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Faith and doubt in Luke 
Carman’s An Elegant Young 
Man
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This essay reads Luke Carman’s experimental 2013 novel/memoir, An Elegant 
Young Man, as it traces out an idiosyncratic and disturbingly apocalyptic path 
through Sydney’s western suburbs.1 Taking into account Felicity Castagna’s 
work on Carman as a bogan flâneur, I consider what might be at stake if one 
were to examine the protagonist’s journey with certain theological or religious 
frameworks in mind (e.g. as a series of Dantean spiralling descents, or some 
kind of prophetic wandering).2 Indeed, by taking stock of the types of sacred 
and profane elements in the text, I argue that Carman’s work is paradoxically 
defined by postures of ironic scepticism on one hand, alongside profound 
moments of (a)spirituality on the other. Key to this dialectic between doubt 
and faith is the book’s series of “anti-epiphanies” that demonstrate the limited 
and limiting visions the southwestern suburbs offer. Thus, Carman’s book 
presents new kinds of transcendence, catching “the murmur of something 
gone” (184) in underrepresented areas of Sydney, but simultaneously realis-
ing that “Australia is not the place for ecstatic truth” (148).
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A wandering form
Winner of the 2015 NSW Premier’s Prize for new writing, Luke Carman’s 
debut experimental book, An Elegant Young Man, roams through Sydney’s 
western suburbs and beyond. Published in the Giramondo shorts series, 
Carman’s book is hard to classify. It lacks some of those markers readers 
might traditionally associate with the novel (length, coherent plot, consis-
tent characters, narrative arcs) and it instead at times reads like a series of 
short stories, monologues or fictive memoir. Sophia Barnes calls it “a deft 
balance between the form of the short story and the weaving of an extended 
narrative.”3 Geordie Williamson describes it as a gathering of “several quasi-
autobiographical narratives.”4 Elizabeth Bryer labels it “a formally innovative 
bildungsroman . . . composed of eight story cycles set in Sydney’s multicultural 
Western Suburbs.”5 It is interesting to note that the book was shortlisted for 
an award for best Australian Short Story Collection—Steele Rudd Award 
in the 2014 Queensland Literary Awards and yet Carman was also named 
a joint winner of the Sydney Morning Herald’s Young Novelist of the Year 
Award, pointing to the way the book fuses narrative styles. The hybridised 
form of Carman’s book is perhaps suited to its trajectory, for An Elegant 
Young Man is both peripatetic and locational, pushing out from places like 
Mount Pritchard and Liverpool in Sydney’s south west as a narrator named 
Luke Carman engages with what is a volatile, violent, and bewildering world.

Though the book begins with the phrase “My name is Luke Francis 
Carman” (3),ß the overlap between narrator and author is playful and not 
always straightforward. In this way, Carman follows other contemporary 
Australian writers like Nam Le, whose brilliant opening story in The Boat 
is narrated by a character also named Nam Le who is trying to write his 
final work at the Iowa Writers’ Workshop (a program that Le attended).6 
Tom Cho’s acclaimed Look Who’s Morphing similarly plays on the author’s 
own name in a series of surreal short stories involving the main character 
engaged in kaleidoscopic scenarios where identity is always shifting (Cho’s 
face adorns the cover of the work).7 In Carman’s An Elegant Young Man 
sometimes the narrator does recount things that have occurred within the 
author’s own life (for example, a homeless man who disrupted a poetry 
reading in Sydney Park), but on other occasions the stories are not linked 
with the author’s particular lived experiences (for example, the narrator’s 
foray into amateur wrestling in regional NSW). Carman’s An Elegant Young 
Man begins with a series of reflections and short journeys into various parts 
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of Western Sydney, starting within what the narrator calls “My Liverpool” 
(14). Quoting this or almost any section of the work gives a sense of how 
idiosyncratically entertaining the narration can be:

My dad got bashed out the front of Liverpool station. My 
Liverpool. He was in his fifties and he woke up in a pool of 
blood and his skull was cracked. His briefcase was stolen 
and he made his way to the police station and they said there 
was nothing they could do. That was a lie though because 
eventually they found the briefcase. I think they found it 
at Bigge Park which isn’t actually a big park at all. It’s very 
popular with homeless people (14).

Within these retellings/essays/short stories, Luke recounts scenes of 
classroom disruption at Liverpool Boys High, neighbourhood violence in 
Granville, fights in Cronulla and Chipping Norton, poetry readings and parties 
in Sydney’s Inner West, and half-hearted journeys through rural and coastal 
Australia for wrestling and/or love. There does not seem to be a singular 
narrative arc and characters wander in and out of the text; some disappear, 
never to return. But Liverpool is somehow brought to life, and what binds 
the stories together is the itinerant movement of “Luke” himself, with his 
manically detailed, compellingly perceptive, and rhythmically humourous 
narration. Felicity Castagna, a novelist from Western Sydney, has labelled 
this wandering as bogan flâneur, taking cues from Charles Baudelaire:

Luke Carman anxiously maps the western suburbs of Sydney in a 
series of discontinuous chapters. Like the flaneurs that preceded him, the 
persona, Luke is both an insider and an outsider to the space that he takes 
the reader into; He is both an insightful and a perpetually confused guide.8

In Castagna’s analysis, Carman’s book is structured as curiously teleo-
logical despite its seemingly random and peripatetic wanderings. The last of 
the eight sections, as Castagna points out, is labelled “The Mountain” (after 
the suburb Mount Pritchard) and her argument is that throughout the book, 
“the journey to the Mountain stands tall in the quest for understanding 
oneself through place.”9 Now I’d like to consider this “transcendental quest” 
(as Castagna labels it) with a greater focus on ideas of the sacred, because 
it seems to me that An Elegant Young Man offers a sensibility and a mode 
that open out onto a complex kind of contemporary Australian sacred that 
is linked to particularly volatile and liminal suburban locations.
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Of note, however, is that “The Mountain” of the book’s final section 
is both the zenith of a spiritual quest, but also representative of the failure 
and absurdity of any such quest. As the narrator notes, the suburb Mount 
Pritchard was first named Mount Misery. There is disappointment built 
into its name, going back to colonial times where settlers lost bullocks and 
almost starved to death. Indeed, it is not a mountain at all, but a suburb with 
gangs and crime (74–75), a place where the narrator Luke has grown up. This 
disappointing and yet highly charged point of setting out and returning, is 
therefore, a deliberately paradoxical construct. Indeed, the complexity of 
this place can be seen in the narrator’s hyperbolic rejection of Kerouac’s 
advice in the penultimate section of the book:

Kerouac was wrong . . . you really can fall off a mountain, 
you can fall and fall again and . . . his idea of God is a sad 
paradise of nonsense, and . . . Australia is not the place for 
ecstatic truth, . . . there is no ecstatic truth, . . . there is no 
beat to keep (148).

As the title of the paper suggests, my argument is that the narrator Luke 
is always falling from the mountain. Of course, this is an ironic concept, given 
that Mount Pritchard ostensibly doesn’t leave one with far to fall. But Luke’s 
wanderings are marked by four things that offer us a framework for better 
considering the kinds of complex suburban epiphany and anti-epiphanies 
that the text describes.

Four backgrounds to sacredness in An Elegant Young Man
First, the narrator’s constant confusion provides a kind of continuo along 
which the book’s action occurs, and, as Madeleine Watts points out, “it is 
this uncertainty that affords An Elegant Young Man its power.”10 Of course, 
the charged world of Sydney’s west is vertiginously dizzying with its racial 
stratification, its streets always threatening to erupt in violence. But the 
narrator is also at sea in other places, including the Sutherland shire (where 
he is punched out in a brawl), the city’s trendy inner west (where he can’t 
shake his awkward western suburbs heritage), caravan parks in outback 
Australia (where bugs crawl on the outside of tents), and even Sydney’s 
wharf district during the Sydney Writers’ Festival (where all his voracious 
reading leads nowhere). The narrator’s default stance is therefore to plead 
ignorance in almost every situation.



45

Faith and doubt in Luke Carman’s An Elegant Young Man

This hesitancy is evident when speaking about literature, art, and 
stories of all kinds. For example, when a friend named Jonny asks Luke to 
attend a live event with Chopper Read and the former AFL player, Wacko 
Jackson, Luke replies, “I don’t know about stories” (11). Indeed despite the 
sheer number of far more high-brow literary references throughout the 
book (including to works like The Great Gatsby, Anna Karenina, and They 
Odyssey), the narrator states early on: “Sometimes I’m not sure there’s much 
difference between one novel and the next” (13). Relationally, and despite 
his garrulous narration, Luke often finds himself at a loss for what to say. He 
is awkward around good friend Nikki, admitting “I never knew how to say 
hello to her” (58) and later noting “I never knew what to say to people” (61). 
Elsewhere he describes things like a Cronulla brawl in ritualistic terms. Yet 
for Luke such ritual does not lead to certainty: “A ritual was taking place, and 
I was a major player, but I didn’t know my role” (49). Similarly, the chapter 
titled West Suburbia Boys begins with the statement, “I made too many 
mistakes with people and did not understand the customs’ (95). This mode 
of bafflement contrasts the more assured denizens of other places. In King 
Street, Newtown, for example, “People were going by, effortlessly and direct” 
(150). Furthermore, Luke’s confusion is often coded into physical discomfort, 
drunkenness, or stoned discombobulation. Carman’s narrator, much like the 
poet John Forbes or the main character Tom Keely in Tim Winton’s novel 
Eyrie, is always in danger of becoming knocked out, battered, or physically 
assaulted. The continuo of felt confusion therefore means that any sacred 
or spiritual knowledge is already prejudged and prevented because of the 
bewilderment of a narrator who always seems out of place.

Second, the book exhibits a series of spiritual disappointments and 
moments of scepticism, as dreams break on the hard edges of the western 
suburbs. Though the character of Luke Carman is extremely well read, none 
of the texts have made him wise. In fact, the inadequacy of literature in 
western Sydney is referred to repeatedly. In one section Luke travels down 
the south coast to tell his friend Kat that American literature is decidedly 
non-soteriological, “the great big truth that in Australia there is no beat to 
keep” (145). Elsewhere he looks at a library and vows to never read another 
book again. In another section, the narrator’s pro-wrestling “career” comes 
to nothing when the golden age of Aussie wrestling doesn’t eventuate (“I 
wanted to say it was over, that I didn’t believe in wrestling and never had” 
(110)). A romantic trip across the Australian outback ends in a caravan park 
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whose centre is a mosquito-infested swamp as Luke’s girlfriend realises his 
glutes have shrivelled and disappeared (165). Even the narrator’s atheist 
hero, Hitchens, is described in bathetic terms as he dines at the Sydney 
Writers’ Festival:

we witnessed Hitchens eating alone on the deck outside 
the hotel while bats beat out a leathery rhythm west across 
the harbour sky, as if pouring from a chamber of the bridge 
which loomed over the scene like a citadel in the dark. Brent 
pointed at Hitchens and said, “Oh my God, look at that!” 
and we saw his long comb-over fringe slide down into his 
soup and back up into his mouth with a spoon. There he 
was, public intellectual and anti-theist gunslinger, eating 
his own head (125).

This mode of disappointment and scepticism is almost Lawsonian in 
its tone, and it is applied to everything from education to art and everyone 
from Leonard Cohen to Henry Rollins. It is a mode born of the sclerotic 
and unyielding south western suburbs, I would argue, a function of their 
“bone-grey streets spare and grim” (173).

Third, An Elegant Young Man is based on continuous and relentless 
examples of inversion and reversal that come both from the narrator’s 
persistent confusion but also from Western Sydney as a place where such 
reversals necessarily exist. Within the novel’s opening section, marked by 
hilarious authorial interjections, puzzling contradictions, wild associative 
leaps, thickets of allusions, and various Youtube distractions, there are two 
quotes from Walt Whitlam and Bob Dylan that offer some kind of key to 
what might be going on. Luke Carman, echoing Ginsberg in the supermar-
ket, has discovered the complete works of Walt Whitman under a broken 
cabinet outside the Whitlam Centre in Liverpool. Taking Walt Whitman 
on a tour of Liverpool is kind of disappointing for both parties, but at one 
point Luke Carman quotes Bob Dylan and Whitman replies:

I said, The times they are a-changing. I said, The line it is 
drawn, the curse it is cast, the slow one now will later be fast, 
as the present now, will later be past. Whitman sang back to 
me, Let that which stood in front go behind, let that which 
was behind advance to the front, let bigots, fools, unclean 
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persons, offer new propositions, let the old propositions be 
postponed, let a man seek pleasure everywhere except in 
himself, let a woman seek happiness everywhere except in 
herself. I found his singing a little belligerent (4–5).

Despite the narrator’s scepticism, these two quotes figure the world as 
reversible and reversing. The slow person will later be fast. Let that which 
stood in front go behind. Furthermore, the displacement of Whitman, poet 
of the American landscape, into the western suburbs is itself an inversion 
(an inversion, even, of Ginsberg’s Californian description of ‘Walt Whitman, 
childless, lonely old grubber, poking among the meats in the refrigerator 
and eyeing the grocery boys’).11 Now it is within this inverted sensibility that 
the Carman’s associative switching, his insecurity, his mode of confusion, 
takes on an absurd logic. Thus, Luke’s father bringing a puppy to midnight 
mass, or giving him a punching bag labelled ‘deus’, make a weird kind of 
sense. What is more, despite the geographical wandering of the narrative, it 
is Sydney’s western suburbs where these reversals are most pronounced. For 
the south western suburbs, with their refusal to conform to ideas of progress 
and orderliness, are crucial imaginative locations for Carman. As Jennifer 
Maiden puts it in her essay on suburbia: “Nowhere else can the essential, 
eternal and eternally reversing dialectic between icon and iconoclasm be 
observed and experienced so well.”12 This, I would argue, is fundamental 
to the book’s presentation of the sacred. It makes sense of both the work’s 
relentless scepticism, its reflexive criticism, but also of its simultaneous sense 
of witness and testimony, as it brings the unheeded suburban experience 
into the open in a revelatory and almost apocalyptic manner.

Fourth, this revelation appears in a series of strange, fleeting visions 
that exist in chance moments during suburban living. As mentioned earlier, 
grand programs (education, wrestling, artistic endeavour, reading, outback 
journeys) may not achieve anything, and yet random moments of illumina-
tion still occur, even with the mode of confusion, scepticism and reversal, 
that characterises the book. Indeed, it is suburban light that is most often the 
vehicle for these ambiguous moments of almost-transcendence in Carman’s 
writing, at once demonstrating that the suburbs are locations of intense 
insight, but also simultaneously undercutting any claim to higher meaning 
or transcendent illumination. For whether it is Mount Pritchard’s “brick unit 
blocks with TV flickering a phantasmic blue through the windows” (39) or 
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the white light of McDonalds after a fight that makes Nikki’s skin luminescent 
(50), the suburbs offer certain kinds of limited visionary experiences again 
and again. These are both epiphanic and anti-epiphanic moments, where 
things are at once portentous and unsettling:

One night when I was pretty drunk and I saw a kebab shop 
still open on Macquarie Street, glowing bright as the spotlight 
of the police helicopters that burst through our windows 
when we were kids, looking for drugs or carjackers (39).

Indeed, in a radio interview, Carman mentions “a police helicopter 
spotlight coming into your bedroom window in the middle of the night 
waking you up, sort of like a transcendental vision or something.”13 Here 
he is speaking about a poetics of violence, and the way that western Sydney 
provides a background of menace, surveillance, and threat. This leads to 
heightened awareness, a sense of what Carman labels “ecstatic abandon.” 
Elsewhere in An Elegant Young Man we hear the story of Brent, who uses 
napalm to burn a poem into the Werrington hillside. After this momentous 
act comes the following description:

The void of the suburban night, punctured only by the 
green flow of an all-night BP servo station in the distance. 
For a while it seemed the world had stopped and nothing 
moved in any direction (118).

This is a moment of triumph and despair, the apocalyptic burning that is 
unheeded and achieves nothing. Later, after vomiting in the toilets at the 
Sydney Writers’ Festival, Brent shares the recipe for napalm with the narrator. 
It is a decidedly anticlimactic revelation.

For Carman, however, light can indicate particular forms of ambiva-
lent sacred expression in an oversaturated suburban world. The “blinding 
bright” lights of Liverpool hospital, for example make it “an enormous 
object glowing in the dark . . . It was cold and the moon had vanished and 
the hospital held open its doors like an afterlife that did not need you to 
die” (100). A taxi driver points out his favourite part of Sydney, which is a 
lamppost on Parramatta road: “see the last light there, that’s the lonely one. 
It’s my favourite” (170). When Luke’s friends take him to a haunted church in 
Mulgoa, an unexplained red light appears in a kind of demonic apparition, 
“like a new bloodied sun had opened its eye above the earth” (55). When 
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Luke’s mother drives him back from Newcastle after his failed wrestling 
career, the dawn scene is cast in religious terms:

When we got closer to home, the sunset over the suburbs 
was very serious and sad and had that alien red to it that 
you can never become completely used to, so it fills you up 
with awe and you feel like a sinner (112).

These moments indicate, I would argue, the limited and compromised 
sacred visions that are available in the south western suburbs. They are 
suburban epiphanies or anti-epiphanies, the closest thing to transcendence 
that the book can offer, and this is precisely because of the various transac-
tions with violence and disappointment that run across the background. In 
fact, it is significant that light plays a similar role in the gritty book trailer 
which was filmed to advertise an An Elegant Young Man.14

Reading a scene
I’d like to use these four touchstones (confusion, scepticism, reversibility, 
and the epiphany) to read two of the novel’s later scenes. In the final section 
(titled “The Mountain”), Luke speaks with his brother Adam who has con-
verted to Christianity (both brothers have biblical and conventionally “Anglo” 
names, which is telling in the multicultural version of Sydney that the book 
presents). After Luke produces the knife he has been using to defend his 
liberty “on train stations from Cabramatta to Katoomba,” Adam replies that, 
“A better system is religion” (178). Adam’s conversion takes Luke by surprise:

He didn’t laugh because he wasn’t kidding. He had the 
appearance of a cherub left out of the sacred heart too long. 
The world had bent him to the table; he was hunched and 
broad and his mouth was tight as if he was trapped in a 
permanent battle of will. He said, “Jesus gives me strength” 
(178).

Here the figures of Luke and Adam offer stark alternatives for those 
ground down by Sydney’s southwest. On the one hand, the knife-carrying 
narrator, ready to scrap and self-protect. On the other, the brother who has 
turned to religion for his strength and validation. This moment is made even 
more poignant because Luke has just disclosed his own failure to protect 
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his brother from bullying and violence at school. A sense of guilt therefore 
hovers over the interaction.

In an interview, the author Nam Le speaks of “a desperate longing to 
believe in something that is clear, unmediated and true because so much 
of what we see and consume nowadays is the opposite of all those things.”15 
Indeed, with its incessant wandering, its default mode of uncertainty, its 
polyphonic vernacular diversions, its allusive texture, An Elegant Young 
Man demonstrates one person’s attempt to exist within an unstable and 
changing landscape. Adam’s faith is therefore a beautiful and almost impos-
sible counterpoint, particularly given the kind of distractions that the book’s 
constantly shifting universe offers.

And yet Adam’s next words in the passage that follows, return us once 
more to the kind of ridiculousness and incredulity which characterise the 
narrator’s sense of the world:

Adam said, “Our new minister at the church is wonderful. 
You should hear him. Just listen to this—it’s about Jesus. Our 
new minister said that imagining the crucifixion as being 
equivalent to someone jumping off a ferry, and drowning 
while trying to save a life, is completely wrong. He said 
you have to imagine Jesus giving his life like this. Imagine 
Jesus is on a ferry and a woman falls into the water, well, 
the crucifixion is like Jesus jumping in, saving the woman, 
and then being eaten by a shark” (178–179).

Just like Christopher Hitchens’s autophagy, this moment brilliantly 
undercuts any seriousness that could be attached to earnest belief or non-
belief. Indeed, imagining Jesus eaten by a shark is more like the WWF 
(World Wrestling Federation) than the WCF (Westminster Confession of 
Faith). This is a perfect example of the confused, sceptical, reversible mode 
that characterises Carman’s book. Yet, as a believer myself, someone who 
takes St Paul’s words to heart (i.e. “The message of the cross is foolishness”), 
this kind of talk is somehow apt. Indeed, going back to the third-century 
Alexamenos graffiti, the cross has been mocked throughout the history of 
Christianity. But, furthermore, as an evangelical believer, it is fascinating for 
me to read this as a parody of the very kind of explanation of the atonement 
that evangelical Christians offer all the time.
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For example, here is a diagram from the notes page of the Sydney 
Evangelical Union annual conference in 2001.

The Evangelical Union diagram, included with the notes for the confer-
ence’s main talks, depicts two cartoons where someone is jumping from a 
cliff into the ocean. In the first diagram, the figure is shouting “I love you” 
and the bystander on the shore is bewildered. This is meant to represent the 
cross of Christ that is merely conceived of as an example of love and nothing 
more. It is presented by many evangelicals as a suspiciously liberal view of 
the cross that is inadequate, sub-biblical, and strange. The second diagram 
shows a person drowning and calling for help, and the same figure jumping 
into the water shouting, “I love you.” This diagram is meant to represent a 
more robust and biblical view of the cross of Christ because it achieves sal-
vation (not just providing an arbitrary example of love). The accompanying 
James Packer quote emphasises the notions of salvation and propitiation that 

The Evangelical Union diagram
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are integral parts of evangelical perspectives on the atonement. Now, such 
diagrams (which are often presented at conferences for university students 
or lay leaders) can be helpful within particular contexts, but they are ripe 
for parody. Thus, for the narrator Luke, the crux of the Christian faith is 
whimsical and absurd. Even as it attempts to be clear and true, it must still 
slide into the morass of contemporary suburban existence.

Again we are back at Jennifer Maiden’s dialectic between icon and 
iconoclasm. And indeed, this sense of ridiculousness has characterises the 
narrator’s interactions with faith throughout the book. In a telling earlier 
scene, a character named Aiden tapes the words of Jonah 2:1 to the pantry 
door: “From inside the fish, Jonah prayed to the Lord his God.” Aiden later 
crosses some words out so that it reads, “The fish prayed to the Lord his 
God” (90). Luke responds, “I said it made more sense to me. Or at least, I 
would have, had anyone been there” (90). This feel for the absurd aspects of 
faith is echoed in Luke’s favourite Bible story which is about Elisha:

The kids see him going about his business. They call him 
“baldy” and point and laugh. Elisha looks up and says, 
“God, c’mon, gimme a fucking break.” And so God sends 
forth some she-bears to rip the kids to pieces. And they 
do. She-bears (92).

My own view is that this ridiculous version of faith seems fitting within 
those very locations that challenge the easy rationalism of the prevailing 
order. It is a faith that is entirely appropriate in the Warwick Farm café 
where Luke and Adam eat nachos and smoothies. And yet this cannot be 
Luke’s faith. It’s telling that the cafe scene ends with another example of 
Carman’s ambiguous light:

So we both sat in the sun-shod café that was surrounded 
by cars parking outside Barbeques Galore and JB Hi-Fi for 
the endless sales, letting the light suggest holiness in the 
missed scraps facial hair he’d been unable to shave away 
that morning (179).

Again, this is a light-driven anti-epiphany, a small moment of illumina-
tion in a bewildering, faltering world. It is followed almost immediately by 
a story that illustrates the kind of epiphany the narrator might have in the 
confusing, disappointing, reversible world of the suburbs:
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