ENGLISH: CLOUDSTREET

How does Cloudstreet explore the enduring need for individuals to define their role in
society? Refer to at least one character in your answer.

Tim Winton’s family saga Cloudstreet is timeless and will continue to be valued because it appeals
to a broad audience in its exploration of enduring values and concerns. One such concern is the
need for individuals to define their role in society, which is inherently conveyed by means of the
central character of Fish and his yearning for reconciliation, as well as his especially spiritual nature.
Also, the character of Dolly is instrumental in conveying this idea through her reconciliation with her
own identity and with her daughter Rose.

Fish Lamb is depicted as the omnipresent narrator in the saga, which is somewhat of a paradox
because he is the ‘slow’ one. Throughout, his need to reconcile with himself, to reunite the two
halves of his identity, is evident. The entire novel is framed by his narration as he anticipates and
then achieves his healing, shown by the initial quote “within a minute he’ll have it and it'll have
him... he’ll savour the healing all the rest of his journey” and the final “then my walls are tipping and
| burst into the sun, moon and stars of who | really am. Being Fish Lamb. Perfectly. Always.
Everyplace. Me.” This framing reinforces the enduring need for individuals to define themselves and
their identity. Until the final reuniting of his two halves, Fish had been “half in and half out,” unable to
fully take a place in society.

The clear spiritual nature that surrounds Fish is a recurring theme throughout the novel. Because of
his near death experience, he is able to somehow communicate with many other spiritual figures,
including the ‘blasted Pentecostal pig’ and the Aboriginal spirits of the stolen generation which
reside in the house. There are also many biblical allusions which relate to Fish, including his name
itself; Jesus used the ‘fish’ as a symbol of peace. Perhaps this allusion conveys the role of Fish in
his society of ‘Cloudstreet;’ his reconciliation with himself is the driving factor in bringing peace to
both the Pickles and Lamb’s families, which is one of his main purposes throughout the novel. He is
always happiest when the families are cooperating or when something significant happens, drawing
the families together.

Another biblical allusion relating to Fish is shown when he and Quick are out fishing, and he is
“standing up in the middle of the boat with his arms out like he’s gliding.” This simile contains
imagery of Fish ‘on the cross,” which could be paralleled to the stature of Jesus in that situation.
This comparison again establishes a link between Fish and Jesus, which poses the idea that he
could be acting as the ‘saviour’ in the novel, as part of a critical reading. His continual suffering for
the ultimate purpose of reuniting his family, along with the symbolic ‘near death’ experience and
then resurrection conveys that his role throughout the novel is to act as the saviour, with the
ultimate sacrifice being his life at the end. This reading effectively explores the enduring need for
every individual to define their role in society; despite his apparent mental handicap, Fish is able to
recognise that he can still benefit his family by bringing them together through his death.

Dolly Pickles is another character in Cloudstreet who explores the idea that there is an enduring
need for the individual to define their role in society. She begins the saga portrayed as especially
promiscuous, cheating on her husband Sam with a ‘Catalina Pilot’ down the road. This was initially
her role in the society and she was contented with it; this is because “at least she was someone,” as
she said. However, over time she begins to lose her treasured looks and realises that perhaps she
doesn’t want or fit that role any more. She is perplexed when she has no definitive identity, even
jealous of the train tracks because at least “they’re going somewhere, the bastards.” The major
event that finally reunites Dolly with her sense of identity is the reconciliation between her and her
daughter Rose, who previously had been very distant. The birth of Dolly’s grandson Way Harry and
her new identity as a Grandmother draws Rose and Dolly together and allows Dolly to redefine her
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role in society - as a grandmother. She resolves to be the grandmother to Harry like the mother she
had never been to Rose. Her new identity and its significance is symbolised by the “wax” in ‘Wax
Harry;’ because she now has a sense of her role in society, she is able to hold herself together.

This journey of Dolly’s to define her role, changing from promiscuous woman to dependent
grandmother, as well as the grief she experiences in between, outlines the importance of a sense of
identity and one’s place in society.

Tim Winton’s epic saga Cloudstreet is valued for countless reasons, but an inherent one of these is
the exploration of the timeless need to define your specific role in society. The characters of Dolly
and Fish and their respective endeavours to define their varying roles in society express this nee,
enhanced by Winton’s incorporation of the themes of spirituality and reconciliation.

tsix

© The School For Excellence 2019 www.tsfx.com.au Free Exclusive Online Resources



