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In Black Words White Pag@004), his seminal study of Aboriginal cultural production
Australia, Adam Shoemaker notes that ‘when OodgeMoonuccal’s first collection of
poetry appeared in print in 1964, a new phase bfiah communication began in Australia’
(2004, p. 5). The ‘new phase’ to which Shoemakdersepertains to the many plays,
collections of poetry and novels by Aboriginal arthpublished between 1964 and 1988 and
directed to Australian and international audiendélying under the radar of scholarly
attention, Aboriginal authors and artists also picmdl significant numbers of children’s
books during this time, including Wilf Reeves anig®Miller's The Legends of Moonie Jarl,
published by Jacaranda Press in 1964 (see O’'Col7)2 Oodgeroo Noonuccal's
Stradbroke Dreamtimgl972), and the picture books of Dick Roughsey arahy other

Aboriginal authors and artists (see Bradford 2@il,159-90).

Texts produced for children and young people arelyavisible to literary scholars, since

their circuits of production and reception operatgside those of general literary texts. For
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instance, Shoemaker does not include children's t@xong the Aboriginal poetry, plays and
fiction he discusses, although his observationsuaBdoriginal textuality are also true of
texts for the young: ‘the power and impressivengsgboriginal writing stems from the
authors’ intimate knowledge of their subjects, thetrong belief in what they are
accomplishing through literature, and their soadditizal involvement and awareness’ (2004,
p. 122). Children’s texts occupy a key positiomAimoriginal cultural production, since they
are informed by the knowledge, belief and politeabagement to which Shoemaker refers,
directed toward children and young people, the tadoil tomorrow. These texts address a

double audience of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginalldfen (see Bradford 2001, p. 167).

Discourses of race in Australia have historicallgtidguished themselves from those of
ethnicity, in what Peta Stephenson refers to aspasitioning of “the Indigene” and “the
immigrant” in dominant Australian ideologies andlipes’ (2003, p. 57). This discursive
divide is destabiised in the texts we discuss: BmrerE McKenna's graphic noveldbby’s
Underdogs: The Legend of the Phoenix Drad@fll) andUbby’s Underdogs: Heroes
Beginnings(2013), the first and second volumes of a trilogyia Broome after the Second
World War and featuring the adventures of a youthgrfginal girl Ubby and her gang, the
UnderdogsFin from Ireland, Sel, a Malay boy, Gabe, a Maay from New Zealand, and

the Chinese girl Sai Forlg.

The ‘Ubby’s Underdogs’ books are the first graphavels published by Magabala Books,
representing an innovation which maintains the miiveness characteristic of Magabala’s
picture books. The trilogy’s treatment of the Underdogs’ explditsmulticultural Broome

foregrounds the encounter between Aboriginal andéde cultural traditions. By drawing on

102



Papers 24.1 (2016)

a blend of cultural signifiers, the novels displdne carnivalesque qualities described by
Mikhail Bakhtin in Rabelais and His World1984). In McKenna’'s novels carnivalesque
scenes, polyglot voices and intercultural dialogge® rise to a transformative vision of a
community which resists monologic authoritarianisbhike graphic novels more generally,
the Underdogs novels rely on visual, verbal anducal stereotypes to enable rapid
identification of characters of various ethnicitiéghey transform such stereotypical and
exoticised figures through modes of representadiwoh narrative which privilege the ‘culture
of folk carnival humour’ (Bakhtin 1984, p. 4) togsent negotiations between and across

cultures in the setting of post-war Broome.

Setting the scene

McKenna’'s graphic novels afford a visual manifastatof the social hierarchies and
racialised separations which characterise the tiefgic space of Broome, at once located in
the real world of 1940s Australia but also compgsia ‘second world and a second life
outside officialdom’ (Bakhtin 1984, p. 6) where faechies of race, class and power are
destabilised. The social mix represented in thedyi mirrors the interracial relations forged
when the pearling industry attracted Asian indeeddabourers, including Chinese, Japanese,
Malays and other immigrants, to work under Europpaarling masters (see Choo 1994,
Stephenson 2003). Many of the Asian labourers deeel close relations with the local
Aboriginal population, partly because both groupsupied the lower or bottom rungs of
Broome’s stratified society. The polarising oppiositbetween Aboriginal/Asian alliances
and European settlers was a corollary of raciatrolisnation and oppression which shaped
hierarchies of power in Broome during the firstfladithe twentieth century. As the pearling

industry boomed and Asian businessmen employedidibal labourers, alliances between
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Asian immigrants and Aboriginal groups threatenbd socio-political dominance and
economic interests of white pearlers in this redgee Yu 1999). Interrelations and marriages
between Asian men and Aboriginal women inevitalglgd to an increase in the ‘coloured’
population. Legislation introduced at state (Westkustralia) and federal levels enforced ‘a
regime of interference and fear’ (Yu 1999, p. 5%)ck restricted contact between these two
groups. Such Aboriginal/Asian alliances do not gl unified group which occupied a
common social-economic status in this contact zdmehe real-world setting of Broome
interactions between Aboriginal people and ethnigomity groups, especially Asian/Chinese
immigrants, were seldom documented in the histbrimeord, and the voices of their shared

experiences were often suppressed and muted (s&89Q) Stephenson 2005).

McKenna’'s focus on relationships between Aborigiaald multi-ethnic characters and
narratives in the novels dismantles the bifurcabbANhite-Aboriginal’ and ‘Anglo-Ethnic’
discourses in Australian historiography, foregrangdhe cultural negotiations of the mixed-
race group of Underdogs and its locatedness ibtbader networks of Broome society (see
Hage 1988, p. 24). The books signal histories shaimony in Broome which surface in
continuing struggles against British dominance.od®rr, Ubby’s father and a former leader
of the Aboriginal groups, is said to have been rated ‘during the last Broome riots’
(McKenna V1, p. vii); and inHeroes BeginningdMaryanne, Ubby's mother, tells her
daughter about how she once helped an Italian $ytvania Neocrat, who was bullied and
abused by the British master pearler Donappletoivdro has now become the owner of ‘the
only pearling company still resisting Donappletogigp on the Industry’ (McKenna V2, p.
5). Such interpolated stories about racialisedevioé and resistance complicate the trilogy’s
narratives by providing insights into historicalateons between and across cultural and

ethnic groups. They create a world of depth andptexity where the triangulation of white,
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ethnic and Aboriginal cultures is nuanced by signsf of class, economic and social power,
and gendet. For instance, Ubby is the undisputed leader ofUheerdogs as Delomarr’s

daughter, and she forestalls Scotty Donappletaésgt to claim Sai Fong as a member of
the Pearl Juniors, even though Sai Fong’'s unclemyamp Poe is employed by Scotty’'s

powerful father. Similarly, Fin (one of the Undeg$) is white and was at one time a member
of the Pearl Juniors. However, his economic disathge as an Irish boy, and his dislike of
the English, align him with Ubby and her gang. Bllegiances and identities of protagonists
are represented as fluid, generated by interpersefations as well as by heritage and

history.

Carnivalesque relations in ‘Ubby’s Underdogs’

Children’s literature scholars have long recognigedvalue of Bakhtinian theory in offering
constructs for understanding texts for children gmading adults (see McCallum1999;
Nikolajeva 2010; Stephens 1992; Allan 2012). RegidittKenna’s ‘Ubby’ books through a
Bakhtinian lens draws attention to how the parahd carnivalesque operate in both the
content and form of these graphic novels to corvésansformative vision of community.
The ‘carnival spirit’ (Bakhtin 1984, p. 10) of thelogy manifests in its irreverent and ribald
humour, the Underdogs’ strategies of evading sliaveie and control, and the heteroglossia
of Broome’s cacophony of voiceSvents play out in the public spaces, the stresdsafleys

of Broome, which correspond to the town square saged by Bakhtin, where ‘a special
form of free and familiar contact reigned amonggeovho were usually divided by the
barriers of caste, property, profession, and at@384, p. 10). The Underdogs’ contests with

their rivals, the Pearl Juniors, position readerstake pleasure in plot outcomes which
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undermine hegemonies based on race, ethnicity, egertonomics, and politics, often

through humorous antics and satirical effects.

One such carnivalesque episode occurs after aargafron between the Underdogs and the
Pearl Juniors. Incensed by Scotty’s insults, Ubigllenges the Pearls to a game of Gruff, a
socially-sanctioned outlet for gang conflict, refed by an Aboriginal leader and played on
the ‘Gruff battlefield’ (McKenna V1, p. 39) wherdnd Broome gangs gather: Chinese,
Aboriginal, Japanese, Malay and European. The gmmplayed in accordance with a
complex set of rules outlined at the endTbe Legend of the Phoenix Dragand affords a
temporary liberation from everyday life, involvin@akhtin’'s formulation of the
carnivalesque, as the ‘suspension of all hieraathienk, privileges, norms and prohibitions’
(Bakhtin 1984, p. 10. After a phase during which Bearl Juniors are set to win the game,
Sai Fong recovers from a vicious attack by Scotty displays her preternatural martial arts
abilities before tricking the Pearl Junior playeggkeg into kicking an own goal which
delivers the win to the Underdogs. The high seneas with which the game is treated is
then itself rendered comical as the Pearl Juni@hliged to perform a ‘backdoor singing
session’ in which the losers must ‘pull their padtsvn and run on the spot till they fart’

(McKenna V1, p. 67), to the uninhibited hilarity thle assembled gangs.

106



Papers 24.1 (2016)

Figure 1. Excerpt fronubby’s Uncerdogs: The Legend of the Phoenix Dra, p. 69. With

permission, Magabala Books.

This page focuses dhe faces of the onlookers and the hunched bodidsedPearl Junior:
cringing as they are pelted with seeds from thargyéplant, a fruit which acts as a laxati
The faces shown in the fourth panel of the pagesrevlgang members come togethe
celebrate the victory of the Underdogs, emphasisectiitural and racial diversity of ti

community and position readersapplaudthe defeat of the Pearl Juniors; at top left o$
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panel three members of the European gang, the iaheqlower in disapproval, their sour

expressions offset by the laughing faces of therogang members.

The carnivalesque episode of the game of Gruffgianends the trilogy’s communitarian and
democratic orientation, depicting the triumph of towly over the powerful: the Underdogs
over the Pearl Juniors, who metonymically repreti@midominance of the British in Broome
society. In the bottom three panels, Ubby stanllisttethe admiring glances of those around
her; well-wishers congratulate Gabe and Sel; anthénpanel at lower right Quick, Sel’s
older brother and the leader of the Basilong gangises Sai Fong. Even in this depiction of
a notable win, the narrative refuses to take wctoo seriously; Ubby sketches a bow to the
applauding gangs and says, ‘Thank you, thank yaw mob too kind,” to which Fin
responds, ‘That's right, we here all week’ (McKenwa, p. 65). These wry and self-
deprecating comments remind readers of the Undstdiogly position in the hierarchies of

the Broome gangs, and undermine the seriousnelssuvith the contest is approached.

Another carnivalesque moment disrupts discoursegffafialdom personified by Sergeant
Macintyre, an ex-British army officer and head bé tBroome’s police. Shortly after Sai
Fong meets the Underdogs she notices that theygenigaa spitting ritual, which Fin
explains to Sai Fong as follows: ‘It's somethinguydo when you mention the British. My
dad does it all the time’ (McKenna V1, p. 33). $aing assumes that spitting is a normal
practice in Broome and when she is introduced tgesmt Macintyre she accordingly spits
into his palm. Yupman Poe is obliged to cover f@ hiece’s transgression, assuring the
bewildered Mcintyre that it is ‘a Chinese gestuwaf our province for formal introductions’

(McKenna V1, p. 73). This humorous depiction ofss@ultural confusion alerts readers to
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hierarchies which assume the superiority of Britigtiure. Sai Fong’s ‘unsuccessful’ cultural
translation generates carnivalesque laughter wieiodmplifies what Bakhtin terms ‘the
material bodily lower stratum’ (1984, p. 82); hertian of spitting disrupts the social
formality of the scene, constituting a comic speletan which the authority represented by
the Sergeant is satirised and ridiculedthe meantime Ubby and her gang are transformed
into the audience of carnival, amused and exengoh fcoercion or punishment. Bakhtin
argues that carnivalesque laughter ‘existed aneéldped outside the official sphere of high
ideology and literature, but precisely becauset®funofficial existence, it was marked by
exceptional radicalism, freedom, and ruthlessnél384, p. 71). The puzzled expression of
the Sergeant in this scene suggests that the ambfAnd subversive nature of laughter
transmits a fugitive social critigue which canna¢ Dbfficially traced or punished. The
Underdogs’ laughter demonstrates its positive gateralbeit temporarily, in disrupting and

reconstituting the rules of the dominant culture.

Polyglot voices and the carnivalesque in ‘Ubby’s Wikerdogs’

Although Bakhtin’s contribution to literary theorg usually considered in relation to the
novel, it has great value as a means of readingryehic novel. This form is ideally suited
to the racial hybridity addressed in the ‘Ubby’'sddmdogs’ narratives, since the graphic
novel is itself a hybrid mode of communication whicombines linguistic and visual
symbols, calling on readers to actively construeimng by interpreting images and words
arranged in panels and whole-page (or double-pggends (see Sly 2014). The variations of
design common in graphic novels, together with conmgmts such as captions, speech and
thought balloons, insets and symbols, create aesehfiuctuating rhythms, evident in the

‘Ubby’s Underdogs’ books through sequences wheeeadttiventure narrative gives way to
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flashbacks, interpolated narratives, and momentsisiog on the relationships between

characters.

Utilising a fusion of verbal and visual codes, Mcika orchestrates a polyglot world where
‘speech and gesture [is] frank and free’ (BakhtB84, p. 10) and interrelationships are
liberated from expected norns a new medium which developed on the boundafiesto
and literature, graphic novels are relatively uieietd by conventional artistic or literary
norms; moreover, they originate from comics, a papiorm which has always been open to
countercultural approaches. Thus they can provigal@able forum for marginal, different
and distinctive voices. The codes and conventiogexdun comics and graphic narrative
interweave visual and verbal cues into a hybrianfalescribed by Charles Hatfield, in which
‘word and image approach each other: words canivi@aNy inflected, reading as pictures,
while pictures can become as abstract and symbslievords’ (2005, p. 36). In this way
graphic novels can operate as a site of heteraglessbracing a variety of speech genres and
a polyphonic interactivity between word and picturetheir introduction to the 2006 themed
issue on graphic narrative iModern Fiction StudiesHillary L. Chute and Marianne
DeKoven observe that this interactivity ‘offers ginic narrative a representational mode
capable of addressing complex political and histdrissues with an explicit, formal degree
of self-awareness’ (2005, p. 769. A closer exanonadf visual and verbal elements in the
‘Ubby’s Underdogs’ books will help us to explainvinthese narratives both address complex

issues and also draw readers’ attention to theseptational strategies they deploy.

Linguistic utterances are indicative of a speakeole, race, and social status, yet in the

‘Ubby’s Underdogs’ stories readers encounter nagotis between characters in
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circumstances where ‘purely human relations’ (Bekh©84, p. 10) tend to transcend socio-
cultural differencedReaders perceive cameos of selected moments asdhes shift in time
and space. Verbal interchanges occur within captimxes, speech and thought balloons, or
as onomatopoeic symbols interacting with the visteadk’s display of facial expressions and
bodily gestures. In this way the various compon@&ftthe narrative, with their illusion of
movement and aurality, position readers to engageactive and creative processes of

meaning-making.

From the outset McKenna engages his readers asdienae. In the opening pages of both
books, he presents a cast of characters. difsimatis personaelelivers character sketches
which lead readers into the narrative, where theypasitioned to engage actively with the
text by envisaging the movement ahedaring the dialogue and other intradiegetic sounds
within the storyworld. As Robert E Petersen argulesyugh a combination of written and
visual clues, the comic format invites a reade‘eperience the sound of an action or place
. and give an animating force to the actions’ (2009164). In the ‘Ubby’s Underdogs’
books, a combination of authorial voice, narratik@ce, and the ‘actorial’ voices of the

characters encompass a reader in the polyphonitstap of Broome in the late 1940s.

The Legend of the Phoenix Dragopens with a description of Broome as: ‘a dudtyeli
pearling town where the people are as rugged amghras the red-dirt country that surrounds
them ... home to its Indigenous people as well assh df recent arrivals’ (McKenna V1, p.
iv). The ethnic mix and ‘roughness’ of the charesis evident in the verbal descriptions and
visual character sketches which follow. McKenna'suals are dominated by strong

characterisation conveyed through distinctive fegurgestures and expressions. While the
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artwork is stylistically unique, the depiction ofominent eyes and mouths, exaggerated
facial expressions, and overplayed physical actiengeminiscent ofJapanese manga
illustration. Overall, the narrative format, witts imultiplicity of styles including prose, the
list of characters, verbal and visual panels inrwde of comics, and techniques adopted
from both Western comics and manga creates a wamatéd text which reflects the

multiculturalism of the community it depicts.

Initially, the voice of the external narrator guwsdeeaders through settings and offers
information about characters, but soon the balldafieect speech of the characters becomes
more prominent. Their verbal interchanges, althodghvered in standard speech/thought
balloons, convey diverse voices proceeding from tthascultural storyworld. Comments
such as Ubby’s ‘Look you mob. | gonna get ‘em’ (Mztha V1, p. 15) and Gabe’s lisping,
Tll get ‘em one of thiesthe dayth’ (McKenna V1,. d6) simulate the utterances of
idiosyncratic voices. Graphic novel theorists imlohg Aczel, Ivané & Camps and Petersen
argue that through linguistic and other resouraegers can prompt a readerventriloquate
the voices of the characters. In this sense, gecapbwels do more than merely encode voices
in lexical form. Through their combination of leaicand iconic codes they embody voices
within the visual images of the speakers andidhkoonicswhich encase the words. In the
examples above, the dialogue attributed to Ubby @atbe is imbued witlpersonaand

aurality.

As a mode of communication, the graphic novel lnes dapacity to evoke ailusion of
aurality. McKenna’s simulation of voice, accent, dialectl ather oral nuances embodied by

the visual representations of the characters aanl thalogue enable a reader hiear the
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different voices emitting from the storyworld. A®D Ihde suggests, ‘even voiceless reading
can subtly reestablish its secret liaison with @kdéerence of the spoken word ... [and] the
phenomenon of “hearing” (2007, p. 152). By sitangtiverbal language within a visual
context, graphic novels readily activate a readen®r voice enabling her/him toear the
voices of the characters with their different régis and dialects, and allowing for the
recognition of a plurality of voices as well as tinere subtle variations of tone and intent.
These dialects, like stage voices, are often stgseal constructions which render the
impression of different speech modes. On the topicreating dialects in children’s books,
Anastasia Stamou notes, writers ‘concentrate awashlient linguistic features to suggest a
specific way of talking’ (2012, p. 314). Through nfagtions to written English, McKenna

creates a multicultural storyworld which has bostibility and an apparergudiblity.

Representations of race and ethnicity rely on aagtihetic combination of illustrations of
characters and their visually inflected verbal ihdb@anges. Physical difference is
communicated through caricatures of nationality attdhicity, as is evidenced early Tine
Legend of the Phoenix Dragawhere the Broome gangs are introduced. Charadiscsll
features, complexion and attire distinguish then€se, Aboriginal, Japanese, Malay and
British groups from one another. Presenting vodéfle@nces can be more complex,
requiring an author to write in non-standard largguevhich, rather than actually replicating
speech dialect, captures difference. The linguisiriMBalhorn explains that ‘dialect
rendering situates the character or narrator inessatial, economic, or ethnic opposition to
standard English’ (1998, p. 51) and thus the affeadepiction of dialect in writing involves

the use of unusual and non-standard syntax andhologpy.
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Some linguists, including Balhorn (1998), Dennisd®on (1985), Alexandra Jaffe and Shana
Walton (2000), argue that respellings used to comoate dialect denigrate speakers;
Preston argues that such depictions make the spsadw ‘boorish, uneducated, gangsterish,
and so on, and ... that nearly ALL respellings stiaie defamation of character’ (1985, p.
328), However, we argue that this effect is notamable. In the ‘Ubby's Underdogs’
narratives McKenna employs such verbal devices agans of defamiliarising linguistic
expectations and creating a rich, multifacetedyglot storyworld which extends readers’
understanding and appreciation of difference. Taedéncy to perceive non-standard
orthographies as “indices of low socioeconomicusta(Jaffe and Walton 2000, p. 561) owes
its stigmatisation to the context in which it isepented, and to socially conditioned
expectations of readerfs Bakhtin suggests, social interaction involvesnypnaompeting
dialects and idiolects, which he describes asrithdets and droplets of social heteroglossia’
(Bakhtin 1981, p. 263), and through the inclusibthese ‘rivulets and droplets’ the ‘Ubby’s
Underdogs’ books divert the normative flow of starttlEnglish. By positioning readers to
engage in an empathetic relationship with the Utholgs and their allies, McKenna’s
different voices operate more to demystify prejedassociated with dialects than to reinforce
it. Some of McKenna’s characters, including Ubbyb@&, Fin, Safa and Stryper exhibit
idiosyncratic dialects; but their non-standard wesicconvey the texture, vibrancy and

heteroglossia of the Broome township.

Most characters in the ‘Ubby’s Underdogs’ books pamicate in standard colloquial
English, but there are nuances which distinguistacecharacters. For instance some speak
the language with more formality. The Chinese cttara, Yupman Poe and Sai Fong, speak
English with a precision which suggest their exagttraining in English as a second

language. When introducing himself to Clancy BankMr Donappleton’s assistant, Poe
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says, ‘Thank you for meeting us. You can see we.a@v you say, fresh off the boat. But |
shall get to work once we have settled into ourrigusl (McKenna V1, p. 19). Poe’s self-
conscious use of the expression ‘fresh off the 'bisatommunicated through the pause
created by an ellipsis and the phrase ‘how you, sakiich acknowledges his uncertainty
about the way he is using the colloquialism. Idifdn to this, Poe’s formal ‘I shall’ rather
than the contraction ‘I'll’ points to his penchdot speaking English correctly. Bankler, on
the other hand, speaks in a formal register whigyigsests a sycophantic style of address
conveyed by exaggerated praise: ‘Mr Donappletonoverwhelmed to have a man of your
skill working for him. It is not every day that wget to work with a financial wizard’

(McKenna V1, p. 19).

While English is the prime mode of verbal commutiaain the ‘Underdogs’ books, it is
also used as a foil against which to project a#tBwe voices. Preston explains that a range of
respellings can simulate different modes of orgit985). Allegro speechor the elision of
words such as “watcha” for ‘what do you’, occurstiates in Ubby’'s utterances. These
lexical constructions, along with occasional Abora terms such as ‘mob’, ‘blackfella’, and
‘uncle in the broad sense of kinship, and instardesltered syntax, convey Ubby’s tough,
street-wise nature and her Aboriginalifyialect spellingattempts to capture features of
nonstandard pronunciation and is evident in thestantion of Safa’s dialect: ‘Arh dat be all
right. And oos might dis be?’ (McKenna V1, p. 10ahd ‘Ere’s sumpem that migh help’
(McKenna V2, p. 14). From information provided retiramatis personaand elsewhere in
the narrative, it becomes clear that Safa is AfesHibean, a kind-hearted, ukulele-playing
vagabond whom the Underdogs treat with respect faaddship.Safa’s pet, the chess-
playing baboon, Medinga, has been stolen and thgetdiogs are committed to retrieving

him. Gabe’s pronounced lisp is encoded throughuigeofeye-dialect or phonetic spelling.
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In the characterisation of both Safa and Gabe, Mald&s orthographic choices creatage

voiceswhich distinguish their idiolects from those ohet characters.

Early in Heroes Beginningsthere occurs an interchange involving Fin, Gahd &afa
[Figure 2] which demonstrates how the iconic andckd codes operate simultaneously to
convey the characters’ interactions as well asliggting their dialectal variation. On this
page, and the three which follow, non-standard iEhgiredominates, affirming the interplay
of different voices, notably Gabe’s lisp and Safafso-Caribbean dialect. The kindly Safa
offers Gabe some of his potion to help with anmpjsustained in an earlier skirmish. Wide-
eyed with concern Safa says, ‘Ere’s sumpem dat el with that big graze Gabe got dere’
and warns him ‘But ya mite wonna ‘old ya nose atbs@McKenna V2, p. 14). In the
construction of Safa’s accent the use of dialeellisyy including ‘ere’s’, ‘sumpem’, ‘dat’,
“old’; eye-dialect such as ‘mite’; and allegro goh words like ‘wonna’, intersect to create
an impression of Safa’s unique orality. Catchinghaff of the foul smelling potion, Gabe,
covering his mouth and nose exclaims, ‘Oooh, dithigng. What ith that thtuff? It thmelth
putrid! (McKenna V2, p. 14). Far from accentuat®gbe’s lowly status as a Maori boy with

a lisp, this representation of his speech celebtateenergetic individuality.
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Figure 2. Extract frontbby’s Underdogs: Heroes Beginninp. 14 With permission

Magabala Books.

Characters in the Underdogs books are clearly eefloy their visuaappearanc. Even in
crowd scenes, each spectator is a clearly ideigfiandividual within the multitude. Fc
example, during the pursuit of Medinga Heroes Beginninggeripheral characters &
individualised througHacial expressions and bodily gestt (McKema V2, pp. 10-105).
Characterisation isaccorde far greater prominence than background setting hiesd
narratives and cultural difference is made expligiith voice oftenfunctioning as a
prominent feature of individuality within the asdasn of multicultural charaers. While

working in the comiegnedium, McKenna doe
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not fall into the trap of simplistic caricature anegative stereotyping which as Derek Royal
argues, ‘dehumanizes by means of reductive icopbgita2007, p. 68). On the contrary,

each character is individualised in a manner whedognises and values difference.

Through this interplay of voices and activity, Maif&a creates a storyworld which evades
hierarchies of class, culture and ethnicity, a \af topsy-turvy, of heteroglot exuberance,
... where all is mixed, hybrid, ritually degraded atefiled’ (Stallybrass and White, 1986, p.
8). In the ‘topsy-turvy’ world of ‘Ubby’s Underdogghe youthful idealism of individuals
from mixed racial and ethnic backgrounds challendpesstatus quo and demonstrates the
value of transcultural respect and cooperation. é?awlations are negotiated through the
visual construction of the carnivalesque and itesgroto disrupt the power of the rich and

privileged.

Intercultural and cross-cultural transformations in ‘Ubby’s Underdogs’

McKenna’s graphic novels centre on the interplayasial and ethnic engagements, notably
the encounters of Chinese and Aboriginal cultured &gendary figures. The books
constitute a counter-narrative, drawing attentionttie limitations of discursive binaries
which categorise Aboriginal people in terms of racel subsume ethnic immigrants under
the banner of the multicultural in relation to Aoghustralian settlers (see Stephenson, ‘New
Cultural Scripts’ 2003; Curthoys 2000; Brewster 399The prologue td'he Legend of the
Phoenix Dragondepicts violent riots in ancient China when theiaus force of the Hede
attempts to rule over the country. The Phoenix Dnagrotects the mountain village from

annihilation but is badly injured. He travels tcetlsouth, looking for a cure from the
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Sandpaper Dragon in Australia. The name of the kd@ragon combines two auspicious
imaginary creatures in ancient Chinese legends—f¢henine symbol ‘Phoenix’ and the
masculine ‘Dragon’. The creative combination of 1@&se cultural elements forms a
dialogical relationship with the ancient Aboriginalilture, signified by the giant goanna
known as the Sandpaper Dragon who lives in therAlimh desert. In a symbolic sense, the
cross-culturalencounter of these two legendary figures impliekisorical relationship
between Chinese and Aboriginal Australians, whicheshadows the Aboriginal/Asian
alliances in contemporary Broome society as degitdaeer in the books. By foregrounding
the contact between two ancient cultures and pspgte books depart from the distinction
between race and ethnicity which has dominatedudgons of cross-cultural and inter-racial

relations in Australia.

The graphic treatment of this encounter undersctresnegotiation of power differences

between these two cultural entities. As shown enghnels of Figure 3, the Phoenix Dragon
comes from a war-torn homeland, and the Sandpapagdd is positioned as the host,
passing the flame (druga) on to endow him with &fed power. As the Phoenix Dragon is
grateful to the Sandpaper Dragon for healing angstdem found in ‘a land of vast desert’

(McKenna V1, p. 8), their relationship enacts a podynamic which insists on the primacy
of Indigeneity in the Australian context. As much the book recognises the intercultural
contact between these two groups, it implicithyaférms the fact that ethnic migrants are the
beneficiaries of what the land of Australia offeas|land formerly owned and occupied by
Aboriginal people. Noticeably, the ritual of powteansmission (druga) shown in the second
left panel is enabled through a semi-comedic egisndvhich an Aboriginal warrior woman

carries the druga flame in her mouth and kisse®huenix Dragon.
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HE SWALLOWED THE FLAME AND
THEM KISSEDR THE WARRICRE WOMAM,
PASSING DM HIS TRUTA

IMMEDIATELY THE YIOUNG DRAGDN
FELT STROMBER. HiS SCALES BEGAN
TO SPARKIF LIKE BEMERALD STARS

Figure 3. Extract frontbby’s Underdogs: The Legend of the Phoenix Drap. 10. With

permission from Magabala Boo

At this point, thetense, solemn druga rituis mediated through eorporeal experience
intimacy. The twdaint exclamation mart in the adjacent paneidicate the bewilderment

the young Phoenix Dragon argive rise to a moment which blendg®medy with high
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emotion. The implications of sexuality and rebiiththis sequence address what Bakhtin
calls ‘the material bodily principle’ (1984, p. 18yhich is central to the carnivalesque folk
humour of the trilogy. The bodily intimacy of theagon and the warrior woman transforms
the seriousness and sacredness of their crossatuitual into an act of sensuous frivolity.
The comicalimplications of this page technically realise dtstiom a high register to a low
one, which is consistent with the entertaining anbe of the trilogy. But this erotic
degradation, in the Bakhtinian sense, is positind eegenerative, as it suggests that the
Phoenix Dragon is rejuvenated and regains life @owler. Meanwhile, the prominent role of
the warrior woman as she mediates between the uisagecribes power to Aboriginal

femininity, rather than locating female figuredla margins.

The legend of the Phoenix Dragon traverses tempbas@nd cultural divisions, anticipating
the intercultural transformation visible in relat®obetween Sai Fong and Ubby’s Underdogs.
Against the backdrop of this cultural pluralism, Ké&nna manages to play with stereotypical
images through exaggeration and excess. The paltadyChinese immigrants in Broome,
notably Sai Fong and her uncle Yupman Poe, enablexploration of neglected voices in its
treatment of intercultural and cross-cultural eregagnt. The novels’ syncretic cluster of
stereotypical representations of Chinese culturd aharacters is not unproblematic.
Nevertheless, this deployment of stereotypes isl wftectively in the novels to readily
identify characters from certain ethnic backgroyntis interrogate racialised binary
discourses, and to produce a transformative visfomarginalised cultures in the Broome

communities.
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The portrayal of Sai Fong does not shrink from gtexeotypes of Chinese femininity which
are prevalent in popular culture; rather, a hylonigt of stereotypical images is intensified to
achieve a hyperbolic and comicgtfect. From the outset of the story, Sai Fongresented
as vulnerable: she suffers from an unidentifiedetis and is subservient to her uncle
Yupman'’s paternalistic order. These negative atte conform to racialised western tropes
of Asian women who are framed as weak, sentimemtdlsubordinate (see Jiwani 2006, p.
166). Nevertheless, the transformation of Sai Fasmgachieved through intercultural
engagements. She disobeys Yupman by associatirig tht Underdogs and when she
confronts the Pearl Juniors in the game of Gru#i, Fong demonstrates her versatility in
Chinese martial arts, her loyalty to Ubby's gangd der desire for justice against racial

prejudice.

In this respect, the characterisation of Sai Foagsphomage to the images of Chinese
warrior women prevalent in popular culture: fortarece, Hua Mulan in the Walt Disney
animationMulan (1998), who is filial, pious and brave on the ledigtld; and Jen from the
Hollywood blockbusteiCrouching Tiger and Hidden Dragof2000), an ostensibly fragile
woman who is exceptionally talented in martial afke attributes of warrior women as
invincible, mysterious and exotic are combinedhe tharacterisation of Sai Fong. She is
attributed with a mysterious identity as a dragomsoner and with the supernatural powers
of casting fire, communicating with animals, andoddying snake poison to save Ubby’'s
life. Although Sai Fong is kidnapped toward the efid’he Legend of the Phoenix Dragon
and is absent throughotieroes Beginningshe searches undertaken by the various factions
render her powerfully present within the narrativerojected as a ‘non-human’ or
‘superhuman’ figure, Sai Fong’s mystical preseneggests a division of worlds, mediating

between the real and the alien, the familiar amdetkotic. In a sense, the characterisation of
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Sai Fong is constructed by what Jiwani refers téaadsodgepodge of differences pastiched
together (2006, p. 162), so that she can be seea laybridised combination of Chinese

female characters in western popular culture.

The excess of stereotypical elements is an integ@dct of graphic novels, enabling readers
to quickly identify characters’ ethnicities and qamhend meanings beyond visual
representations. This strategy also accentuatés dhfferences in the novels’ depictions of
multicultural Broome, using signifiers of ethnicitp produce a counter-narrative which
contests racial ideologies and norms. This effe@vident in the episode in which Sai Fong
invites the Underdogs to see a film at Sun Pictlaroutdoor theatre in real-life Broome. As
Yu comments, Sun Pictures enforced racially disrating seating arrangements referred to
as ‘Blacks in the back’ (1999, p. 60), in which Aigmal people were required to sit on the
benches at the back and Asians in the front whiléenEuropeans occupied the best seats in
the middle of the theatre. Before the Underdogstkeefilm, Sai Fong dresses Ubby in
traditional Chinese costume — a top with a standaseipar and a bun with a hairpin. The
depiction of Ubby dressed like a Chinese girl i$ merely for fun, but implies a temporary,
strategic shift of identity, though in a playfulcadeceptive manner, when Ubby enters a
place where Aboriginal people suffered discrimioatiln this sense, what might appear to be
the tokenistic signifier of the Chinese costume stilutes evidence of the cross-cultural

alliance between Ubby and Sai Fong, as well agyatplbypass racial segregation.

Further allusions to Western stereotypes of Chirmseple and culture are evident in the
identities the novels attribute to Chinese adgurés: sorcerers/wizards, gangsters, street

thugs, refugees, criminals, pearl labourers, aig stwners. The characterisation of Yupman
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Poe is informed by just such stereotypical perosgti He is a fugitive from Shanghai, having
being framed as the murderer of the Black Guarde@grfthe protector of China). He brings
Sai Fong to Australia in search of a magic curehar illness. Upon his arrival, Yupman is
soon engaged to work for Donappleton. His roleaafinancial wizard’ (McKenna V1, p. 19)
fits western assumptions that Chinese men are égoefly shrewd and financially astute. In
The Legend of the Phoenix Dragdnis implied that Yupman employs shady schenges
enable the reckless expansion of Donappleton’snbasi Donappleton says: ‘Mr Poe knows
how to reduce my taxes. Poe may not know it yetlsitall use every one of his financial
talents to build my empire’ (McKenna V1, p. 96). pfman’s talents cannot serve a noble
purpose because his choices are limited by hisrleweial status as a Chinese immigrant in
Australian settler society. The characterizatioryopman exposes the complex triangulation
of Chinese migrants, Anglo-Australians, and Abaraipeople in colonial history, in which,
as Stephenson observes, Chinese ethnic groupsexpteited by and marginalised from the
wider Anglo-Australian citizenry’ (2003, p. 62), W implicated in the colonial enterprise
which caused the dispossession of Aboriginal pedplehis sense, Stephenson argues, the
Chinese were ‘not only victims of colonisation, theere also agents of it' (2003, p. 62).
Nevertheless, this does not imply that Chinese anigr possessed the same resources and
power as white Europeans; rather, their role apgteators of colonisation was due largely to
the pressure they experienced as they sought t@ mdk/ing in a strange land. Yupman
Poe’s uneasy complicity with Donappleton refletis interracial contact which remains part
of Broome society in the novels’ setting and expa$e imbalance of power which shapes

relations between these characters.

Despite the ambiguous positioning of Chinese migran relation to the dominance of

Anglo-Australian settlers, the Chinese often formaedlynamic alliance with local Aboriginal
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people as well as other ethnic groups, which sometiinvolved a shared sense of being
excluded and oppressed by white society. The nowetmtment of such interracial
engagements foregrounds characters’ empathy amdstiiese of a common humanity. For
instance, in a scene where Ubby and Yupman Poeuaseed by ex-military thugs, they seek
refuge at Ubby’'s home. Here Ubby’s mother Maryadnees the thugs away with a broom,
then turns her attention to Ubby: ‘So where the pva@op have you been? Had me worried
sick’ (McKenna V2, p. 140) Maryanne next questidfisby about Yupman’s identity: ‘And
who is this old mongrel staring at me? (McKenna 2140). But when she understands that
Yupman is ‘that old fella who lost your little gifMcKenna V2, p. 141), she invites him into
her home and provides him with tea and accommaulatibis entertaining exchange displays
both Maryanne’s volatility and also her ready sythgafor Yupman, constructing an
Aboriginal feminine characterised by endurance, tdumand loyalty. The fact of Yupman’s
Chinese ancestry is of no consequence in compatsornhat he has in common with
Maryanne as the guardian of a wilful young girl.isTecene portrays the multifaceted and

diverse engagements between Chinese and Aborgjioaps in the Broome community.

The first two books of McKenna’s trilogy are highiynovative in their blend of graphic
novel and manga strategies and their approachteocuitural negotiations. They adopt the
comic format and create captivating narratives Whadfirm racial and ethnic difference.
Foregrounding the identity-formation of two younggy Ubby and Sai Fong, the interwoven
stories of these novels celebrate female agencycaltaral exchange in a setting marked by
histories of racial discrimination and resistarg.drawing on a blend of cultural signifiers
to envision hybrid identities, the novels refusedies which segregate Aboriginal from

migrant discourses. The books are particularly ewds in the way they intermingle
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Aboriginal and Chinese legendary figures and beliefough the framing narrative of the

meeting of the Phoenix Dragon of China and the Saper Dragon of the Australian desert.

As we have argued throughout, the trilogy addressssous and weighty concerns —
intercultural relations, colonialism, race-basedcdmination — through a carnivalesque
orientation which enables satire, humour and colnggeess. The powerful are mocked and
the marginalised achieve success in a narrativechwicelebrates demotic humour and
linguistic diversity. Readers are positioned tayalwith Ubby and the Underdogs and to
engage with their relationships and adventurethithway the narrative advocates the values
of openness, generosity and courage which chaisetdie Underdogs. But even as the
Underdogs perform heroic deeds, the energetic polyp of McKenna’s verbal and visual
storytelling complicates the notion of heroism. Ndp is immune from the carnivalesque
laughter to which Bakhtin refers, which is alwayshavalent: ‘it is gay, triumphant, and at
the same time mocking, deriding. It asserts andedernt buries and revives. Such is the
laughter of carnival’ (Bakhtin 1984, pp. 11-12). the ‘Ubby’s Underdogs’ narratives,
parody, irreverence and carnivalesque laughterrogate the social order of a community,
revealing the critical power of strategies suchcakebration and deprecation. The heroic
triumph anticipated by Ubby and the Underdogs sfferaders a perspective of Australia
which departs from the dominant tropes of Australl@storiography by foregrounding
relations between Indigenous and immigrant popafati In this sense, the oppositional
discourse of McKenna'’s graphic novels works notydol re-envision post-war Broome, but

also to project a vision of intercultural transf@tion onto contemporary Australia.
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Notes

1. The final instalment of the ‘Ubby’s Underdogsidgy is currently under development.
Throughout this essay we refer to the first twteditof the trilogy by their sub-title§he
Legend of the Phoenix Dragcemd Heroes BeginningsUnlike Heroes Beginnings, The
Legend of the Phoenix Dragaoes not have numbered pages. In our citatioifefLegend
of the Phoenix Dragowe have counted the pages treating the right Bptagsh page entitled
Prologueas page one. We cite the pages prior to this pggaeumbering from the title page
as i-x. The Legend of the Phoenix Drag@adesignated as Volume 1 (V1) ahfdroes

Beginningsas Volume 2 (V2).

2. See, for instance, ground-breaking Magabalaidbooks such as Daisy Utemorrah and
Pat Torres’Do Not Go Around the Edgd4990) and Gracie Greene, Joe Tramacchi and

Lucille Gill's Tjarany Roughtai(1992).

3. See Peta Stephensdihe Outsiders Within: Telling Australia’s IndigerssAsian Story

(2007) for a thorough account of the complexitiethese triangular relationships.
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