
Author KATHRYN HEYMAN'
tells MAUREEN EPPEN about poking
fun at mercenary religion, using
literature to help us make decisions
and loving her life as a writer.

\N
ith her fifth novel, Flood line, acclaimed
Sydney-based author Kathryn Heyman

takes an unflinching look at some of the
major philosophical and moral issues of our
time, including commercialised Christianity,
homophobia, and duty of care - all within
the context of natural disaster.

But she tackles these issues with faii.li
in the power of hope and the ability
of the human spirit to triumph in the
face of the unthinkable. Without giving
too much away, shocking real-life events
in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina
inspired the novel, which examines the
seemingly impossible ethical choices faced
by hospital stafF working beyond exhaustion
to evacuate the sick, including critical pad tyritc
who may not survive being moved.

`The idea of the impossible ethical
choice is one that contemporary
philosophers return to, and it's in my
creative DNA: Kathryn explains.

`When the situation seems to
be impossible, what do you do?
That was what I really wanted to
explore, and I think that's what

literature is for - it's for rehearsing
impossible dilemmas.

`Aristotle said that catharsis comes
from what he called mimesis - being
so close to a story or character that we
actually experience their feelings - and
[ think if we can do that through stOry,
the hope is that when we are faced
with ethical decisions or dilemmas in-
life we have somehow gained our own
personal clarity throlq.di rehearsing
those feelings.

Floodline also explores the actions
And motivations of a Christian woman

who takes her young sons to the flood
zone, where they hope to 'heal' gay
people who have lost eir homes in
the disaster.

Armed with an extensive knowledge
of the Bible - her husband is a former
Methodist minister - Kathryn considers
the world of the so-called prosperity
gospel ripe for critical examination and
admits that she didn't hold back in
early versions of the story

`When I wrote the first draft of
Floodline it was much more satirical.
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because there's a lot to satirise in that religious
world, a lot to skewer. And I looked at that
early draft and felt there was no love in it;
I thought that I'd sacrificed the characters for
the sake of satire. As a reader and a writer,
I want to kind of poke fun at us as humans,
because we are ridiculous, but with that sense
that we can do better.

`As a writer I've always been interested
by - and I don't want to be pretentious - the
idea of calling us to be our best selves. That's
my personal value, it's my family value, and
if there's a mark I make as a writer, that's the
mark I want to make'

Kathryn shares this desire to retain
of kindness while highlighting human
with Finnish author
and artist Tove Jansson
(1914-2001), whose novels
for children and adults she
greatly admires.

`Stylistically, Tove
Jansson's writing is very
different from mine. It's
very pared down, very clear
and cool, but she's so wise,
so insightful, so subtle in
her loving skewering of the
human condition'

Whenever Kathryn wondered if she'd
gone too far with her portrayal of religious
extremism and its militant aspects while writing
Floodline, she only had to go online to realise
she could have gone much further.

`There's a church in the US that sells rifle
sights with a little etching of a Biblical verse,
so while you are shooting someone you can
be reminded of that. I would look online and
I would think I hadn't gone far enough. That
world is beyond satire.'

Tempering this satirical aspect is the
recurring theme of hope and the belief that
the presence or absence of hope influences
behaviour and shapes character.

`We all know people who have given up
hope and I do think that's a failure, but it's an
understandable failure. Holding on to hope is
hard,' Kathryn says.

a sense
frailty

`I have written before about the idea
of heroism - certainly in Captain Starlight's
Apprentice - as being not the gung-ho, leaping
on and off horses and galloping into castles, but
actually the getting up and getting on with it in
spite of the daily grind.'

Having lived for about 15 years in the
UK, Kathryn returned to Australia with her
family just after the publication of her third
novel, 77w Accomplice, and she lived on the
Hawkesbury River before moving to the Sydney
suburb of Balmain about 18 months ago.

Her professional life has included working
as an actor, penning radio dramas for the BBC
and teaching creative writing for Oxford
University. But Kathryn says she can't think

of anything she would
want to do more than
being a writer.

`There has not been
a moment in my life that

have seriously wanted to
do anything else. I was at
a cycling meet over Easter
and ran into someone
I went to high school
with - which never
happens to me because

I have lived in so many different places - and
she asked what I was doing now I really felt
embarrassed because I felt so smug.'

As program director of Faber Academy
at Allen & Unwin and through her role in
the Australian Writers Mentoring Program,
Kathryn shares her love of the craft with
aspiring writers, helping them to develop th
skills through courses, intensive workshops -

personal mentoring.
She is currently writing a

on writing and working on
another novel, which will also
explore another controversial,
thought-provoking theme:
slavery in the modern world. Q

`There's a church in the
US that sells rifle sights
with a little etching of

a Biblical verse ...'

Floodline by Kathryn Heyman
is published by Allen & Unwin,
rrp $29.99.

Copyright Agency Ltd (CAL)
licensed copy

Good Reading, National
01 Sep 2013

General News, page 30 - 792.64 cm²
Magazines Lifestyle - circulation 8,000 (Monthly)

ID 212039208 BRIEF ALLENUNWIN INDEX 1 PAGE 2 of 2


	1. Print
	HOME GROWN


