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Subtopia is A.L. (Andrew) McCann’s second novel. The book initially 
appears to be a standard ‘coming-of-age’ narrative. However, it quickly 
transforms itself into a treatise on a broad range of issues: suburbia, sex, 
politics, memory, death. The result is a dark and dense, but also highly 
imaginative read that avoids clichés and provides its readers with some rich 
(if at times troubling) food for thought.  

The novel opens in Melbourne’s south-eastern suburbs circa 1977. 
Julian is a particularly morose teenager: he is obsessed with carcinogens, 
and his extended family’s happy façade conceals a disturbing incidence of 
sexual abuse. Then he meets two individuals who might both be able to 
broaden his depressing suburban existence. The first of these is Martin 
Bernhard, a cigarette-smoking rebel who enjoys shooting model soldiers 
with an air-rifle. The second is Sally, an academically gifted young woman 
he meets at university.  

As the novel progresses, Julian follows these two very different friends 
to very different locations: St Kilda during the early 1980s, Germany during 
the latter part of that decade, New York during the 1990s, and then back to 
Melbourne. Yet it soon becomes clear that neither his friendships with 
these people nor his globe-trotting will alter Julian’s morbid state of mind. 
As time passes, he becomes more and more preoccupied with the fact that 
(wherever one goes) suburbia will remain a “corpseworld” (81): that is, a 
world of substance abuse and sexual gratification, unemployment and 
premature death. 

McCann is a literary scholar, and thus highly aware of literary genres 
and conventions. This awareness is reflected in the way he skilfully pre-
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vents Subtopia from becoming “one of those redemptive, coming-of-age 
narratives in which a fuck-up protagonist finally accepts his mediocrity and 
succumbs to the reality principle” (253). Instead, the novel’s protagonist, 
Julian, is sketched as an extraordinarily contradictory and multi-layered 
character. Julian is ostensibly apolitical, although (in one amusing moment) 
he attempts to alleviate his post-university aimlessness by planning a mas-
ter’s thesis on “(t)heories of working class representation” (111). He fre-
quently avoids contacting his friends and family, although he willingly takes 
advantage of Martin and Sally’s hospitality when travelling overseas. Yet, at 
the same time, there is no denying that he also cares deeply about these 
friends. For example, Julian seems genuine when he describes the “aban-
donment” that he feels after Martin dies, as well as the sense that his de-
ceased friend “felt like everyone” (280). 

Also, throughout the novel, McCann displays an exquisite eye for de-
tail. This is sometimes used to darkly comic effect, for example, in his cari-
cature of a New York diner as a nightmare world of “bull-necks, double 
chins, burst capillaries and plump red faces…chewing away at mouthfuls of 
sugar and fat” (216). However, also consider his more subtle (yet equally 
evocative) descriptions of suburban Melbourne. These include the following 
account of a train trip from the CBD to Moorabbin one late afternoon: 

The railyards, the MCG, the platforms of Richmond station filtering 
miles of track, giant steel tendrils reaching to the extremities of the 
city … Then Toorak, Hawksburn, Armadale, Malvern, the Caulfield 
racecourse, shopping strips, speeding automobiles … Lassitude, 
boredom, a multitude of obstinate details crowding out thought at the 
arse-end of the working day, lonely wage slaves trudging home to 
the sluggish rhythyms of commerce, goods and services. (65-6)  

I find descriptions such as this enthralling not only because I am familiar 
with the geographical locations that are mentioned within them. Rather, I 
find such descriptions enthralling because they really capture the sense of 
banality, repetition and emptiness that characterises many a suburban ex-
istence. That is, they really do suggest the “corpseworld” that the fictitious 
Julian is so unhappily familiar with. 

However, I also wonder if the portrait of suburban life offered in Subto-
pia might ultimately be too bleak. In the publicity material for the book, the 
author expresses his disdain for “the idea that literature exists to reveal the 
beauty of the ordinary”. I agree with McCann in this respect, and so (un-
doubtedly) would many literary and cultural studies theorists. Yet, I am also 
reminded of novels such as Leonie Stevens’ Nature Strip (1994) and Luke 
Davies’ Candy (1997). These novels (both of which, incidentally, are also 
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set in Melbourne) portray suburban and urban spaces as sites of ecstasy 
and promise as well as disappointment, banality and morbidity. McCann 
does not achieve such a balance here, thus making his vision of the 
“corpseworld” appear slightly one-dimensional. 

Additionally, I found the sexual politics of Subtopia to be sometimes 
questionable. For example, early in the novel, the teenage Julian becomes 
convinced that Martin has homosexual tendencies. The latter makes a sex-
ual advance towards his friend, and Julian subsequently becomes “fixate(d) 
on all the … men” who Martin “must have fucked and sucked off in the al-
leyways behind Fitzroy Street …” (59). Yet the question of same sex-
attraction disappears after this episode: Martin gets married, and Julian 
provides numerous graphic accounts of sexual fantasies involving women. 
How exactly we are meant to read all of this is unclear. Can we read Mar-
tin’s sexual advance as another product of Julian’s paranoid imagination? 
Or has McCann opted not to investigate the homoerotic subtext of the 
young men’s relationship, instead concealing it behind fantasy scenes that 
could have been lifted from heterosexual male-oriented pornography? 

Overall, though, Subtopia is a significant contribution to the field of 
Australian literature. The novel’s portrait of the ‘suburban nightmare’ might 
ultimately be narrow (and heterosexist). However, throughout the text, 
McCann does provide some fascinating and beautifully written insights into 
the bleaker side of everyday life. Also, he refuses to comfort his readers 
with predictable plot devices or a cloying happy ending.  
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