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Fishy Tales

Mark Troy

I would fill a great London gallery with these transmuted images, 

so that people who came to view my paintings would soon find 

themselves swimming in a strange ocean they could not recog-

nize, & they would feel a Great Sorrow for who they were & a 

Great Love for who they were not & it would all be mixed up & 

all clear at the same time, & they would never be able to explain 

any of it to anybody. (Flanagan 385)

For the next few pages, I will be speculating on certain slippery 

aspects of Richard Flanagan’s strange Gould’s Book of Fish, a recent 

yarn of attempted escape from one of the most dehumanizing im-

perial British convict settlements, Sarah Island, Tasmania.1 Such 

speculation is useful when discussing current views of narrative 

form, since in this book (a novel in twelve fish), the very form — the 

linearity — of received narrative structure is seen by the protagonist 

— and by the frame narrator — as implicated in the ideology of em-

pire.2 Gould’s escape from the confines of the island is explicitly 

an escape from the prison of class and ethnic definitions, enacted 
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textually as a line of flight through the conventions of narrative 

structure, which are seen as demonstrably geared to the conveyance 

of imperial British norms.3 This is to say that this funny little book 

embodies more than an energetic outburst of literary anarchy; in 

the pages to follow I will try to show that Gould’s slithering out of 

the narrative frame through various watery rhizomes — bull-kelp, 

sea-lettuce — into a different concept of self, of time and space 

is narratologically useful when seen through Deleuze and Guat-

tari’s concept of becoming. As Peter Hallward notes — from a use-

fully post-colonial perspective — “becoming” is the most accessible 

of Deleuze and Guattari’s conceptual mechanisms “whereby the 

Given can be deterritorialized or otherwise transfigured. Whereas 

the Given is situated in a territory, within coordinated space, the 

Creatively Real moves through space as a pure line of flight” (13). 

This is to say that I feel it is fruitful to view Gould as employ-

ing the meagre means allowed him, to continually grow beyond 

and around reifying social definitions, avoiding rigid conventional 

striations — which in the writing are embodied in literary conven-

tions — in smooth space.4 If I wanted to be clever, I could state, in 

a jocular tone, that you will be considering a becoming sketch of a 

becoming fish, but I do not feel clever before this book; indeed, I 

feel a bit like the narrator, when he witnesses Gould’s manuscript 

beginning to glow a mysterious purple, which gradually extends 

from the pages into his skin before metamorphosing into a puddle 

(Flanagan 25). 

Although the most basic temporal and spatial framing will 

eventually be ambiguated, it does seem at first that the narrative 

voice is recognizably centered as that of a Tasmanian forger and 

conman, Sid Hammet.5 It is the 1990s and he earns his bread by 

counterfeiting antiques, for American and Australian tourists. An 

essential aspect of his fabrication is the forging of stories; it is the 

story that confirms the validity of his production. For example, he 
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first constructs and puts a fake patina on Nantucket chairs, which 

he then legitimizes by recounting that they came to Tasmania on 

American whaling ships (Flanagan 6). However, he is bored with 

weaving these little historical narratives, since the stories he tells 

must not be exciting; they must be completely predictable, recog-

nizable. As he explains, the tourists want to confirm their identities 

in these (forged) antiques: they want narratives of a past “in which 

they are already imprisoned” (Flanagan 7).6 They are not interested 

in the sort of story that Sid Hammet wants to write, and may in 

fact be writing: “in which they appeared along with the story teller, 

accomplices in escaping” (Flanagan 7).7

Here, Sid Hammet is setting up a fairly sophisticated bina-

ry: on the one hand, those tourists want narratives that re-affirm 

socially prescribed ways of recollecting and defining self. On the 

other hand, Sid Hammet longs for narratives that might embody 

or enable new, unexpected ways of conceiving narrative: re-imagin-

ing, re-mapping. This functional polarity is at work from the be-

ginning of Flanagan’s novel. On the one hand, there is the Book of 

Fish that is publicly acknowledged, these strangely beautiful fish on 

view at the Allport Museum, Tasmania: strangely beautiful, in con-

trast to the life of the convict artist who painted them in the 1820s, 

conman and forger William Buelow Gould.8 These fish, then, were 

painted on command to record and categorize each of twelve spe-

cies of fish — as the convicts of Sarah Island were recorded and cat-

egorized. But, Sid Hammet discovers an unknown copy of Gould’s 

Book of Fish, in which Gould’s recollective account of his life and 

the lives of the fish he tries to capture, is strangely woven between 

and around the paintings.

This second version is far from generic categorization: its fish 

are made singular by errant lines of prose. As Sid Hammet reads 

Gould’s scrawls, on pages of stitched-together paper, rag, fish skin, 

he is increasingly disturbed by the directions those lines may take 
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him, meandering left to right, down to up, end to beginning, mak-

ing it seem as if the text “never really started, never quite finished” 

(Flanagan 14). Disturbingly, he gets no chance to resolve his in-

creasing anxiety. While he is in a local pub, pondering this glowing 

text, which embodies and transmits so much anguish suffered in a 

Tasmanian penal colony — the most inhuman manifestation of the 

Enlightenment drive to rigid classification and conformity9 — the 

book of fish mysteriously disappears into, or transmogrifies into 

a watery puddle. Hence: if Sid Hammet is going to share what he 

claims to have seen and read, he must recollect and then repro-

duce both the Gould watercolors and his difficult text; he has to 

(re)construct it to relate it. This second Gould’s book of fish comes 

into existence as Hammet remembers it for us: not Gould in 1828, 

but Hammet’s recollection of Gould — his fish — now.10

The wandering, recollected story is driven by unexpected nar-

rative twists and turns. For example, in Gould’s recorded memoirs 

from 1829 as recollected by the narrator (Flanagan 309), is an ac-

count of his escape from the penal colony dragging behind him 

the official journals he stole from Jorgen Jorgensen,11 the com-

mandant’s clerk, bureaucratic ex-king of Iceland. Jorgensen sees it 

as his mission to record in these journals an official account of 

events on Sarah Island, an account congruent with the ameliora-

tive visions of the Commandant. In effect, his obsession is the op-

posite of Gould’s — who deliberately skews arboreal conventions in 

order to convey a truth he feels is impossible to convey in official 

forms. Gould realizes that if Jorgensen’s account survives, as the 

sole record, the sufferings of the convicts will be untold: in effect 

would not have transpired. With heroic determination, he escapes 

the confines of the camp.

At this point, the repeated jolts to Gould’s psyche and to his 

body are paralleled by the ongoing destruction of characters and 

context at the hands of authority. There is a congruent destabiliza-
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tion of form: scenes of such sadness are not conveyed in authorized 

accounts. A crux is reached when it is recorded in Gould’s journal 

that, at a moment of personal apocalypse, disoriented Gould rec-

ognizes a version of his own story in Jorgensen’s account: in fact, 

the journal is written before the event, recording what he has not 

yet recorded — nor experienced. As the world around him descends 

into a vertigo of corruption and suffering, Gould’s (and through 

Gould the readers’) sense of narrative time is disrupted — as is the 

sense of subjectivity: who is the narrator, and when — and where?

For the reader, uncertainty peaks when in the “Afterward” 

the official 1831 Archive closes with Gould “drowned attempt-

ing escape” (Flanagan 404) and informs us that ALL of the names 

(including Sid Hammet) are Gould aliases. Though by then, a 

metamorphosed Gould has swum out of the narrative, a Weedy 

Seadragon whose thoughts are “utterly incommunicable” (Flana-

gan 397), and who wonderfully makes love to Tasmanian Twopen-

ny Sal metamorphosed into a cowfish, finally revealing to Gould 

her true name (Flanagan 396).

In other words: after having read through to the end, reading 

back, it seems that the words written between and around the fish-

es sometime before 1829 construct a frame narrator, a Tasmanian 

forger in the 1990s recollecting the survival strategies of Gould, 

who is (officially), all of the characters, including the originary Tas-

manian Twopenny Sal who had many identities, who is becoming 

a fish — in a manuscript perhaps forged by Mr. Hung and the Con-

ga (Flanagan 402). Who, then is telling us this story — and why?

I am going to speculate a bit — speculate, and indicate the 

depths of this bemusing, terribly sad book. First of all, it is a his-

torical novel, extending from recollections of an imperial British 

prison settlement up to the neocolonial presence of the US (Sid 

Hammett’s favorite pub is “the Republic, formerly the old Em-

pire” [Flanagan 24]). It is clear I hope that the written segments of 
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Gould’s book are not comprised of strange disruptions for their 

own sake: such strategies are inherent to the narrative. Billy Gould 

is extra-sensitive to the Enlightenment thirst for classification, for 

defining; a hybrid French-Jewish-Irish bastard, of the lowest social 

class, summarily imprisoned on Sarah Island, witnessing the ani-

malistic slaughter of black Tasmanians — his situation makes him 

a tad sensitive to arbitrary hegemonic classification, linguistic or 

otherwise. The imprisoned artist proclaims that his text will be as 

liberatingly narrated as the most famed of unconventional texts, 

Stern’s Tristram Shandy: “Like good Trim Shandy I shall confine 

myself to no man’s rule. Next to my paintings I intend to make a 

bonfire of words, say anything if it illuminates a paltry moment of 

truth in my poor pictures” (Flanagan 91). 

 As I have mentioned, Sid Hammet — though hardly in Gould’s 

dire situation — similarly sees a relationship between stories and 

power, locked in by the economic need to forge narratives that 

foreground and reinforce recollections rooted in race and class: 

the (occasionally two) narrators share an extreme determination to 

somehow find a line of flight through their art. Both of them con-

front the potential roles of narrative: to confirm or to map anew.

Now, when you begin reading it, the book does not seem writ-

ten all that perversely: discovering a manuscript that critiques the 

present as it recollects the past is not an unconventional way to 

frame a narrative. An example I think most of us are familiar with 

is “The Customs-House”, prefacing Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter, The Scarlet Letter, The Scarlet Letter

a standard account of an author confronting inherited memories, 

and guilt, at the same time as he uses these memories to deal with 

the present. Also there is a certain shared sense of the uncanny: as 

with Sid Hammet and the second Book of Fish, there is a mysteri-

ous tie between Hawthorne and the scarlet letter, which burns him 

when he places it on his breast, but then, he wrenches it off, and 

manages to transcribe and relate Hester Prynne’s story. However, 
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once we look at the protagonists’ transmitted accounts, the simi-

larities between them rapidly reach limits. In Hawthorne’s account 

Hester does not question the judgment of her culture. Embracing 

her sin, she defines a place for herself in the margins of Puritan 

society: “Able”, “Angel”, “Artist”, much as Hawthorne defines his 

role of artistry, by actualizing it.

 Gould on the other hand is born impoverished, fated by his 

class — as the Tasmanians he later encounters are doomed by their 

ethnicity. Like the fish he paints he is slowly dying — condemned 

— but like the fish he does not know WHY he is defined as always 

already guilty. He has memories in which his guilt is confirmed, 

but no experiences to account for the memories; he wants to bear 

witness to what he has seen done to himself and to others, yet he 

is constricted by convention and law, and by physical and mental 

deprivation. So he attempts to break out in his re-imagining, lit-

erally using the materials of Tasmania to re-write himself outside 

definition. This does not make it easier for Sid Hammet, since to 

reasonably decipher the narrative encircling Gould’s copies of his 

fish pictures, he must cope with a rhizomatic hodgepodge, for as 

he explains, “Upon running out of space at the end of the book, 

the writer seems to have simply turned it around and, between the 

existing lines, resumed writing — in the opposite direction and in-

side down — more of his tales if this wasn’t confusing enough — and 

it was — there were numerous addenda and annotations crammed 

into the margins […] not at all the sort of open and shut thing a 

good book should be” (Flanagan 13). To understand Gould’s story, 

Hammet must follow (or lead) him to strange places.

And not only does the writing, the narrative form, flow strange-

ly. Gould’s fish, like Melville’s Moby-Dick,12 are hard to reproduce, 

swimming in a smooth space, a process that cannot be truly fixed 

or rigidified. Sid Hammett transmits Gould’s complaint that: “A 

fish is a slippery & three-dimensional monster that exists in all 
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manner of curses, whose coloring & surfaces […] suggest the very 

meaning and riddle of life […] a fish is the truth” (Flanagan 133).

Now of course this slipperiness is the underlying irony of the 

book, since Gould, imprisoned on Sarah Island, the most inhu-

man confinement in the British Empire, has been assigned to paint 

these fish by the prison surgeon, who is — it is the 1820s — an en-

lightened Linnaean: he wants those unknown fish copied so they 

can be scientifically classified, fixed in generic categories. It is soon 

clear, though, that Gould, in his confrontation with fish after fish, 

is a war machine, which is to say, he wanders out of control, attack-

ing what he is assigned to confirm.13 He detests Linnaean categori-

zations: an unnamed bastard, he has been incessantly diminished 

by social definition, by constructors and administrators of knowl-

edge, scholars of natural science, indeed, even critics of art, whose 

aim, from his point of view, “sounds suspiciously like an attempt 

to recreate the natural world as a penal colony” (Flanagan 129).

To re-iterate: what gets Sid Hammet so bothered when he 

forges old furniture for Australian and American tourists, is that 

they eagerly swallow his garishly falsified stories of its ancestry, 

of their ancestry, as if the stories are right, since the tourists do 

not see stories as ways to freedom, of realizing self, but as secure 

prisons, securely confining their imagination and defining their 

memories. It is precisely this sort of linguistic imprisonment that 

Gould gradually works his way out of as he draws his fish: learning 

to see the uniqueness of living creatures.

What I am suggesting is that the unravelling of Gould’s physi-

cal self under the pressure of extraordinary and continual torment 

allows, indeed motivates, that he gradually is a becoming fish. 

This process obviously means moving into a smooth, unexplored 

territory, with few of the striations, the social strictures that de-

fine him. Not (I want to emphasize) that Gould becomes a fish but 

he is engaged in the process of virtually becoming a fish, escaping becoming a fish, escaping becoming



179

from the striated, reductive confines of majoritarian memories.14

Becoming a fish is not an end in itself, living happily after. It is a 

de-territorialization, a removal from the social territory; it is not 

an end in itself, but can — for the reader — lead to the production 

of further de-territorialized ideas (Goodchild 3). Perhaps seeing the 

water he swims in as a kind of watery cyberspace makes this easier 

to envision: cyberspace, a “consensual hallucination” (Gibson 51) 

that allows redefinition of self, of the narrating subject. Striations 

suggest conventions, rules that lead to a defined, utilitarian goal, 

while smoothness opens the mind of the reader to “the joys of 

wandering” (Ryan 18). I will try to indicate what I mean, the direc-

tion I indicate, by looking back at Hawthorne.

As I mentioned, when Sid Hammet finds the fish book, the 

glow of it affects him — like Hawthorne, when he discovers the 

Scarlet Letter. But when Hawthorne is mysteriously moved — 

burned — by the letter, he separates it from himself so, though 

he is filled as an artist by some of the conflicts of Hester Prynne, 

and is inspired by her, he remains in control of the story. Now 

Sid Hammet, on the other hand, literally begins to turn purple, 

to become the book. The process may indeed continue, since as 

I mentioned, the final page will confirm that all of the characters 

(including Sid Hammet) are in fact aliases for Gould, drowned in 

1829. This places the narrative outside time, since it means the 

frame narrator in the 1990s is virtually defined by the past of Tas-

mania: created in 1829 by a fish.

My suggestion is the strangely liberating possibility of remov-

ing oneself from this narrative dilemma, by seeing Gould as a be-

coming fish: this is to say that he moves “between” being a fish, 

and a person: he is evolving or developing the living potential 

disallowed him as a person. This is made even more wonderful, 

since the male seadragon is impregnated by the eggs of the female, 

nurtures and gives birth to the little babies — and is utterly camou-
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flaged as vegetation. So, becoming a leaf-bearing fish, a potentially 

child-bearing male, Gould is in a place beyond or between the 

classifications he has resisted through his life.

The most obvious reaction to this assertion is that this act of 

imaginative transformation is quite impossible: indeed, that Gould 

must in his flight take a line beyond what might rationally be ex-

pected is, I think, the point. This serves to exemplify a difficult 

assertion of Deleuze and Guattari (and postcolonial scholars Glis-

sant and Benito Rojas), that it is necessary for the imagination to 

go beyond limits, in order to perceive new political potential: to 

think the unthinkable (Semetsky 2). It is precisely because such a 

fishy tale as this does not adhere to preconceptions that it becomes 

possible to “bring, to select the whispering voices, to gather the 

tribes and secret idioms from which I extract something I call my 

Self” (Deleuze and Guattari cited in Nielsen 126). 

The path Gould’s projections lead the reader on is a long and 

arduous one, since, as his imagination grows stronger and becomes 

increasingly fishy,15 his physical self, confined and tortured un-

speakably, fades into insignificance. Even more extreme is the case 

of Twopenny Sal, kidnapped by sealers, victim of inconceivable 

transgressions (Flanagan 218), who gradually moves from role to 

role till transforming into a wonderfully sensual cowfish (Flanagan 

396). 

Directly countering narrative as becoming are the fates of the 

various camp administrators, for example the physician, Lam-

priere, who originally ordered Gould to reify the fishy identities. 

Lampriere, longing so for membership in the Royal Society, is a be-

liever in Reason and the powers of categorization. Having had his 

penis wacked off in a gruesome parody of Tristram Shandy’s fate, 

he is finally metamorphosed through that big boar Castlereagh’s 

digestive tract into the largest pile of shit Gould has ever seen, his 

anonymous skull ironically confirming the animality of the abo-
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riginal Tasmanian (Flanagan 302-3). Or the fate of Jorgensen, the 

contingent Danish king of Iceland, who serves as official Memory, 

the official recollections Deleuze and Guattari have termed virile 

majoritarian agency (293). Jorgensen’s end is as grotesquely gothic 

at that of the classifying physician, yet can be usefully considered 

in terms of the narrative binary I have suggested is at work in this 

fishy book. Jorgensen (his records stored directly above Gould) de-

votes his life to transforming the unpredictability and rough edges 

of existence, recreating and refining colonial memories to make 

them appropriately comestible: his imagination is shackled to re-

structuring and re-organizing events in the camp to make them fit 

the imperial template, “as he felt the world had […] betrayed him 

by not being a book” (Flanagan 254). But the falsity of this ruling 

narrative resounds as the matter of his body corrupts, rotting black 

then green, increasingly fluid (Flanagan 49-52).

Gould on the other hand, is focused on — indeed, obsessed 

with — finding truth, no matter its singular form. His intent is 

perhaps most clearly and movingly seen in his relationship with 

Twopenny Sal, told in some of the most unconditionally loving 

words in modern literature (Flanagan 158-59). However, there is no 

room here for romantic closure: trapped in the fish book, Gould 

finds himself “without either the desire or the energy to follow 

Twopenny Sal into the future” (Flanagan 340).

Now, I implied earlier that there are resemblances between 

the scarlet letter, and those little curlicued mites given birth to by 

the male members of the seahorse family. It might be fruitful to 

extend the comparison, for the moment of becoming fish which 

enables this book to be written “in that instant between when I 

was of this flesh & when I was not” (Flanagan 393) is, I think, the 

same place Hawthorne indicates when he speaks about the neutral 

space-time necessary for the imaginative faculty to function: that 

moment when moonlight transforms his study into “a neutral ter-
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ritory, somewhere between the real world and fairy land, where the 

Actual and the Imaginary may meet, and each imbue itself with the 

nature of the other” (Hawthorne 46). This willed liminality, this 

smooth space — cyber space — allows the rewriting, the recuperat-

ing of memory.16

With Gould finally on the gallows by water’s edge, awaiting exe-

cution, there seems only a dead end — but the situation is resolved 

by a radical act of deterritorialization: smashed into the water, be-

coming a fish, Gould literally enters “a kind of a historical weight-

lessness or transparency” (Hallward 172).17 Gould is indefinable, 

his fish will free him by being “a song of ITSELF” (Flanagan 37).

Thus, whereas the Given — the majoritarian prescribed — is 

situated in a striated territory, within coordinated space, the Crea-

tively Real moves through space as a pure line of flight (Hallward 

13). This is to say that the becoming fish is defined by action, by 

transformation that has not been anticipated: the making of the 

space is itself an escape (Goodchild 169-71). As Deleuze and Guat-

tari elaborate, there is the possibility of “[w]riting as becoming, 

always incomplete, always in the midst of being formed beyond 

the matter of any livable or lived experience” (1). The liberating 

paradox is to allow the full possibility of living potential, beyond 

any class or ethnic stricture, clearing space by becoming a Weedy 

Seadragon: becoming fish.

Notes
1 For further details on Sarah Island, for a time the most feared of 

imperial prison colonies, and a center of enlightenment experiments 

in pedagogically efficacious confinement — including a model pan-

opticon — see Brand. 
2 The text thus echoes the belief that the [Watt and Kettle] common 

sense model of fiction is “not so much determined by history as crip-
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pled by it: hence the need for and development of new poetics in the 

last few decades” (Fraser 6).
3 This is tellingly demonstrated in, e.g., the introductory chapters of 

Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin, The Empire Writes Back.
4 The distinction between striations and smooth space is discussed in 

Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus 369-73. 
5 The name of course echoes Cide Hamete, the shifty narrator of 

Cervante’s Don Quixote (Part Two), who confronts the reader with Don Quixote (Part Two), who confronts the reader with Don Quixote

many of the same basic possibilities and dilemmas as does Gould’s: 

“the doubtful origins of his story, his personal unreliability, and the 

distance [… of] the musty and arcane manuscripts between his lived 

time and that of his character” (El Safar 120-21). 
6 This uncannily echoes Bill Ashcroft’s observation that whereas 

colonialism has faded, cultural colonialism is still strong (115).
7 As Sid Hammett and Gould will finally collaborate ambiguously in 

Gould becoming free of social and narrative convention.
8 On the actual Book of Fish by the historical Gould, see Rainbird.
9 This Enlightenment move towards reasonable order is made ex-

plicit in the ideological similarity of Bentham’s panoptical control 

of prisoners, and Linnaeus’s System Naturae (Flanagan 131): a similar-System Naturae (Flanagan 131): a similar-System Naturae

ity Gould suspects embodies a wish “to recreate the world as a penal 

colony” (Flanagan 129). 
10 The less-then-solid recollection may account for the whimsical hy-

bridity of spelling conventions (beginning with p. 41 of the journal). 

That the “original” copies (reproduced by Sid Hammet from memory) 

were reproduced by Gould from memory, hardly simplifies the ques-

tion of identity.
11 Jorgen Jorgensen, like most characters populating Flanagan’s nov-

el, did exist, though they are unfairly defamed in the Fish Book, mak-

ing metatextual the intratextual judgment that “the story […] seemed 

to concur with the known facts only long enough to enter with them 

into an argument” (Flanagan 16).
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12 “Moby-Dick is in its entirety one of the greatest masterpieces of Moby-Dick is in its entirety one of the greatest masterpieces of Moby-Dick

becoming” (Deleuze and Guatari 243).
13 A war machine is occasionally discussed in the context of striated 

and smooth space; see, e.g., Deleuze and Guattari 422-23.
14 As Mark Hansen brilliantly explains, since the process of becom-

ing — of creative involution — is a matter of liberating energy rather 

than form, human shape is not necessarily prioritied: “Regardless of 

their point of origin or their local effects, becomings occur beneath 

and beyond any form of molar organization and involve the transver-

sal communication of molecular forces”. 
15 Looking back, the uniqueness of each slippery fish — of multiplic-

ity — increasingly emphasizes the sense of becoming (Deleuze and 

Guattari 239). 
16 There may be a metaphysical dimension to Gould’s suffering and 

liberation; he speculates that “good old Icthys” [ich-th-ys; Jesus] has 

delivered the fish to him, undistorted “by the demands of Science or 

[…] social ambitions” (Flanagan 240). 
17 Hallward is referring to C. Johnson.
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