Brian Caswell’'s most recent novel Double
Exposure, reviewed below, confirms his
status as one of Australia’s most innovative
and challenging writers for young people.
This novel, chosen as one of Magpies Picks
of 2005 (Vol. 20 No. 5 November 2005 p.
20), is certain to surprise and captivate both
teenage and adult readers and will stimulate
classroom discussion about Caswell’s
narrative technique.

Born in Wales in 1954, Brian spent his early
childhood in Wales and in England before
emigrating, with his family to Australia when
he was twelve. Growing up loving words
and reading, through the encouragement of
his parents, Brian began writing stories and
poems around the age of five, and at ten
pursued his interest in songwriting and
singing. In the seventies, Brian left a
successful career in the music industry to
take up teaching, which he enjoyed for over
a decade. Realising that many students in
his English classes failed to engage with the
set texts, he decided to try writing a novel
himself. Although Brian’s first novel was
flawed and never published, an editor at
University of Queensland Press recognised
his talent and his second attempt, Merryll of
the Stones (1989) won critical acclaim as
an Honour Book in the CBCA Book of the
Year Awards, and remains in print. Since
then, Brian’s books for both older and
younger readers have achieved literary
praise and popularity.

In ‘Making the Connection — Writing for the
Post-Spielberg Generation’, in The Written
World: Youth and Literature edited by

Agnes Nieuwenhuizen, Brian discusses
writing for the young — especially
adolescents, and connecting with his target
audience. He maintains that after Merryll of
the Stones, a ‘traditional, third-person,
limited perspective narration’ (page 277)
failed to engage a significant number of
teenagers, he made a conscious attempt to
experiment with narrative form and
continues to do so. Brian began to use
cinematic techniques with shifting
perspectives, multiple settings and intricate
plots to engage readers brought up in a
digital, visual world. His young adult novels
from A Cage of Butterflies (1992) to
Double Exposure are a testament to his
success as a ground-breaking author who
does not underestimate the intelligence of
his audience.

REVIEW OF CASWELL’S
LATEST NOVEL

& CASWELL, Brian. Double Exposure.
4 St Lucia, Qld : University of Queensland
Press, 2005. 251 p.
ISBN 0 7022 3533 4
SCIS No: 1225711

pbk $18.95

Age 14+ It is not often that you reach the
closing pages of a novel, as totally
unprepared as the characters are, for
revelations that turn around the whole world
that the narrative creates. This is a book
that demands not only a reflection but also a
second reading, in order to check the clues
and signposts that point to such a stunning

outcome.
(continued on page 8)
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Despite a slow beginning, Double
Exposure develops quickly into a thriller
laced with mystery, involving twin brothers
Cain and Chris. Their deepening
relationships with a sole parent TJ and a
prostitute Abby complicate their intersecting
stories. Tension builds towards an inevitable
confrontation with TJ’s ex-partner who is
threatening to kill her and abduct their son.
Overshadowing this menace is a street
murder that Abby believes she caused and
is willing to be arrested for.

TJ and Abby are convincing characters who
in telling their past and present lives, clearly
identify the source of their abuse. On the
other hand, Cain and Chris are elusive
personalities and the reasons for their
estrangement from their parents appear
vague. The twins appear to live separate
lives with Cain working at a cinema, while
the talented Chris prepares for an exhibition
of his photography and artwork. In
retrospect the mystery of their family
background can be seen as a deliberate
construct.

The first person narratives alternate
between the twins’ and the girls’ accounts.
Adding to the texture of this complex

narrative are the third person sections, which
read as detached observations. As well, an
intimate second person voice takes the
reader back to 1994 when Cain and Chris
were only eight years old.

Such constant changes of voice, gaps in the
stories and blurring of identity demand
focussed reading. The explanations of Cain’s
condition of paramnesia don’t detract from the
sense of mystery and perceptive readers will
admire Caswell's ability to manipulate the
reader. Double Exposure is an intriguing and
challenging read for teenagers and young
adults.

Pam Buselich, lona Presentation College

CASWELL’S BIBLIOGRAPHY

>Young Adult Novels

Merryll of the Stones, 1989.

Honour Book, CBCA Book of the Year: Older
Readers, 1990.

A Cage of Butterflies, 1992.

CBCA Book of the Year: Older Readers 1993
Shortlist.

Mike, (Boundary Park Trilogy), 1993

CBCA Notable Book 1994, Australian
Multicultural Children’s Literature Award 1994
Shortlist.

Dreamslip, 1994.

CBCA Notable Book 1995.

Lisdalia, (Boundary Park Trilogy) 1994.
Australian Multicultural Children’s Literature
Award 1995. CBCA Notable Book 1995.
Maddie, (Boundary Park Trilogy) 1995.
CBCA Notable Book 1996

Deucalion, 1995.

Children’s Peace Literature Award 1995; Joint
Winner Aurealis Award for Young Adult
Science Fiction/Fantasy 1995; CBCA Book of
the Year: Older Readers 1996 Shortlist.
Asturias, 1996.

CBCA Notable Book 1997; Children’s Peace
Literature Award 1997 Shortlist.

Only the Heart, 1997. Brian Caswell and
David Chiem.

CBCA Notable Book 1998; Children’s Peace
Literature Award 1998 Shortlist.
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The View from Ararat, 1998.

CBCA Notable Book 1999.

The Full Story, 2002. Brian Caswell and
David Chiem.

Double Exposure, 2005.

P> Short Stories

A Dream of Stars, 1991.
CBCA Notable Book 1992.

P> Novels for Younger Readers

TeeDee and the Collectors, or How it All
Began, (Alien Zones) 1996.

CBCA Notable Book 1997.

Messengers of the Great Orff (Alien
Zones).

Gladiators in the Holo-Colosseum (Alien
Zones).

Gargantua (Alien Zones).

What Were the Gremholzs Dimensions
Again? (Alien Zones).

Whispers from the Shibboleth (Alien
Zones).

Relax Max! 1997.

P> Picture Book for Younger Readers

Hyram and B. lllustrated by Matt Ottley,
2003.

REFERENCES

P> Web Resources

Focus on Fiction: Authors & lllustrators
s www.eddept.wa.edu.au/cmis/eval/
@/ fiction/authors/at3.htm#caswell
Biographical information, booklist with
links to reviews in CMIS Resource Bank and
links to other information sources

Penguin — Author Profiles
www.penguin.com.au/PUFFIN/
7 Authors/author-profile.cfm?
Authorld=0000002184
Biographical information and
booklist.

selected

Booked Out Speakers’ Agency — Brian
Caswell
www.bookedout.com.au/authors/ 7
Brian_Caswell/

Short biography and booklist.

University of Queensland Press — Author
Profile
www.uqp.ug.edu.au/author_details. 7
php?id=224

Author Profile and booklist. The UQP site also
has teacher’s notes for The Full Story, the
novel written by Brian Caswell and David
Chiem.

‘Interview with Brian Caswell about his novel
Only the Heart written with David Phu An
Chiem’, on the NSW Department site in the
School Libraries teaching ideas section:

www.schools.nsw.edu.au/school
libraries/teaching/heart/casint.htm

> Print Resources

Collins, Paul. Meet Australia's Children's
Authors and lllustrators. Book 1, A-C.
South Yarra, Vic : Macmillan Education
Australia, 2002. 48 p. (Book People ; Bk. 1,
A-C)

ISBN 0 7329 6755 4

SCIS No: 1080238

Short biographical details, fact file, awards,
interview.

‘Focus on Brian Caswell’.  University of
Queensland Press Author Profile Pamphlet.
Biography and annotated booklist.

Matthews, Stephen. The Eye of the Soul :
Interviews With Seventeen of the Younger
Generation of Australians Writing for
Children and Young Adults. Grange, QId :
Magpies, 1998. 223 p.

ISBN 1875249028

SCIS No: 935917

Brian discusses imagination and beliefs,
books and the imagination, reading and his
own imaginative development, boys and
reading, becoming a writer, the writing
process and the ethics of writing for

teenagers.
(continued on page 10)
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Nieuwenhuizen, Agnes. The Written World
: Youth and Literature.

Port Melbourne : Thorpe, 1994. 339 p.

ISBN 1 875589 30 9

SCIS No: 787646

Brian reveals his thoughts about writing for
teenagers in the 1990s and his determination
to experiment with narrative techniques in an
attempt to connect to his contemporary
audience.

‘Brian Caswell: Cartographer of the Future’ in
Nimon, Maureen. The Adolescent Novel :
Australian Perspectives. Wagga Wagga,
NSW : Centre for Information Studies,
Charles Sturt University, 1997. (Literature and

swell » david”_‘chi

Literacy for Young People ; 2) 235 p.

ISBN 0949060410

SCIS No: 923102

An examination of several of Caswell’s
novels, including Merryll of the Stones, A
Cage of Butterflies, Dreamslip and
Deucalion.

Watson, Victor. The Cambridge Guide to
Children's Books in English. Cambridge :
Cambridge University Press, 2001. 814 p.
ISBN 0 521 55064 5

SCIS No: 1068751

Provides a concise critical
Caswell’s work up to 1997.

Rita Blackburn, CMIS, Department of
Education and Training (WA)
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