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RICHARD CAREY 

The Crazy Tape 

'Well, 1 suppose it's better than air freshener!' Mary said brightly, and closed 
the door as she went to the kitchen. 

So, thought David Sanderson, she's determined to be flippant. 
He switched out the light to see how the room looked with the scented candle 

-jasmine-burning on the coffee table in the middle. The furniture became alive 
in the softened glow. The heavy, padded lounge chairs crouched warily. Pictures 
grew in meaning as their images were reduced to hints and suggestions. Cushions 
spread about the floor were bodies prostrated in prayer. 

The flame flickered and then became perfect again. The candle was the right 
thing to have. Nature's flux made manifest, the pouring upwards, yin yang, 
perpetual change embodying the perfect constant, drawing the eye and mind 
with its brightness and beauty. And of course it gave the room its own quality 
of light, a spiritual ambience. Rich perfume, too. 

It was so good, Sanderson wanted to get straight into meditation, but resisted. 
After all, he had responsibilities ... he was, in a sense, the host. He was pleased, 
though, with the changed appearance of the lounge, and surprised at the way his 
suburban house was suddenly ready to receive something perhaps holy. 

The candle was convulsed as Mary opened the door, and an explosion of 
light from the kitchen reversed the transformation. 

'Shut the door and have a look at how it is,' David said. 'It's like a bud 
opening to receive eternal truth.' 

'I hope a busy bee'll come and oblige,' Mary said, and shut the door. 'Hmm. 
You'd do better with the light on. But of course,' she said with a change of 
tone, 'it depends on what you want to do. What kind of truth do these people 
seek in the dark?' 

'Look, I don't rubbish your friends when they come to drink coffee and talk 
about their menstrual problems. So please don't mock these people coming 
tonight.' 

'I'll be the perfect hostess.' 
'That's not necessary. This isn't a social occasion. 1 don't know any of their 

names, except for Matthew. They probably won't even say hello as they come in. 
It's a spiritual occasion-if anything.' 

'They sound lovely people!' 
'Oh, give me a go, Mary,' David said in an exhausted voice. 'It's only for a 

couple of hours.' 
Mary wished she could get him away from his interest in Zen. She had the 

feeling-which she knew was irrational-that when he went to a meeting he was 
going out to commit adultery. She felt it as a betrayal, a desertion, that he 

WESTERLY, No.3, SEPTEMBER, 1980 5 



should seek whatever it was outside their home among a lunatic fringe. What 
was she supposed to think when David could never give her a sensible answer 
about what you were supposed to get out of it? She didn't share his interest in 
fishing, either, but that was different. Zen was alien. Bigger. She feIt it as a total 
threat. Because through it David could turn into a crank. 

She went with him to the front door when members of the group began to 
arrive. 

Two men and a girl, students, walked past without speaking to her, and sat 
on the floor in the darkened lounge. One of the young men unwound a long 
scarf from his neck, and the girl prised off her sandals before all three became 
closed in the attitudes of meditation. 

Five unwashed ones came next, long haired, with calloused feet, broken hands, 
uncut toe and finger nails. They wore bits of old suits, pullovers that howled and 
yawned with holes, trousers that revealed scabby knees and crusted ankles. One 
was a school-age girl wearing a drab batik mu mu bunched under her armpits. 
She was smoking a thin, hand-rolled cigarette. 

Sanderson and his wife glanced at each other. He was amused, she was 
alarmed. Were they receiving their first pot smoker? 

'Just make yourselves at home in there,' Mary said, indicating the lounge 
with a gracious smile, and turned back on David with an exaggerated look of 
horror. 'What if the police come?' she mouthed, showing her fingers as if they 
held a cigarette. 

'For God's sake!' Sanderson hissed impatiently. 
'At any rate,' she said, 'I'll get the place disinfected afterwards.' 
A middle aged man came alone. He wore an expensive cashmere pullover and 

expensive grey slacks. He was the sort of guest Mary was accustomed to receive, 
but because he had come for the Zen group she studied him for some oddity. 
She found none, except his presence. 

Others arrived in quick succession. There was a well spoken, artistic woman, 
and a woman who looked as if she had just taken off her apron to rush to the 
meeting-as she probably had-some more students, three public servants in 
casual dress, and a small man who carried a large shoulder bag of books and a 
tape recorder and stammered apologetically for being late. David greeted him 
by his name-Matthew-and ushered him deferentially towards the lounge room. 

Matthew wore a loose, bright orange shirt outside his trousers. Handmade 
leather thongs were on his feet. His hair was held in place with an embroidered 
headband. He was clean shaven. His eyes were small, and he leaned forward as 
he walked, as if he were short sighted. 

David did not attempt to introduce him to Marv. Matthew did not notice 
Sanderson's attentiveness. He found a place in the darkened room and lowered 
himself to the floor, letting the books and the recorder spill around him. He 
removed his sandals, folded his legs in the lotus position, and was instantly in 
deep meditation. 

It was unlikely that any more would come. Sanderson looked at the calm 
figures in the candle glow. There was such silence he would've believed he heard 
the hissing of the flame. 

Mary must have gone to the kitchen. Sanderson lowered himself into his 
meditation pose, on a cushion to make it easier, but he could not break through 
to the deep. He could not help feeling responsible-for his behaviour, his house, 
Mary, the children watching 1V in Richard's room, the visitors. 

The soft glow and the perfume filled the room, reached around shapes and 
made dark places for a mind seeking mysteries. He wanted them all, because it 
was his house, to receive safari, when he knew that he should not be wanting 
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anything any more than he should want the dawn. He knew, as well, that he 
should not be thinking of Mary, but he could sense her hostility through the 
walls and was afraid that others might feel it, too. 

At eight o'clock, Matthew swayed and snorted. 
'Could we have the light on now, please?' he asked. 
David leapt for the switch. People were moving and blinking. The deep 

peace, the stillness of outer space, vanished. The little candle, whose flame was 
the focal point of consciousness, was engulfed in the avalanche of light. People 
looked curiously around the room to find where they were. Sanderson, knowing 
they were not as others, was anxious about the judgment. 

He was proud of the paintings-originals-and the oriental carpets, the 
expensive but plain furniture. He also properly despised all his possessions. The 
thing was to have the stuff but to treat it as of no account. That was why he 
risked cigarette burns in the carpets-to prove thIS to himself, to demonstrate 
non-attachment. He hoped they could see beyond the bourgeois appearance of 
his home. 

'I want to play you a tape tonight,' Matthew began. 'It's--er-it's from one 
of the Soto schools in California by the Zen Master Fred Jenkins. Here it is." 

'Before we go on, Matthew,' David said. 'My wife asked could she sit if! 
on our discussion. Is that OK?' 

Matthew hesitated, puzzled and mildly surprised. 'Of course.... If she 
wants to.' 

David called Mary in and she sat in a chair. It was exactly the wrong thing 
to do. Why, Sanderson asked himself, did she have to alienate herself by placing 
herself above the others? He destroyed the thought quickly for fear that some
one might pick it up. Mary was selfconsciously aware that she was looked at 
by some of those on the floor as an object of curiosity and totally ignored by 
others. She heard herself telling her friend Jean Benbow later 'I didn't know 
which was worse!' and in her mind rehearsed a knowing conspiratorial laugh. 

The tape was an American accent talking about the enmity between cats and 
dogs, Arabs and Jews, light and darkness and the middle ground which embraces 
polar opposites. Every time the voice seemed to be reaching something important 
it was overlaid by a clashing of Chinese drums, the sound of a rushing train, the 
squeal of brakes and tyres. As the voice droned on it was continually punctuated 
by whistles and gongs, hiccoughs, nose blowings, even belches and worse. 

It was impossible to make any sense of it. Mary looked carefully at the faces 
of the others. It had to be a joke! This had to be the greatest legpull of all time! 
But they all sat with serious expressions. They concentrated on every lost and 
unintelligible word as if the tape was a string of sublime truths. Not one of 
them smiled. David was as deadly earnest as the rest. 

Sanderson was afraid to look at his wife. He could sense her sincere, searching 
expression, and had to turn his mind away from the witty remarks he knew she 
would be composing. He hoped desperately that she would not try her coffee 
party wittiness with this group. 

The tape ended. 
'What-urn-what do you want to do ... now?' Matthew asked. 'Urn-talk 

about the tape? Or something else perhaps?' 
'Why all the strange noises drowning out what he said?' 
Matthew smiled. 'Can anyone answer that?' 
Answers came hesitantly. 
'It was a poor tape.' 
'They don't want you to get the message.' 
'That was the message--everything on the tape.' 
'I think that, too. The no· message was the message.' 
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'Do you think,' Matthew asked, 'that he was saying-urn-that you must find 
your own way, work things out for yourself, that it's no good listening to what 
others tell you?' 

'Is that the answer?' 
Matthew chuckled happ.ily. 'That's what I'm asking you!' 
Sanderson risked a glance at Mary. She was maintaining a stillness and a look 

of alert interest. Her expression was on the verge of going into one of those 
looks-raised eyebrows and lips stretched apart in an off-grin-that she would 
flash secretly to Sanderson when someone was making a fool of himself. 

He could share his wife's amusement. He was embarrassed for his visitors, for 
Matthew, for the crazy man on the tape. They'd be laughed at over cups of 
coffee for weeks to come. And he would be, too. Some of it might become part 
of the family folklore. He was embarrassed for Mary because Matthew, at 
least, would know her as a shallow woman seeking cash register and common
sense answers and scavenging for morsels that could be tossed around later for 
the delectation of her friends. He was embarrassed both coming and going. He 
felt doubly ridiculous because he could see the different kinds of ridiculousness 
from the two sides. 

While the comments on the tape were being made, Matthew shuffled through 
papers in a folder on his knees. They spilled around his legs and he picked them 
up one by one to check them and let them fall again. 

'I had an interesting extract-urn-to read,' he said, 'but I can't seem to find 
it. I'm beginning to think I brought the wrong folder.' 

Mary leaned forward in her chair. 'What's the right answer?' she asked. 
Matthew's eyes focused on her and he seemed to hunch down on his haunches. 

A little smile came to his lips. 
'The right-urn-answer?' he queried softly, surp.rised at being asked. His 

smile glowed. 'I don't know the right answer. Maybe there isn't one.' The smile 
broadened. 'Do you have any ideas, Mrs Sanderson?' 

Mary sat back and felt the group's eyes on her. 
'I asked because I don't really know what to think,' she said. 'All the answers 

could be right. I .... it's ... .' 
Matthew nodded as if he agreed completely and, smiling vacantly, snatched 

at his shoulder bag and pulled out two blue folders and some paperbacks. 
'It-urn-seems I didn't bring the notes I wanted to read,' he said, 'but it 

doesn't matter. We can talk about emptying the mind, although you-urn-might 
not be ready for it yet.' 

Mary flushed as she realised that she was not going to get an answer. Sander
son, watching furtively, knew that Matthew thought he had dealt with Mary's 
query adequately. Mary would think he had snubbed her. Sanderson could feel 
her anger like an electric discharge, and wondered that it did not appear to 
register with the others. 

The discussion about emptying the mind went on until nine-thirty when 
Matthew consulted a large gold wrist watch. 

'We'll break for tea,' he said. He looked at David. 'Would you put the kettle 
on now, please.' 

David got up quickly from his cushion, and Mary followed fiercely to the 
kitchen. 

'What a bunch of crackpots, and they really take over your house, don't 
they?' she demanded. 'They don't see you when they come in, but they know 
who's who when they want a cup of tea. And they're not backward in asking!' 

'They'll hear you!' 
'To hell with them! The tone of his voice-telling you to put the kettle on. 

What are you-a servant?' 
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David shrugged. 'Matthew's in charge. We're nobody. These people are real, 
not just social chit· chat. ' 

That dirty one, picking at the scabs off his feet in our lounge-that's what 
I call real!' Mary hissed. 'I've seen everything.' 

They made a large pot of Chinese tea, a pot of ordinary tea, a small jug of 
coffee, and with mugs, jugs of hot water and milk, and a bowl of brown sugar, 
took them to the visitors. 

David pointed out what was what, and Mary watched apprehensively for the 
carpets as they helped themselves. 

'I'll be mother if you like,' she offered. 'Will I pour'?' 
They ignored her and crowded past, reaching for the mugs and the pots. On:! 

of the public servants saw her discomfiture. 
'We can look after ourselves-as you can see: he said. 
'Do you mind if I use your bathroom?' the hippie girl asked. 
Mary, who had laid out guest towels, almost gave a squeal of fright. She felt 

she was being attacked. She hadn't thought of people like this. But she recovered. 
'Of course! It's along the passage: she said. "Second on the right.' 
'Thanks.' 
The girl spoke quite nicely. She must have come from a good family. Mary 

watched her go, saw the buttocks move under the dress. And had a horror of 
that bare flesh being placed on her toilet seat. 

She was under a compulsion to disinfect as soon as the girl came back, but 
controlled it. Two of the unwashed young men used the bathroom, and then one 
of the public servants. The cistern noise sounded nonstop through the house 
nearly through the entire tea break. 

Mary went to Richard's bedroom where he and Cathy were watching tele
vision and ordered them not to use that bathroom until after she'd had a chance 
to disinfect it. 

'If you must go, use my ensuite: she said in a whisper appropriate for an 
emergency. 

Back in the lounge, she studied the visitors. Some stood silently in a trance 
sucking occasionally at the rims of their mugs. Others, who had arrived together 
and were well acquainted, talked in hushed voices. The housewife spoke earnestly 
to Matthew about a book. She flicked it open nervously from time to time but 
never long enough to read anything. David brought more hot water in case 
anyone needed it. They didn't. 

Mary collected the used mugs as soon as people put them down and began 
returning them to the kitchen with the tea things. When Matthew called the 
group together again, she hurried to the bathroom and disinfected the hand basin 
and toilet bowl. She cleaned the seat with Detto!. On thinking it through further. 
she mopped the floor with a Dettol solution. There might have been drips, and, 
with the children's bare feet, you never knew. 

From the kitchen, washing the tea things, she could hear the hushed flow of 
Matthew's voice, stammering and halting as if he needed constant checks to keep 
his bearings in sight. The voices of others broke in quietly, embroidering small 
patterns on the broken sound. It seemed very peaceful, and Mary felt reassured, 
though she could not have said about what. Perhaps because they were, after all, 
gentle people. They hadn't broken anything, or-as far as she knew-spilt tea on 
the carpets. But they were a pack of boors just the same. And crackpots. 

When she finished drying the mugs, she went to see Richard and Cathy, and 
got interested in the TV. It was a stupid movie, but it was pleasant. She was 
propped on Richard's bed, and he and Cathy sat on the floor, when David 
opened the door much later. 

'Well, they've gone,' he said with an embarrassed smile. 
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'I wish you'd let me know,' Mary said, irritation showing in her frown.' I'd 
like to have said goodbye-not that it would've made any difference to them.' 

'Wasn't necessary. 1 told you it wasn't a social occasion.' 
'Of course not! And 1 was just the woman who does the dishes -' 
David turned away. If that's the way she's going to be .... 
'- and disinfects the toilet seat!' 
She said it like an accusation. Mad. Why can't she be generous in her spirit? 
He closed the door, although it was no longer necessary to keep the sound of 

the TV from reaching the other end of the house. He went back to the lounge 
and looked at it for a few moments. Then he took the full ashtrays to the kitchen 
and emptied them into the tidy, holding the swinging lid clear with one hand so 
that the ash did not mark it. He picked up the cushions from the floor, and 
pushed the furniture back where it belonged. 

Everything was as it was before. A photograph of a tasteful middle class 
Canberra lounge room. There was no trace of anything foreign to disturb it, 
if you ignored the Pakistan carpets-and they were so much part of the upwardly 
mobile scene they hardly qualified as exotic. 

The scented candle. 
The stub with its blackened wick sitting in a little dish on the coffee table 

drew his attention. Once noticed, it dominated the room. 
Sanderson wondered whether to keep the candle or throw it away. He did not 

use candles or incense in his own meditation, so he would need the candle again 
only if they had another meeting at his house. Would that be possible-with 
Mary? 

If he wanted it, she of course would agree, but it would go the same as it had 
tonight. Her tension and bad vibes were too much! 

Those good people, searching for a meaning in their lives. Why did she resent 
them and hate them? The unwashed ones might've been a bit hard to take, but 
they weren't hateful. And the scented candle had helped. 

Was it because their search put a light on her own meaninglessness? Sanderson 
corrected the expression. The meaninglessness of her life. Though. " how could 
she be separated from her life? He amended it back to the original. Her meaning
lessness. 

There was nothing new in the thought that he, too, suffered from meaning
lessness. He felt it as an emptiness at the centre of his life. Mary had no belief, 
and yet she had no feeling of emptiness either. If the Zen people were seeking 
something she did not need, why did she resent it? 

Of course! 
Sanderson's chest heaved with the start of a laugh. The joke was on him. 

He would never find Mary by tracking his own footsteps! Her response was a 
social thing. Not ultimate questions or cosmic justifications, but manners and 
etiquette-and maybe hygiene-were involved. And simple defensiveness, most 
of all. The Zen people were alien beings, and they had penetrated her home. 

Sanderson scooped up the candle stump and put it with other odds and ends 
in the second top drawer of the writing bureau, referred to as Dad's desk, in the 
corner of the lounge. 

'I've kept the leftover bit of candle: he told Mary later, when they were 
lying on their backs alongside each other in bed. 'It might come in handy if I 
have them out for another session some time.' 

10 

'Good.' 
She did not bother to pretend she meant what she said. 
'What did you think of it?' he asked. 
'I've disinfected the bathroom, and ['ve left the lounge windows open, to air.' 
'I meant the session.' 
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'You don't take it seriously, do you?' 
'Of course! 1 don't understand it properly yet.' 
Mary did not reply. Perhaps it was too important to get started on when she 

was relaxing into sleep. Or perhaps she would've insulted him if she said what 
she thought. He could see plainly enough what lunatics they must have looked 
to her. And he could see, as if he had Matthew's eyes, the emptiness and stupidity 
of Mary's confident assurance that she knew all she needed. He could see the 
endless jokes of the evening and sense a very deep kind of laughter mixed with 
all the other strands of feeling in him. 

'Don't you ever feel the need for God-not that I believe in God myself-
or for some point to life?' he asked. 

'I don't feel at all that my life's pointless!' 
'But it's a dog-chasing-its-tail life. There has to be more than that.' 
'Life's life. I've got an open mind. There might be a Maker or something. 

But 1 don't think it matters much, one way or the other. You can never know, 
and it can't change anything, really.' 

'It can change the way you feel. It can change the way you see things.' 
Mary yawned and said she felt tired and had better get to sleep. 
Sanderson became alert in the darkness. This was an ancient Zen Master's 

miracle. When hungry I eat, when tired I sleep. Maybe Mary was a better Zennist 
than he was? How ironical, if true! 

Mary didn't try to squeeze meanings out of things, or ask for some ultimate 
purpose printed in rock, but he could not help himself, and the trouble was that 
reality could turn itself into anything. If only he could get one thing clear! The 
trouble was he was always both opposites, and the middle, too. 

Wasn't that what the crazy tape was about, if it was about anything .,. the 
idea that the middle contains both ends? 

Did it follow that the opposites cancelled each other, that the middle combin
ing both these cancelled opposites was therefore always nothing? Was that the 
emptiness he felt? A surfeit of polarities. Whereas Mary's emptiness was a true 
<.lnd incomprehensible absence. 

He wondered whether the great hollow that was the centre of his life was 
also, taking in the emptiness of Mary, the centre of his marriage. All they had 
apart from the emptiness was decoration on the skin of a balloon, and the big 
difference between them was that he knew it. 

'Mary's emptiness and our shared emptiness is included in my own individual 
emptiness,' he declared to himself. 

He wondered if he would ever be able to say it to his wife without sounding 
like that man on the crazy tape, and he feIt like one of those fish in the ocean 
abyss that can swallow something bigger than itself. 
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JAMES HARRISON 

12 

Dinner Invitations 

Always they're selling you 
the same brand .... till you draw back, relieved, 
when their chatter flickers. You scour ash tray 
eyes for butts, some foil 
to wrap up their niggly questions. Like oysters 

they prise you open after a few wines 
and coat your witty morsels 
with laughter tart as lemon juice. 
Afterwards, like rolled napkins, 
they hoard you away in musty drawers 

till next you appear, polished as cutlery. 
Then you catch yourself talking to mirrors: 
manners combed into place 

and your smile, starched stiff 
as shirt collars. Ought there be asylums 

for such egotists, these Napoleons 
who dote over empire and subjects? 
But listen .... you would hear their howling 
echo down the wards 
left alone at St Helena. 
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STREPHYN MAPPIN 

Overnight it had been Cold 

The morning was pleasant. Overnight it had been cold, and a slight dew hung 
on the grass. The air was crisp and very clear. Across the other side of the 
valley from the huts, in the trees, birds clamoured. The farm animals stood in 
the sunlight, the breath clouding around their heads. It was a country morning 
city people imagine, clean and bright. 

The youth hunched his shoulders to the cold and strode away from the huts, 
the grey of his clothing contrasting with the greens and golds of his surround
ings. Behind him, through the silvery grass, stretched a long, dark green path 
caused by his passing. The dew soaked into the rough leather of his work-boots. 

His face and hands were tanned by long hours spent outdoors, though his 
eyes bore a tiredness. They were green, red-rimmed, and flicked listlessly from 
one side of the valley to the other. He clutched his arms around himself to keep 
off the bite from the morning air. 

The farm itself was on the opposite side from the huts and consisted of a 
cluster of small whitewashed buildings and pens: a dairy, piggery, poultry shed, 
and small slaughterhouse. The youth worked on the farm seven days a week, 
alternating between the poultry shed and the slaughterhouse, his only respite 
being Sunday when he was allowed three hours free time to see visitors. 

This morning, however, he had risen earlier than usual to attend to extra 
duties. A sow had reached her time and he had been asked to help out. The man 
who worked with the pigs had been with the animal all night and the youth was 
to relieve him for a few hours so he could get some sleep. 

His boots crunched on the concrete floor of the pig attendant's room. The 
man turned, glanced at the youth, and returned to cooking a large slice of bread 
over the fire. 
"Y' here t' watch over the sow?" he asked. 
"Yeah, that's right." replied the youth. 
"You'll find her down in the last pen. Down the left there." The old man waved 
him arm vacantly off toward the window. 
"O.K." 
"Y' ever helped a sow along before?" the man queried. 
"No." 
The bread began to smoke slightly and the man pulled it from the wire fork, 
buttered it, and began to eat. Crumbs collected in the corners of his mouth and 
a thin line of melted butter ran down through the stubble on his chin. 
"Nothin' to it really," he said through a full mouth. "All y' need to do is watch. 
All we're really here for is t' see that she don't get inta any trouble. The little 
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buggers get jammed up there every now 'n' then, 'n' ya hafta shove y' hand up 
'er 'n' turn 'em around. Nothin' to it. Won't be long now either, she's already 
lyin' down." 

The youth sat on a small wooden stool opposite the man. He was very old 
in the youth's eyes, in his fifties; a farmer, solid and well-muscled through years 
of hard work. His hair was longish around the sides of his head, grown perhaps 
to compensate for the lack of it on the crown. His skin furrowed deeply around 
his eyes and mouth, and the eyes themselves stood out bright blue in contrast to 
his dark tan. 

He finished the bread and wiped the corners of his mouth with a thumb and 
forefinger. 
"Well that's that then," he said. "You'll be able t' look after her alright. I'm off 
l' get some sleep. Anyone awake over there yet?" 
"Only the screws," the youth replied. 

The man grunted, walked to the doorway, and looked out over the valley. He 
stood for a moment framed against the morning light, running his hands through 
the loose whips of hair which dangled around his head. 
"Y' know," he said, half turning back into the room, "mornin's is always the 
best time when y' hafta be here. There's something about being with the animals. 
'N them, over there, y' know ... it's sort of ... clean?" he searched around for 
words. "Y' get a chance t' see something about y'self, if y' know what I mean. 
Like there really is some reason for having t' be here, in this place. It's sort of 
peaceful; not like bein' with those animals over there." He looked hopefully at 
the youth, who stared blankly back. The old man smiled and laughed uncomfort
ably. "Be seein' ya." he said, and stepped out and away. 

The youth sat savouring the smell of toast and butter. After a while he stood 
and walked to the doorway to watch the old man. He was now on the other side 
of the valley crossing the youth's track through the morning grass with his own, 
like a small grey bug crawling on a giant silvery-green leaf. The youth wondered 
at what the old man had meant about the mornings. To him there was no differ
ence; morning, evening, it was all the same. 

He shrugged his shoulders and walked back inside the room to lean against 
the wall above the fire and watch the flames slowly devouring the small logs and 
cones. It was warm. The thought of sitting in a cold, stinking pen was far from 
attractive. 

From outside came the faraway sound of a car starting and moving off. The 
growl of the motor rose and feU as the car followed the road from the huts, 
twisting and winding its way across the valley until the wheels disturbed the 
gravel by the piggery. Two men dressed in light blue uniforms stepped from the 
car and walked into the room. The youth never moved. The men advanced 
slowly, sorting through the odds and ends that lay scattered about; they seemed 
to spread into the room like liquid, looking under boxes, under sacks, and taking 
care not to replace anything as it was before. The room was full of the noise of 
their boots and the angry crackle of the fire. The youth stirred the logs with his 
boot. 

"Why y' here?" asked one of the screws. He stood next to the youth in front 
of the fire, warming his hands. 
"Watching a sow." 
"Y' got permission?" 
"Heayes asked me to do it yesterday, it's all rostered and everything. I'm taking 
over from Fisk, he's been up watching her all night." 
"I'll check," the man snapped, "and the sow's in the pen, not by the fire. Get 
about it." 
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The youth could feel the men watching him as he turned from the fire and 
walked outside. To his left stretched the line of pens. The pigs squealed and 
grunted happily for the old man had fed them before he left. The first pen he 
passed contained two fat porkers straining shoulder to shoulder at the feed trough 
-these were the next to be slaughtered to supply the inmates of the prison. Six or 
seven pens followed containing pigs of various sizes, from foot long sucklings to 
huge white boars. He stopped at the last pen and looked down at the sow. She 
lay on her side at the back in some straw. Her sides heaved and every now and 
then she would thrash about with her legs as if attempting to rise. 

He opened the low wooden gate and entered, making sure he fastened it 
securely behind him. The food in the trough was untouched. He edged quietly 
around the wall of the pen, trying hard not to disturb the animal. Her size 
amazed him. Porkers he had killed in the slaughterhouse had been a lot smaller, 
more compact like the two in the first pen. The sow was like a great skin filled 
with gallons of liquid fat. He sat on the edge of the concrete trough and watched. 

From the direction of the room he heard the car start up and leave. The sow 
stirred at the noise and struggled into a semi-upright position, attempting to 
stand, and then crashed back to the ground. Her efforts moved her from the 
rear of the pen to a position between the youth and the gate. She gave out a 
loud sigh. Near the wall, exposed by her moving, was a large, neat pile of 
excrement. 

The youth leaned back against the wall of the pen and thought about return
ing to the room. Now that the screws had gone there was no real need for him 
to remain here, there wouldn't be another patrol of the farm until well after 
breakfast, and the thought of the warm fire and the bread and butter was 
extremely inviting. He could spend a good two hours inside before anyone even 
set foot on the farm area. However he baulked at the idea of having to try 
passing the sow in her present condition, remembering stories other farm hands 
had told him about the savagery of pigs when they were ill or disturbed. And 
he didn't relish the thought of being bitten as he tried to leave the pen. 

Instead he sat toying with a length of grass and thinking about the old man. 
He had been completely dumbfounded when the man had talked to him in that 
manner, and had neither shown sign of understanding or of having even heard 
the outburst. But it puzzled him now and his mind groped about searching for 
snatches of what had been said. There was something about feeling clean with 
the animals, about seeing yourself; he couldn't be sure. His mind tried to shake 
off its inactivity, to remember, but he found it almost impossible. He had lived 
in a kind of listless alertness from the time he had been sentenced, on the defence 
from physical harm, but oblivious to all else. and now it seemed too hard to 
move in any other direction. 

The sow stirred. It made a strange, almost human, groaning noise. The youth 
sat up, watching with some interest, he had never seen a birth before. The sow 
swung its head around and looked directly at him, its eyes rolling wildly, legs 
thrashing. 

"It's time." he thought. 

The sow struggled to rise, but its weight and the obvious pain prevented it. 
lts belly shuddered. The noise from the other pens stopped, almost as if they 
were waiting. The sow opened its mouth wide, stretching it further and further. 
From its long yellow teeth slather was dripping into the red tunnel of its throat. 
It screamed; a long, ear splitting cry that forced itself from deep inside her and 
echoed through the valley. The youth sat riveted by what was happening. Blood 
and clead liquid were running from between the sow's legs, her breath came in 

WESTERl Y, No.3, SEPTEMBER, 1980 15 



short, shuddering gasps, foam formed around the corners of her mouth and fell 
onto the concrete floor. 

"Nothin' to it really." the old man had said. 
Something was definitely wrong. The youth stood over the sow watching her 

agony; she screamed again. A great gout of blood and liquid spilled onto the 
floor. 

"Y' haft a shove y' hand up 'er 'n' turn 'em around." he had said. 
The youth felt sick. A hot, sweet smell was causing his throat to spasm. The 

hole between the sow's legs was huge and slippery with blood. 
She thrashed, smashing herself against the youth, making him stumble. He 

stepped over her and supported himself by the gate gasping great lungfuls of 
clean air. She screamed from behind him. 

"I can't do it," he thought, ''I'll go back to the room until it's over, they'll 
never know. I'll say I couldn't do it, I didn't know how." 

He opened the gate and began to leave, but something was holding him, some· 
thing about the old man. Sunlight fell in a strange pattern onto the ground in 
front of him and he found himself staring at it fascinated; from near at hand, 
between the sow's screams, he heard the low, mournful call of a crow. 

"Y' get a chance t' see something about y'self ... like there really is some 
reason for havin t' be here, in this place. It's sort of peaceful; not like bein' 
with those animals over there." 

The youth thought of the baby pigs struggling in the warmth of the sow, 
struggling to get out. Blindly thrashing about, digging their sharp feet into the 
entrails of the sow and killing her. And he felt guilty, something new to him. 

He stepped back into the pen and over the sow, placing his knee on one of 
her thrashing back legs to hold it still. Pulling the other leg wide he plunged his 
free hand inside the sow; she jerked furiously, throwing the youth off balance 
and causing his head and shoulders to slide into the mess against the wall. He 
vomited, struggling to regain his footing without having to change the position 
of his hands. The sow screamed at her violation and jerked madly in an attempt 
to escape. 

The youth thrust his hand up past the kicking rear feet of the baby pig and 
grasped its front, and leaning back he eased it around into a position where it 
could make its escape. He pulled his hand free and fell back against the trough, 
vomiting again. His arms, face, and chest were covered in blood and excrement. 
He continued vomiting until his stomach was empty. 

For a while he knelt with his head over the feed trough, recovering. Behind 
him, over the struggling breath of the sow he could hear noise coming from the 
other pens. He turned. Around the sow stumbled four tiny blind piglets. 

"Only four," he said. "All that for four." 
The old sow shuddered and was still. 
Then the youth began to laugh. He felt great waves of pride well up inside 

of him and he leapt up from the trough. 
"I did it." he said out aloud. "I did it, ididit." He reached over and picked 

up a slimy red piglet in each hand and stumbled from the pen out into the 
morning. 

The dew had exaporated now and the valley stretched out green in front of 
him. The farm animals wandered aimlessly about and across at the huts he 
could see small figures emerging on their way to breakfast. The sun was warm 
and bright. 

16 

The youth held the two piglets high above his head. 
"See!" he cried. "See!!" 
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UGO ROTELLINI 

To Discuss the Possibility of ... 

He moved across the seat and grasped her possessively, lovingly, aware of the 
tension coccooning her movements. 
'Sandra?' 
She said, '1 wont be seeing you again.' 
'What do you mean?' 
'What 1 said. This is the last time.' 
For some moments he was silent, then he said, 'But why? I thought .. .' 
She struggled in his arms, restless, insistent, her tone taut with despair, the words 
a defiant apology. 
'I can't stand it any more!' 
He moved close to her again, caressing her face. 
'Let me come. I'll explain to them.' She pushed his hands from her, turning, 
backing away from his concern. 
'How?' 
'All 1 want is to be with you.' 
She shook her head. 'You don't understand.' 
That's it, isn't it. I don't understand.' 
'Please, just go away,' she pleaded. 
She moved abruptly, pushing open the door of his car. He saw her pause, a hint 
of uncertainty, before moving away. He followed her and pulled her to him, his 
face creased with hurt and frustration. 
'Christ, you can't just order me out of your life like that.' 
She looked at him, sobbing quietly. 
'I'll do what ever they ask me to do,' he added. 
'Will you? They'll want you to marry me.' 
The look on his face betrayed his surprise, his bewilderment, at a commitment 
he had never considered. 

* * * 
He never approached her again. Avoiding each other was not difficult. 

Soon she left, preferring she said, the intimacy and convenience of the catholic 
school near her place. 
There were no more commitments, she merely tolerated contacts that were brief 
and transitory and bearable. Her memories remained vivid and constant, frag
ments of conversation ever-present. She had been caught unaware, her italian
ness no longer a myth or romantic side-effect of her life. 

One evening the conversation she had always dreaded took place. 
Her father began, 'Sandra, there's a young man,' he paused, then continued, 'a 
nice italian boy, you understand. He has seen you. He would like to come here, 
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to meet you, with Enzo, and then perhaps discuss the possibility of .. .' 
'No!' 
'His name is Tony Cupo. I've met him briefly. I'm told he's a pleasant boy. With 
good prospects .. .' 
'No, I said!' 
'At least meet him. If you don't like him .. .' he held his hands out in a gesture 
of resignation. 
'Sandra, you're 21,' her mother added, 'soon it will be too late.' 
And so, subdued by her parents insistence, and drawn by a need that was both 
ambivalent and compelling, she relented. 

'Enzo! Come in! Come in!' 
In the hall Enzo stopped, and turning to his companion, held him gently by the 
arm and propelled him forward. 'Livio, Maria, this is Tony. What do you think?' 
'Well,' there was a deliberate pause, a subtle reprimand to be less obvious, less 
partisan, 'Tony, we are happy to have you in our home. We have heard a lot 
about you.' 
'Thank you. Enzo has spoken often of you and ... Sandra.' 
The other three looked at each other. Enzo put a hand on Tony's shoulder, 'He's 
a good boy,' he insisted. 
'Come in, please come in,' beckoned Livio. 'Here, through here. In the lounge.' 

Enzo was calm, relaxed, with a role to play, which would include highlighting 
and exaggerating the right qualities, and directing and prodding the discussion 
when necessary. Tony would talk a little, not too much, no arrogance, yet giving 
the impression of having confidence, and showing respect and courtesy. 
'Tony, please, here, sit here. That girl of ours. Maria will you go and see. Get 
Sandra.' 

The women returned together, Sandra leading the way. Her father and Tony, 
still standing, moved slightly towards her. Tony paused, uncertain of how to 
react. 'How are you,' he finally said in English. 

There would be little said between them. For now personal exploration would 
be through side-long glances and deceptive disinterest, with any enthusiasm 
remaining muted and restrained. 

'Tony here, sit here, next to my friend.' He paused, then continued, 'Enzo and I 
have known each other a long time.' 
'Since 53? God, the 'Roma', remember her?' 
'How can I forget. I was sick the whole voyage.' 
'One month,' Enzo murmured, turning to Tony, 'can you imagine. How can 
anyone be sea-sick for one month.' 
'I thought I was going to die.' 
'Eating ... 5 pounds wasn't it? of bananas didn't help.' 
'You recommended it. You said it would cure me. Like hell. What agony.' 
'It was worthwhile Livio. This country. This home. Your family together.' 
'It was worthwhile, yes .... Maria will you get something to drink? A bicchi
erino. Then Enzo, I want you to try my wine before your palate is spoiled with 
any other rubbish.' 

'Well, do you like it?' 
'Yes, why not, it's almost as. good as ours. Tony?' 
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'Good. Yes. Better than ours.' 
'So, you're at university?' 
'Yes. I hope to finish this year.' 
'This university, its far?' 
'Not really. But I have a car.' 
'At your age I had a donkey. I did up to grade 3,' said Enzo, 'and you Livio?' 
'I'm more intelligent than you, remember? Fourth grade. You know, we learnt 
more in those days. School was a serious business. Teachers dont care now. Not 
only here.' 
'Papa, how can you say that.' 
'Why not? Not you, but I see some of your friends, the way they dress, their 
behaviour.' 
'So?' 
'Sandra,' her mother interrupted, motioning her to refill the glasses. 
'Would you like some more?' she asked Tony in a formal, subdued tone. 
'No, no, I dont drink very much.' 
'Well, so you're going to be a chemist,' Livio said. 
'Hopefully.' 
'It's going well?' 
'Oh yes, I shouldn't have any trouble.' 
'An Italian-speaking chemist Livio, the possibilities are there. What do you think 
Tony?' 
'Of course, yes. But who can tell of the future.' 
'Perhaps a nice little shop around here,' suggested Enzo. 
'You'll have to work and live somewhere,' added Maria. 
'Do you like this area?' asked Enzo. 
'Yes. My parents have bought a block near here.' 
'Ah, for you?' 
'We plan to build a house. When I .... settle down.' 

The conversation went well. It was obvious the boy was intelligent, with the 
right combination of humility and confidence. 

Soon the wine and liqueur, the amaretti, the plates of cheese and salami, were 
taken away to make way for the coffee. A touch of anisetta. 
Throughout Sandra was busy, clearing things away and bringing others. 

'Well Tony, I think it's about time we went,' said Enzo. 
'What can I say,' began Livio. 'Thank you for coming. From all of us. It's been 
a pleasure meeting you.' 
'Thank you. For me to have met you and Sandra has been very important. I 
would like to come again.' 
Livio looked at his wife. 'Of course, you'll be welcome. And please give our 
best wishes to your family. Perhaps next time if your parents would like to 
come .. .' 
'I'm sure they want to meet you all.' 
'Good. And we'll have a good talk, all of us.' 
'Thank you again.' 
Livio walked out with the two men, the women waiting in the open door, waving 
a last time, before moving inside. 

'Livio listen, I want to say a few words to you. Tony I wont be long. If you 
want to wait in the car .. .' 
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'Well?' 
There's a little problem Livio.' 
'Problem?' 
'Nothing serious.' 
'What problem?' 
'Tony.' 
'What about him?' 
'He's er ... not a catholic.' 
'He's Italian isn't he?' 
'Of course.' 
'Well then.' 
'It's not exactly Tony. He doesn't really care. But his parents .. .' 
'Enzo come on, stop this crap. What are you trying to say.' 
'Well ... they're Jehovahs Witnesses.' 
'Come on!' 
They converted.' 
'Oh shit. It's becoming a bloody epidemic! Italians are so stupid. By god, Enzo: 
'Listen, remember it's Tony who has to marry your daughter.' 
'You're joking.' 
'What do you mean.' 
'I mean nothing's settled. That little shit didn't open his mouth in there about 
this little problem did he eh? Why didn't you tell me before bringing him here?' 
'It's for them to decide surely.' 
'For them to decide what. Dont forget whose daughter she is. Dont forget that.' 
'Look, what do you care about the parents.' 
'What do I care? Jehovahs Witnesses! They're crazy. Fanatics. All they want to 
do is convert people. A couple came around here a few weeks ago. I told them 
I was a communist. Do you think they listened. They couldn't even speak proper 
Italian, the bastards. My daughter is not going to be dragged in by that crowd. 
I should have guessed though, after all they're related to Broccoli.' 
'What does that mean?' 
'You know what that idiot, what she said to her daughter, her six year old 
daughter, when the little girl was bitten by a dog? Eh? She said, why didn't you 
bite it back? And she hit her, she said she must have provoked the dog. And you 
remember the time they had that plague of cats and they tried to kill them by 
burying them alive, and after a while all those cats crawled out. And when they 
painted that 'For Sale' sign on their goat?' 
'What have those madmen got to do with Tony marrying your daughter.' 
'Jesus you want my daughter mixed up with that lot!' 
'You've got it all wrong. You're exaggerating. He doesn't care. His parents are 
crazy about him. Even God and Jesus Christ and all his angels praying for the 
next 100 years and promising them kingdom come wouldn't affect them. If he 
tells them to wipe his arse, no problems. He doesn't care.' 
"I care.' 
'He used to be an altar boy you know.' 
"So what?' 
'So ... he's flexible. He had his eyes opened as a kid. He's told me he doesn't 
give a shit about religion. He knows what he wants. But you saw him, the way 
he was looking at her, at Sandra. If you say they marry in a Catholic church, 
I tell you there are no problems.' 
'Why are you so anxious for this?' 
'Look, I set this up. How do you think I feel. I tell you his prick is like a rigid 
rod by now. And Sandra is interested. Very. I can see.' 
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'r was interested.' 
'Surely you're not going to .. .' 
'Do his parents know about this?' 
'Yes I told them. I told the father. Tony spoke to his mother.' 
'What did they say?' 
'About what?' 
'Come on!' 
'Nothing. I told you. Whatever their son wants. And the father I think just goes 
along with the wife. You can talk to him. She's the crazy one-about religion.' 
'She's discovered religion. That kind of woman is formidable.' 
'She trusts me.' 
'She trusts god more.' 
'God speaks in strange ways. A hen today is better than an egg tomorrow. You 
know me, I can talk to anyone.' 
To a madwoman who thinks she's heading to the promised land and wont be 
able to take her baby with her?' 
'Look Livio we cant just let it go. We've made a commitment. What do you 
care about the parents. They're irrelevant. You've got the daughter.' 
'So they're paying you.' 
'Insulting me isn't going to resolve our problem.' 
'It helps.' 
'By god Livio, Sandra's 21. She's a teacher. She's not exactly a chi .. .' 
'She's my daughter.' 
'Listen, you spring this on her now, remember this is Australia.' 
'My daughter tells me there are one million of us here. One in fifteen. They 
were the odds my friend, that she'd marry an Italian, any Italian, and when you 
told me about your little protege, r thought it was settled, wrapped up. I wouldn't 
have to worry about the language and the .. .' 
'He speaks Italian well doesn't he?' 
'Yes. You told him to mention the block too. Impressive. We listened. And where 
do you think his mother will live when this nice new house is built?' 
'He loves his mother. That's a good quality. But I'll have a talk to him. Listen 
you dont think I want the best for Sandra too? I'm her compare. I baptised her, 
her spiritual father.' 
'No more bullshit Enzo please.' 
'Come and talk to him.' 
'And say what?' 
'Find out what he thinks.' 
'You told me what he thinks. It's the parents. What do they think.' 
'We're going around in circles.' 
'A circle that never closes. O.K. How can we get together with the parents.' 
'No problems. Leave it to me.' 
'You wont tell me that they have any strange blood next? His grandfather didn't 
fuck some Abyssinian in honour of our late Duce, and bring her back to Italy?' 
'What about next week?' 
'See what you can do. I'll have to speak to Sandra first though.' 
That's fair enough. You can be a reasonable man sometimes Livio.' 
'I'll hear from you soon then.' 
'Tomorrow.' 
'Say goodbye to the boy for me. Be subtle.' 
'Always. I'll be in touch.' 
Tomorrow then.' 
'Tomorrow.' 
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GIG RYAN 

22 

After Hours 

He coughs in the lounge-room, another night 
thrown in a sober chair, his premature sadness 
makes you ill at ease, evasive. 
Another night at the Cross, but he can't afford that 
anymore. You with your oxygen mask and that lethal insect-spray, 
anything simpler and you'd be looking at heaven, 
instead it's a meal at the August Moon, 
reindeer embedded in the wall's glass, 
a man who doesn't look at the menu. 

Everynight, late, he watches television, the rubbish, 
and tries to sleep to it, a screen kiss 
or some killer with 1940s layers of consciousness, 
close puzzled shots. He'll get involved somehow 
and complain if you're there, precise, mistaken, repetitive 
as an alcoholic, trying to prove his innocence by quoting 
the world situation, proving it. 
He's sprinkled like powder in the chair, his reasonable office-clothes, 
his lapsed left wing. 
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JULIE LEWIS 

Double Exposure 

She lurked behind one of the display stands, nervously sipping the dry red, 
eavesdropping the comments of viewers. She hated exhibition openings and 
having her own paintings on display was worse than she could ever have 
imagined. Part of her wanted to cry out-'It's me! It's me! Here I am, the artist, 
exposed in fifty-six different frames.' At the same time she dreaded being iden
tified with the 'Cassandra' scrawled across the corner of each of her works. 

'Looks like a pile of dog's turds.' A young man in a frayed-edged sleeveless 
pullover was peering at number IS-'Assessment'. 

'You're right,' she said, 'that's what it is.' 
'Art, y' call it,' he sneered. 'Did better myself when I was a kid.' 
He'd missed the whole point of course. Hadn't seen the misty collection of 

faces in the top right hand corner assessing the mess of the world. 
He moved along looking contemptuously at the array. 
'Are you an artist too?' she asked. 
'Christ no. Dropped in for the free booze. Y' can get pissed three times a 

week for free if y' know where to go. No-one knows if you've got an invite. 
Hey!' he cried as the steward moved just out of arm's reach. 'I'll have another 
one of those mate,' and grabbed the fullest glass of red. 'Bloody awful plonk.' 

He stopped in front of one of her earlier pieces. 
'Jesus!' he exclaimed. 'Fancy painting a pair of tits. Not very good ones 

either.' 
Again he'd overlooked the essence of her message-the mournful eyes and 

hungry mouth reaching up to suckle the 'Offering'. 
Cassandra emptied her own glass and looked for a place to leave it. As she 

did so, a mousy little woman who'd been darting from painting to painting, 
peering momentarily before moving on, buttonholed her. 

'Lovely, aren't they,' she said. 
Cassandra wasn't sure whether she should be flattered or offended. Her inten

tion hadn't been to charm but make a statement. 
'Depends on how one views them,' she said. 
'They say I've got a very artistic temperament,' continued the lady, 'so J 

suppose they appeal to something sensitive in my soul.' 
'You really like them?' asked Cassandra, brightening. 
'Oh yes,' said the woman, gazing at 'Cry in the Night', and inclining her head 

first to the right then to the left. 'How very subtle.' 
Cassandra had completed that painting in less than a day. The symbolism was 

blatant. 
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'I'm taking art lessons,' explained the woman. 'Oil painting.' 
'Well these, of course,' replied Cassandra, 'are charcoal and wash.' 
'Is that so?' was the surprised reply. There was a silence as she studied the 

next exhibit. 'But there's nothing like oils.' 
'No,' agreed Cassandra. 'Nothing.' 
'Are you thinking of buying one?' asked the little woman, then covered her 

mouth. 'Oh, I suppose it's impertinent of me to ask.' 
'Not at all,' replied Cassandra, her confidence fully restored. 'At the moment 

I own them all.' 
It gave her quite a lift to see the dawning realisation as the woman scurried 

away. 
Cassandra helped herself to another glass of wine and began to mingle. 
'Whatever do you think that's supposed to be?' asked an elegantly clad lady, 

all black satin and boots. 
'God knows darling,' said her companion, gold bangles jangling. 'Looks dis

tinctly obscene though.' 
'Yes ... Yes! I see what you mean!' And they both laughed. 
A bearded gentleman in corduroys was peering intently at 'Gentle Persuasion', 

an abstract she was especially fond of. 
'Ah,' he muttered. 'An interesting combination of horizontals with diagonal 

forces. Gets right to the heart of the statement.' 
'How fascinating,' exclaimed a lady nearby. 'Do explain what you mean.' 
'Notice the horizontal planes sweeping right across the work.' 
'Y .. es.' 
'Perceive then how they are intersected by strong diagonal lines. These lines 

force the eye right to the centre of the painting. Most skilful.' He drew back a 
fraction. 'Most skilful.' 

'Mm,' she said. 'You may be right. I prefer a nice landscape myself. Or some 
flowers.' 

Cassandra was disgusted. 
'Cassandra!' It was Ralph Pascoe, the gallery owner. Now she would be on 

display as well as her art. 
He took her elbow and guided her through the crowd. The noise level was 

steadily rising. The dry red was doing the trick. 
'Someone wants to meet the artist,' he murmured in her ear. 'He's wealthy 

and will probably buy,' he added giving her arm a squeeze. 
Down by the bar was a large man, florid complexioned, full of confidence, 

swapping pleasantries with the bar-tender. He had a gutsy laugh. His shirt, 
cream silk, was open at the neck and a miniature nugget on a gold chain tangled 
with the hair in the cleft of his chest. A large diamond glittered on the little 
finger of his right hand. The look of him terrified her. 

'I've brought the artist to meet you Leigh,' said Ralph rather pompously, his 
arm about her shoulders now. The man ignored him, finishing the story he was 
telling the barman. 

'I do want you to meet Leigh Hawthorne, Cassandra,' persisted Ralph, think
ing of the commission. He raised his voice slightly, 'of Hawthorne Enterprises. 
You know?' 

She didn't, but smiled wanly. Leigh Hawthorne, his story suitably received, 
turned and beamed. His mouth flashed gold and his after-shave threatened to 
suffocate her. 

'Ralph tells me you're a good bet for investment.' 
'Me?' 
'Your paintings, ducky. His advice is to buy a couple. What do you think 

about that?' 
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'I .... .' 
'He estimates they'll treble in value in five years. That's what I like. A few 

paintings as a hedge against inflation.' 
'Leigh's got the largest collection of originals of anyone I know,' continued 

Ralph. 
'Don't give a stuff for art. But it's marketable.' 
She flinched, feeling commercial and violated. 
'Now 1 want something that'll hold its value. Don't want anything that'll lose 

popularity.' 
She was tempted to suggest 'Assessment' but thought better of it. 
'What about 'Synthetics'?' she suggested. 
'Show me.' 
She led the way across the room. She'd used a different medium for this, the 

largest of her collection. It was a collage. A marvellous miscellany of magazine 
advertisements for hair dyes, false eyelashes, relief massage and sweetex, plastered 
over and under with nylon fibres, plastic doyleys, polyester and superglue. She 
didn't for a minute imagine it would appeal to Leigh Hawthorne. 

'Marvellous!' he said. 'How much a square centimetre?' 
And the red sticker was appended. 
But that was the only one. Her collection hung, talked about, ignored, ridi

culed, occasionally admired, but un purchased. She felt deflated. 
The worst was yet to come. The official opening. The latecomers had by now 

shown up, having fortified themselves with stronger stuff than that offered by 
Ralph Pascoe. Yet even that was potent enough to cause a few mishaps and a 
scatter of broken glass crunched underfoot at the far end of the gallery. 

Ralph Pascoe made one or two abortive attempts to call his guests to order. 
Here and there an odd person supported him. 

'Sh ... sh.' 
' .... opening.' 
' .... trying to get attention.' 
'Sh .... SH .... SHSH!' 
Finally they were quiet. On sufferance . 
. . . . and it gives me great pleasure,' the first part of his message had been 

drowned in the torrent of chatter, 'to introduce that celebrated art critic, so well 
known for his weekly commentary, ... .' but the man's name was lost in the 
applause. They were obviously keen to get this part of the proceedings over with. 

'Fellow art lovers,' began a pink and plump man in a pale grey suit with a 
Cecil Brunner rosebud in his buttonhole, 'what a feast we have here tonight. 
The fruits of this young woman's remarkable labours.' 

He was laying it on a bit, she had to admit, but the praise excited her. Even 
the viewers began to show an interest and after he had finished talking (a full
some twenty minutes) red spots came out all over like a belated rash of measles. 

The sight of them, far from comforting Cassandra, merely enraged her. 
'Congratulations, Cassandra,' said Ralph, his mind on the profit margin. 
'Thanks,' she said ungraciously, 'for nothing.' 
'Come on,' he said, 'you've sold more than half.' 
'Yes,' she replied sourly, 'and for the wrong reasons.' 
He looked dismayed. 
'What does it matter?' he asked. 
'It matters a lot. Only one sticker went on before all the kind words were 

said. And at least the guy who bought that was honest. As for the rest-they'll 
be able to boast about their 'original' instead of having metallic wallpaper or a 
'Sunflowers' print hanging on their walls. That's the kind of taste they have! But 
it's bits of me that'll be hanging there. Bits of me!' 
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'You're overwrought,' said Ralph, •.... the excitement.' 
She looked at him pityingly. 
The gallery was swiftly emptying. There seemed to be some unspoken under

standing that as soon as was decently possible after the official opening and some 
kind of contribution had been made to the cause of art by undertaking to buy, 
the evening was more or less over. Empty glasses littered the window ledges (the 
booze was off anyway), catalogues drifted like discarded tote tickets and the 
viewers disappeared. 

ANNE LLOYD 

26 

weekend 

sun-latticed saturdays she would 
make herself a cup of tea around lunchtime 
and sit on the front step 

they went past in their station-wagons 
with blown·up plastic beachballs, 
laughing, hordes of children 

she'd cry a bit 
then go back inside, 
forgetting the tea-cup 

early years, the 
late years of a marriage, 
seemed much the same 
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JAMES HARRISON 

Buffalo Bill's Empty Prairies 

Revving along 
with the other 12 year old Macks 
"buckteeth" Paul secretly believes 
he's a truck. Teachers stall midsentence: 
logbooks soon drag past logarithms 

flicking dust and grit 
at participles in the slipstream .... class windows 
are wound down to savour the monoxide. 

A windscreen 
fogging over with loneliness 
snowgoggles Paul's forehead. Slicing through 
each highway, headlights peel away 
the rind of night. At three o'clock 
cafes percolate with conversation 
and Paul ogles at the waitress. Anyone knows 
truckies aren't poofs: you've all seen 
that pansy clerk with his crossword 
puzzle face, shopping for his wife. 

Swinging out 
Paul blinks, hoots 
the garage attendant (hosing down 

those oily skating rinks) 
and accelerates towards 

Buffalo BiII's empty prairies. 
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STEPHEN FRAMPTON 
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Jangapilda 

High up the hawk is a ragged gash 
Combing the giddy winds 
Sitting chin to knee 
Under on the staggered hills 
30, once beautiful, quite mad 
"Robbie bring ribbon 
To me humpy tonight" 
She whispers dreams 
Like spells 
Drawn, dull-thin and tangled 
Streamers down the swooping ridge 
Onto the hollow crack-paned town 

Picnic Weather: (How the other half lives) 

Rain like glass reeds dangles 
In the fogged lake 
Bush greens and browns 
Are shades of wet 
Ducks walk 
The air sweats 
Dribbling down collars and out from cuffs 
Socks make sodden escapes 
From feet into boot ends 
And frogs on unexpected picnics 
Press splay toed and large eyed 
Against windows 
In company with flies 
Watching people huddled 
In boxes watching boxes 
Watching people 
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JUDITH WOODFALL 

"Preachers and Parties are not for Me, 
Baby" 

"Do you want me to touch your tit?" Fiona asked me, plaiting my hair, as we 
lay cuddled together in my single bed listening to my Dad tell Mum "that the 
world will be a better place to bring up the kiddies, now that the Americans have 
helped win the war". 

"Nup," I said. "Do you want me to touch your front botty?" Fiona said. 
"Nup, Mum said I was not allowed to have anyone touch me between my navel 
and my knees till I got married and had babies. So there!" 

Fiona was a year older than me, so I suppose that accounted for her asking 
me these questions. She was nearly ten. Why, into double figures! "Do you want 
me to touch your bum," I asked her. "Yes, please." "You can go and piss off, 
dickhead"; and slept. 

Fiona and I lived two streets away from each other. Her Mother had gone 
to school with Mum. A select, social, ladies college for children of the privileged 
Australian gentry. Where "ladies leave the bathroom as they found it" and 
"never go outdoors without their hat and coat". And learnt about God and 
goodness. 

Fiona's Mother was always sick. "Ailing" as Mum called it. I always felt she 
was really putting on an act to draw attention to her sickly self; but being only 
nine and not even into the double figure bit, what hope did I have of being 
listened to? 

Her Father was a junior partner in an "up and coming" legal practice, and 
as Dad said, had about as much sense of humour as a storm cloud. 

We went to Murrumbeena State School together. Ducking through the 
Catholic convent on Dandenong Road, doing a bit of nun spotting and yelling 
"Catholic dogs jump like frogs, in and out of water holes!"; we arrived at school 
breathless and giggling. Still a little frightened thinking about the consequences 
if one of those weird, strangely garbed women of God caught us. 

Gardener's Creek yabbying and tadpole hunting at weekends. Shimmying up 
the electricity poles in the golf links, spitting at passing golfers. "It was a bird, 
a big bird," we'd yell. 

A threepenny ice cream each from the Nirvana Dairy, we'd play hopscotch 
on the way home. "Fantasia" at the Waverley Theatre was sobbed through with 
the aid of toffee apples sold in the foyer. 

At eleven and twelve, we attended the same select school as our Mothers. 
Fiona was bright and I was pretty. Fee was good at sport and I was hopeless. 
I also lied. 

I was caught out by the Religious Instruction teacher, who spotted the Bible 
hidden on my lap as I recited parts of Leviticus. I confessed to my sin and 
became a prefect. 
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Fiona was a pallid, lumbering labrador by the time she was fifteen. "Big and 
ungainly", said Mum. "Why doesn't she wash her hair and try and at least look 
clean", said Dad, scathingly. "Isn't it time Fiona found herself a boyfriend", 
asked her mother of Mum. 

Our school dancing lessons were shared with Melbourne Grammar. Straight 
into the barndance or the Pride of Erin I'd leap with whoever got to me first. 
Fiona hid in the dun ny, smoking Turf cigarettes, as she had not been asked to 
dance, again. 

By the time Fiona was twenty she had been out with a few blokes. "All came 
to nothing, darl.", she said. I tried to make her go to parties and dances with 
me. Suffering from size 8 feet and ackers-acne to the uninitiated; she preferred 
to hide. 

Out to Power House and Ormond Hall, listening to George Watson playing 
"Golden Wedding" on the drums, was my Saturday night scene. Prowling MG's 
and Jaguar's, panther-like, awaited my beck and call. 

We still went picnics to Ferntree Gully with Fee's family. Soberly seated in 
the black Humber, it seemed to take hours and hours to get up the bush. 

Her mother always Georges Store dressed, would be in twinset and pleated 
skirt, seated on the tartan rug, dispensing sandwiches and tea and we'd hurriedly 
gulp them down and dart off to play near the hidden, secret river. We'd race 
across the knobbly wooden bridge with the heavy, sensuous smell of the acacias 
attacking our nostrils, and as the trees gently draped the water, we'd throw stones 
at sea serpents and once we're pretty sure we saw a crocodile. 

Fiona became a physiotherapist and I got married to Richard. 
We were married in Melbourne Grammar Chapel in 1962, a white wedding. 

Four children in the first three and a half years of marriage made my mother-in
law aghast. Over cups of tea, I was peered at as if I was some craven but over
sexed gypsy. "Does Richard um, expect too much from you, dear?" 

Surrounded by babies and nappies, I waited for my friend to meet, match 
and marry. 

She found a friend and was happy. "Why, Liz, I love her and she loves me." 
"Oh, Fiona, please be careful, she's young and attractive; and Christ, darling, 
you're nearly thirty." 

Claire, a simpering librarian, with the hint of a black moustache, lived with 
Fee for about two years. Enough for me to see my friend change forever from 
an exuberant puppy. 

Fee and I and the kids spent days together at Mt Martha beach. "I'll take my 
car, Liz, then we can get sandy and it doesn't matter. With your car, Richard 
would get stroppy if it's not all spotless and empty of plastic buckets and wet 
towels." 

Pork sausage and tomato sauce sandwiches, vanilla slices and lemonade, and 
four kids, jumping and fighting, we'd arrive at the beach. 

I'd lie on my front so the men couldn't see my fat tummy, and only notice 
my blonde hair and suntanned back, p.retending to read poetry and be intellectual. 

Fee was in the sun drenched water, throwing my kids into the air, laughing 
and playing leap frog and tiggy, and giving them underwater hold your breath 
tests. Face with a shadow of red settling on it, she splashed and was free, in her 
one piece floral bathers. The simplicity of my children took her mind away from 
her chaotic personal life. 

Sandcastle building, and burying kids into the sand "Way up to your neck, 
darling, so you know what Mexican torture is like, where are the ants?" she'd 
chortle to my five year old. 

The kids climbed and clamoured over her and snuggled up against her large 
frame. She'd wrap her towel around the youngest child and holding her tightly 
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to her breast, would sing and play, "This little piggy went to market", as the 
sunburnt child slept. 

Richard and I lived a fairly hectic social life. Dinner at the Florentino, the 
Society, and other leading restaurants. Dinner parties carefully catered for; tennis 
on Sundays, we wiled away our young married life. 

Fiona rang me weekly from the hospital. "Hi, fuckwit, how you going, baby," 
she'd herald her call. "How are you dickhead?" would be the answer. "When are 
you going to try and go straight, it's not too late to have kids, hell you're only 
thirty-five." She'd chuckle through the phone and double chin, and say "Pretty 
impossible, what do you want me to be, the prize exhibit at the circus? It's never 
been known to happen, baby." "See you soon, Fee, come round next week for 
dinner?" 

Roast beef and caramel custard, a few glasses of wine, she'd have a doze in 
front of the gas fire. 

Sometimes we'd go to the pictures. We re-saw "Gone with the Wind" and the 
chocolate peanuts and tears stained our faces when Rhett carried Scarlett up the 
stairs. 

Fiona came to dinner for the last time eighteen months ago. Gone was the 
pride of having a friend. "Gone to greener, younger pastures, baby. What the 
bloody hell will I do", she asked as she swigged from the brandy she had brought. 

"God knows, Fee, let's talk about it in the morning, with Richard away, stay 
the night." We curled up against each other, her heavy sad hand at my waist and 
our legs touching. "I love you, fuckwit," she said, llnd drifted into a snoring, 
twitching sleep. 

When I woke at dawn, the bed echoed with her emptiness and smell. Fee had 
gone home. 

I was contacted by her family later in the day. After returning to her unit, she 
switched the electricity off, wrote a note to me and her past lover, walked into 
the middle of the busy street, and was mown down immediately by a milk truck. 
They had trouble identifying her. 

The funeral parlour presented a splendid party. Paunchy preacher, reluctant 
relatives, canned music that swelled to full volume and forced the shiny coffin 
containing Fiona's shattered remains to slowly rise towards heaven and salvation? 

The bereaved mother wore a sorrowful expression and a cheeky black hat. 
Shortly she could talk with pride about her daughter, Fiona, the physiotherapist. 

The father was solemn and resplendent and wore his Judge mask. 
My four teenage children, two girls, two boys, clad in the dark navy of their 

Grammar uniforms, stood sentinel-like beside me, to prevent me from hitting 
out at the heathens. 

The sickly, sweet smell of black beauty roses and jasmine, cruelly entwined 
together to form a cross, farewelled her blood red and innocent white body. 

When I visit her on her birthday in June at Brighton Cemetery, I listen to the 
sombre, beeping whir of the traffic in North Road, and the grating and whisper
ing of the cyprus trees against her tall red-brick prison walls. With the nettles 
and scotch thistles sorrowfully swaying in the land of the dead. 

Plastic lupins dribble from the broken Barnes honey jars adorning Fiona's 
home. Dripping, dying carnations lie above her feet. 

As I go home, past the flower seller clad in a brown checked lumber jacket 
and cigarette clenched between his chattering teeth, yelling "Daffodils for sale 
and violets going cheap", I listen and hear, above the noise of the traffic, quietly 
at first, and then louder and louder, like a chant or a warcry, "Hi, fuckwit, look 
after yourself today. Good on you, baby". 

Fiona farewells me for a year. 
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ROD MORAN 
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Remembering Greg 

Tonight I think of Greg, 
who is dead, (a small paragraph, 
page 12 of The Herald), 
his brain in hieroglyphics 
across the wall of a Sydney fiat. 
My attention cleaved between 
T.V. and a book of poems, 
he returns a decade later. 
We wrote the pamphlets in the O.B.H., 
fought for Vietnam in the public bar, 
the sun a blaze of sand, blinding, 
the sea strumming our lives. 
Outside the glass, the long slow 
tides of ocean and time, 
messages cast and drifting still, 
or broken on the generous rocks 
of a wider disbelief, the city 
a trap between the ocean's desert 
and the mind's endless dunes. 
Tonight his presence spans 
ten years between this T.V. ad 
and a poem I cannot fathom, 
all his strength straining at the trigger. 
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AUDREY LONGBOTTOM 

You Can See How the Town's Come On 

Sho~ that dwindled to vacant lots 
have taken on a new lease. 
The main street's a square 
and a latter-day mall is lined with boutiques. 
The old picture theatre is reeling under renovations; 
(MOVIES ARE BETTER THAN EVER). 

The modern colonial Coffee Shoppe 
flaunts a rainbow of lunchtime girls, 
stoic on simulated antique chairs, 
ordering capuccino and cheeseburgers. 
Further on FAST FOODS display 
a deathrow of chickens, spitted 
in a dripping shroud. 

At the largest supermarket 
redwood benches foil instant gardens 
provide rest and a view of trolley traffic 
demanding right of way. 
Congestion in a line of specials, snarls 
at the checkout where consumption is registered 
but no guarantee given on performance. 

Outside, jacarandas purple the air. 
Hoardings proclaim a pop concert, 
flea-market opening next week, 
Col Joye here tomorrow. 

You can see how it's all come on. 
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BILLY MARSHALL-STONEKING 
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His N arne IS Gold 

he calls me 'a bright young man': 
'an AMERICAN', and 
'whadda ya let them bastuds 
shove ya 'round?' (he means 
the Australians) 
and 
he's given his best shirt, 
a hat, and a new pair of shoes 
he's brought from New York 
to deck out 
my friend-
what he calls 'a good aborigine' 
he's never met 
before today / 

when he says the 
profit motive 
is SEX to them that's fit, 
I flinch; 
but by the time he's said 
that it's not really his money, but 
that he's only looking after it, 
I'm relaxed. 

It's a pleasure to know 
someone's watching out 
for our interests. 
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BILLY MARSHALL-STONEKING 

Reply to a Request for Geckoes 

No, 
we can't supply you with 
twenty geckoes (as you requested) 
to help eradicate 
your mosquitoes; 
we couldn't find two, much less twenty 
nor would we seal them in a box 
as you suggested-with or without holes: 
they are protected! 
Besides, your winter would 
probably kill them. 
The flower-footed species 
which you mentioned are nevertheless 
not available from the Centre; 
could I suggest Darwin or maybe Wyndham? 
Up there, who knows, your proposition 
might be considered. 

Unfortunately, 
we do not carry meat-eating plants either 
and, yes, we sympathize with your dilemma: 
mosquitoes can be unbearable. However, 
we carry a nice line of mountain devils 
and I can recommend, 
they are very big eaters. 
But then again, they don't 
touch anything 
but ants. 
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TERENCE TREDREA 
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Visiting the new Art Gallery 

On the day my mother died, we walked 
away from her crumpled blue figure 
empty of love like a squeezed grape, 
out of the machinery of death's hospital; 

And paced down the emptiness of Museum St 
where bulldozers ate the guts of myoid friends 
the Wesley Church, the Theosophical Society, and a 
red-brick two-storey place that held ballet classes; 

Into the New Art Gallery: cool and sleek 
as a hollowed-out sandstone cave, a tomb 
filled with glistening tubes of plumbing 
and paintings refrigerated along the walls. 

We looked out across the city; sunlight 
rebounding from the glazed face of buildings 
white in rows of silence; 
I heard the grunts, felt the bristle of Time. 

I saw the soul of my mother escaping back 
to country towns where she larrikined as a girl 
in the back seats of uproarious Fords. 
And with her goes my heart my life. 
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SUE GRUSZIN 

Dancing with the Ex 

The music was playing, and we were swaying, and what is it they say about the 
last waltz? The last waltz will last forever. But this was the last one, the 'for old 
times' sake' one, and it was about to finish. 

I was looking at him and trying to find the man whose shirts had once given 
me such indescribable joy hanging beside my dresses in the wardrobe. But that 
was before we got twin wardrobes. I asked him if he thought I'd changed. "I 
could fall in love with you all over again," he said, "if I didn't know what a 
bitch you were." You were a bit of a bitch yourself, I thought, but I kept on 
swaying. The band were really prolonging this. 

I was looking at his new girlfriend, who had been dagger-eyeing me all 
through this waltz, and thinking how much she looked like me, wondering if 
that was some sort of compliment from him, or just a different trap in the same 
trappings. "Are you with anyone now?" he asked me, and I lied: "No." I didn't 
want to sully Peter by discussing him with Mr Paranoia. Not even to entertaining 
thoughts of them ever meeting. "I wouldn've thought that someone like you ... " 
he started off. "0 really?" I said. But some things don't hurt anymore. Someday 
he'll learn that. When he's dead. 

His mother, over in the corner, was looking at me and whispering to her 
friend. I could imagine it. "That's the girl who"-the captions were endless. 
Broke his heart. Nearly broke his heart. Broke his nose for Chrissake. Surprised 
me too big mama. "You still doing the same thing?" I ask him. He's vain enough 
to think I'm asking for a reply. I'm wishing I'd never stood up with him. Quite 
frankly I'm bored. But the answer's a bit of a surprise. ''I'm about to get married 
actually." Well, well. And only, let me see, two months ago was it, he was pro
testing his undying love for me, wearing what he calls his heart on his sleeve. 
"That didn't take long." I can't resist it. "No, it didn't did it." He looks over 
to where she's sitting. "She's a lovely girl. I won't say you'd like her but she's 
lovely." Well I just hope I never have the opportunity of finding out. Any recom
mendation like that is enough for me. To stay away. 

The band finally winds down out of the last waltz, and he seems in an indecent 
hurry to get back to his new girlfriend. And I'd thought it was painles.s. But I 
watch him hurrying to her side and I see why. She's talking to another man, and 
smiling and laughing, and looking as though she's enjoying herself, which she 
certainly wasn't while we were dancing together. The old tit for tat. Some things 
never change. Like some people, who mostly seem to be the old men in your life. 
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Paperbarks and eucalypts frame the house on the Murray forty-acre farm at Bungah, on the New South Wales mid-north coast. 



GRAEME KINROSS SMITH 

' ... The Frequent Image of Farms' 
- A Profile of Les Murray 

Hayfork Point 

Dazzling blue eyes 
of winter stare from the box-trees 
the shadows of barns are thin with frosted straw. 
All over the country 
the dented light of milk cans. 

Cold proteins cling 
to the wet-lipped cane-knife blocking 
swedes by the sty for a tumult of fat squealers. 
For the mouths of following cattle, boys on tractors 
bayonet green stacks and hoy them down the sky 
green spinning in air. 
The bull, looking up 
is drenched in flying meadow. 

Pinched hours pass 
and farmers lug dull cans 
but magpies, dismissing weight, lift over stones now 
alighting on wires ever farther off 
to balance at behests 
of song, and spring 

for something has turned 
and from the heavens, gently 
invisibly, gently 
grass goes on falling. 

Stuck in the farm gate is a green branch as Les Murray had promised. It's a 
sign for the newcomer, simple, ready to hand; a rural message, speaking of a 
particular piece of earth. Beyond it, on the flats is the low-slung house, roof 
and walls glaring in the sun, starting out of the deep green of China Pear and 
paper bark trees. This ribbon of white gravel road runs eleven kilometres from 
the Pacific Highway at Coolongolook to the old selector's block still called the 
Forty Acres on Horses Creek. It winds on through Bunyah for another ten 
kilometres, up the valley, heading away from the sea, the hills closing around 
it, before it tips over a ridge into the next valley and steepens towards the hill 
town of Gloucester and beyond into the higher country of the Gloucester and 
Barrington Tops. 

WESTERLY, No.3, SEPTEMBER, 1980 39 



Hills folding on hills cradle the house, school, river-bridge and church at 
Bunyah under a direct sun; the green valley shimmers and steams in a haze of 
November heat. Cattle dot the thick mat of grass on the flats, moving only 
slowly, or lolling in the shade of trees on the lower rises. Les Murray sits at the 
laminex table in the bare kitchen. He is a big man. His face is open, candid, 
ready to relax into the freshness of boyish laughter and enquiry. A khaki boiler 
suit contains his twenty-stone bulk-it leaves him free to 1011 on the floor or the 
ground, to roll under the bottom strands of fences, to work on dams, to milk, 
to walk paddocks. He talks quickly, as if in apology for the rightness of detail 
with wHich he builds up pictures. There's a touch of Australian nasal twang, and 
always a strong lacing of the vernacular. He speaks often in colourful images 
that are grounded in deep knowledge. Now, savouring a fitful breeze from the 
open door he plays with a packet of cigars, waiting for the jug to boil for a 
cup of tea. 'That's an east wind,' he says, half to inform himself. 'The start of 
the summer pattern. If that wind doesn't get up from the coast we cook in this 
valley from December to February.' 

On this forty acre farm Les Murray is surrounded by the geography, history 
and landscape of his life. Everywhere about are the talismans of his art, lines 
from his poems. A mile away, beyond the swamp and its paperbarks gape the 
doors and windows of the bleached weatherboard house in which he was born. 
Closer is the old dairy he and his father built, hardwood rails still strong. In 
the hills close by are the houses of farms taken up and relinquished by his 
ancestors since the Murrays came to the Manning Valley further north as 
squatters in 1845. His great-grandfather, John Murray, first selected in the 
valley at Bunyah in 1870. And beyond that is Les Murray's region, the mid 
north coast of New South Wales. It stretches northward from the Myall Lakes 
and Seal Rocks only forty kilometres away, through the fishing resort of 
Forster, to Taree and Wingham on the Manning River and then further in sweeps 
of rainforest, farmland, blue coastal range, dramatic headlands and white ocean 
beaches to Port Macquarie and Kempsey. 

'This is the centre, the tribal centre, that I work from,' Murray says simply. 
'I was born in that direction'-he waves an arm at the hills to the north east
'at Nabiac Hospital. That was in 1938. I grew up on the farm next to this one. 
My father was a tenant of his father's, dairying on 140 acres in those days. He 
rented the land at £60 a year. My childhood was pretty isolated. For one thing 
I was an only child, and my mother died when I was twelve. But also in this 
valley I met very few other kids till I was nine years old and went to school. 
Between seven and nine years I did some correspondence school-Blackfriars in 
Sydney-although I'd been reading since I was four, in my own way. There 
were a few books about the place. I could read some of my mother's school 
prizes. And we had a Cassell Encyclopaedia, 1924 edition. I knew every page of 
that. In fact, 1 had a beautiful 1924 education.' Murray chuckles, butts the 
cigar, leans back, folding his arms behind his head. 'And then I went to Bulby 
Brush school, a three and a half mile walk over the mountain, as we used to 
say. The school's closed now, but it had sixteen kids then. That walk to and 
from school was exciting-wedge-tailed eagles on the mountain, rabbits along 
the creek, a lot to do and explore. I didn't get home till after six at night, 
quite often.' 

After the death of his mother in 1951 Les Murray had no schooling for a 
year and tnen went to Nabiac Central School, thirty kilometres away, where he 
was among 150 other children. He found it a relaxed extension of primary 
school. He left when he had finished the Intermediate Certificate and spent the 
year 1954 at home, sitting around, reading, milking cows, doing farm work. 
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During that time he came to a vague and slightly romantic conclusion-he 
wanted to be a writer: 

'I was thinking more of short stories and novels then. Although 1 read alI 
of Milton's works in one big gulp that year I wasn't imagining myself as a 
poet. In 1955 I went back to do Leaving Certificate at Taree High School. My 
English teacher there, Mr McLaughlin, introduced us to Eliot and Hopkins
modern poetry. I'd dodged poetry before that, because any that I'd seen had 
always been in an archaic language and didn't seem to be about anything in 
my experience-it seemed quite irrelevant. I even suspected that poetry might 
have died out since those things were written. But suddenly here was Hopkins 
showing that language could be exciting, could come alive, could be about 
rellivant things. Then there was the sportsmaster at Taree who used to drive me 
to school. He mentioned that there was such a thing as Australian poetry, and 
1 said Oh, you mean Banjo Paterson and the others, and he said no, no and 
reeled off names like R. D. FitzGerald, Kenneth Slessor and Judith Wright. That 
planted a seed in my mind-this sort of modern poetry was written in Australia 
too! Then in 1956 I tried it myself. On Christmas Day I wrote ten bad poems 
and sent them off to the Bulletin. They bounced of course. Douglas Stewart was 
the literary editor then; he used to have an "Answers to Correspondents" column. 
His answer to me was that I'd obviously put more thought into the covering 
letter than into the poems-which was true. I've often chuckled about it with 
Doug. Stewart since.' 

In 1957, after trying to join the Air Force (he was rejected-pimples), Les 
Murray went to Sydney University on a Commonwealth scholarship. 'I discovered 
the Fisher Library there, and felI in love with it,' he says. 'It was the old Fisher, 
of course, in those days-a beautiful Gothic barn with gargoyles on the stair
cases. I've written about the Fisher and that whole period in the set of sonnets 
"Sidere Mens Eadem Mutato". That's the Sydney University motto-"The same 
Mind Under Different Stars". I used to come out of Fisher every now and then 
to do my course. But I failed all but Elementary German in first year and lost 
the scholarship. Having had no chance to do languages at school until Leaving 
Certificate I wanted to do everyone that was on offer at University. I taught 
myself several languages in Fisher Library, using those English University Teach 
Yourself books. Later I was to do a year's Chinese. I wish I'd gone on with that.' 

Murray spent four years at Sydney University (1957-1960) without graduat
ing. In 1961, after working for a time in the Telephone Accounts Branch of the 
PMG and at other jobs equalIy desolating, he hitch-hiked round Australia. He 
returned broke. In 1962 he went back to Sydney University to take part in a 
German Department play ('And to shelter from employment,' he says cheekily.). 
He met Valerie Morelli, who was wardrobe mistress for the production. Valerie 
had been born in Hungary and raised in Switzerland, migrating to Australia 
with her family when she was ten years old. In September 1962 she and Les 
Murray married, settling into a one and a half room flat in Glebe. Early in 
1963 they moved to Canberra. Les Murray had found a job in the Translation 
Unit at the Australian National University. The work satisfied two elements in 
his nature-his fondness for the intricacies of language, and his eclectic fascina
tion with information. 

'We worked mainly on technical and scientific material', he recalls. 'The first 
thing I did, for instance, was a translation from the Italian of a paper called 
"Nodular Cutaneous Diseases in Po Valley Hares". That was for Professor 
Fenner, the man who developed myxomatosis to eradicate rabbits. We did work 
for all the departments of the Institute of Advanced Studies and for the John 
Curtin School of Medical Research. One day we'd be translating about choles
terol levels in blood, another we'd be doing something on Italian shipping in the 
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fifteenth century, or translating from the Dutch about the fascinating Macassarese 
penetration of Northern Australia-the trochus fishermen and traders who had 
been coming down to Australia for centuries before the white man.' 

Les Murray has always carried a basic reverance for the sanctity of life and 
the small miracles of existence such as those celebrated in his gentle and 
humanly religious poem 'Once In a Lifetime Snow'. It was this reverence, as 
well as his wife's Catholicism, which led him to become a Roman Catholic in 
the ~pring of 1964. 

In 1965 Les Murray was invited to Cardiff for the British Commonwealth 
Arts Festival Poetry Conference. He made some firm friends there and became 
very fond of the Welsh countryside. In 1967 he quit his job in Canberra and 
went back to Cardiff. Valerie and their two young children followed soon after. 
'We stayed in Europe for fourteen months', says Murray. 'It was the typical 
Australian grand tour-broke half the time. We lived in South Wales and later 
on Culloden Moor out of Inverness. That was a case of romanticism and circum
stance coming together. I happened to find a house on Culloden Moor-country 
houses were cheaper, larger, more convenient to rent. We wintered there; it was 
the one part of the trip that the children still remember.' 

In 'Vindaloo at Merthyr Tydfi\" one of his poems from that period, Les 
Murray remembers something quite different, however. 'J went with some mates 
from Cardiff to Merthyr Tydfil', he explains, 'and discovered that marvellous 
British institution, the Indian restaurant, the curry house.' The poem, with its 
echoes of Dylan Thomas, its rolling good humour and its sprinkling with the 
names of British beers, completes the story: 

I called for curry, the hottest, 
vain of my nation, proud of my hard mouth from childhood, 
the kindly brown waiter wringing the hands of dissuasion 
o vindaloo, sir! You sure you want vindaloo, sir? 
But I cried Yes please, being too far in to go back 
the bright bells of Rhymney moreover sang in my brains. 

Fair play, it was frightful. I spooned the chicken of Hell 
in a sauce of rich yellow brimstone. The valley boys with me 
tasting it, croaked to white Jesus. And only pride drove me, 
forkful by forkful, observed by hot mangosteen eyes, 
by all the carnivorous castes and gurus from Cardiff 
my brilliant tears washing the unbelief of the Welsh. 

Oh it was a ride on Watneys plunging red barrel 
through all the burning ghats of most carnal ambition 
and never again will I want such illumination 
for three days on end concerning my own mortal coil 
but I signed my plate in the end with a licked knife and fork 
and green-and gold spotted, I sang for my pains like the free 
before I passed out among all the stars of Cilfynydd. 

When the Murray family came back to Australia late in 1968, Les Murray 
could not find a job (,I fell foul of the old Australian rule that if you haven't a 
job, you can't have one'). He went back to Sydney University, did a further year 
of German and a course in linguistics and took out his degree. Then, as Murray 
says, he 'ran headlong into a whole lot of nonsense'. Buoyed up by the promise 
of a Commonwealth grant, he bought a house in Canberra and set himself up, 
ready to begin compiling a book of translations of Aboriginal poems-a project 
he had looked forward to for some time. But, despite verbal promises, no money 
came through. He began working as a clerk in the Prime Minister's Department, 
sitting down at the dining room table after tea each night to write. Still no grant 
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for the project. His patience ran out in 1971. He gave up, bought a house in 
Chatswood, and took a job with the Department of Education and Science in 
Sydney. The work was boring and undemanding-little more than the drafting 
of a few letters. He read to pass the time-two books of Evelyn Waugh's Sword 
of Honour trilogy in the one day! Soon after, he 'retired'. 

But gradually Murray was moving towards what he wanted-to live, by and 
large, from his writing and from work that attached to it. His poetry had 
become better and better known in the late 1960's. In 1965 he had published his 
first book, The Ilex Tree, a shared volume with his fellow Sydney poet and long
standing friend, the lawyer Geoffrey Lehmann. The two had edited the Sydney 
University literary magazines Hermes and Arna during their time there together 
in the late 1950's. The Ilex Tree contained poems such as The Widower In the 
Country', 'Noonday Axeman', 'Driving Through Sawmill Towns' and 'The Away
Bound Train' that rang with Murray's particular sense of place and people. In 
1969 came his second collection, The Weatherboard Cathedral. Murray had been 
awarded a Commonwealth Literary Fund Grant while he was living in South 
Wales in 1968. In 1970 he won the poetry section of the Captain Cook Bicen
tenary Literary Competition with his collection of poems 'Seven Points for an 
hnperilled Star'. Another six-month literary fellowship came to save him in 1971. 
'Those fellowships have repeatedly been like a trampoline for me-they've pre
vented me from falling right through', he says. In 1972 he gained one of the new 
three-year writer's fellowships. These were grants made available by the Labor 
government largely as a result of Les Murray's own articles on literary patronage 
and the submissions he had made to the Labor Party and writers' organisations 
in 1969 for some sort of guaranteed income scheme for writers. 

In all this Murray stresses the writer as someone having a positive role in 
society, stresses the poet as singer, as one of society's story-tellers. And that role, 
he feels, imposes obligations. Hence the trips he has made to do readings, to 
give lectures-all through the Riverina, South Australia and in 1972 on a very 
extensive six-week tour of Western Australia, from Esperance in the south to 
Wyndham in the north. He spoke about writing, about Australian literature, 
reading his own work and that of others in schools and public halls. 'We owe 
it to people out there whose taxes go into supporting poets and other writers', 
says Murray. 'They have a right to hear the results. With me it's a matter of duty 
and pleasure being happily conjoined. I like doing readings. Poetry is showbiz in 
part-the showbiz of the solitary man.' 

The problem as Les Murray sees it, is that society is ready to accept and use 
the writer's product, but still balks at regarding writing as 'work' in the normal 
sense. 'Even Kenneth Siess or looked at it in that way', says Murray. 'He regarded 
writing not as work but as an avocation.' Les Murray snorts. 'Yes-the only 
profession too honourable to be rewarded in money! That means that literary 
fellowships are looked upon as prizes-as if one had entered a lottery. Not that 
I undervalue fellowships. Time is vital to any writer-my writing has improved 
greatly in the time that fellowships have given me. But I also maintain that if 
people are paid to teach from our writing, to use it, then we are entitled to 
some fair payment. I even mounted a one-man strike at Sydney University on 
that basis. In 1971 I was desperate for a job, and I asked Sydney University for 
anything-pushing barrows in the library '" anything-but they said they 
couldn't help. So I said right, you can take all my work off your courses. It's a 
strike. They said I had no legal right to restrict access to my work and they went 
on teaching it!' Les Murray spreads his hands resignedly and laughs. 'I followed 
the same line with Macquarie University. I believe they did take my work off 
their course for a while, until the students began writing bootleg essays on 
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Murray. Ah, the loneliness of the long-distance one-man striker. I don't think 
I'm bitter-minded enough to keep up that sort of thing for long.' 

Les Murray's aim in recent years has been to reach a situation where he 
can live in reasonable security without reliance on literary fellowships. Through 
literary grants he receives the equivalent of a Primary Teacher's salary, but 
without the same security of income, and is dependent on the decision of a 
tribunal every three years. That is hard for a man with a family, he points out. 
So he has continued to combine other literary work with his poetry. He writes 
at Bunyah some of the time, or at Chatswood, not far from the hum of the 
Pacific Highway. He reviews books for the Sydney Morning Herald, the Bulletin, 
Quadrant and other literary magazines. He works for an average of three or four 
days each month on the editorial selection and production of Dr Grace Perry's 
literary magazine, Poetry Australia, sifting a mountain of submissions, sending 
back the 98% of poems that will not achieve publication. Thank God, we always 
seem to get enough worthwhile stuff to keep the covers apart-and most issues 
contain a jewel or two. You have to work to get those, but they justify the whole 
enterprise.' In 1974 he travelled to the Poetry Festival in Struga, Yugoslavia, near 
the Albanian-Macedonian border, and visited the School of Commonwealth 
Studies at Aarhus in Denmark, where Australian literature is taught. Murray's 
interest in Celtic poetry came to fruition in 1977 in a special Gaelic issue of 
Poetry Australia for which Professor Roderick Thompson of Glasgow acted as 
guest editor. 

Les Murray finishes a cigar, holding it gingerly between thumb and first finger. 
He looks out at the Wang Wauk valley. Rich cauliflower clouds are rising behind 
the hills, building towards the afternoon's thunderstorms. He butts the cigar, 
reaches down to pull on boots, ready to walk the paddocks. He steps outside into 
the tense air of the afternoon and stands foursquare to appraise the vegetable 
garden which his father has made on the rich creek soil near the house-lettuces, 
broad beans, turnips, leeks, tomatoes are well tended in rows. A pile of cow pats 
lies on the grass beside the spade, ready for digging in: 'We can make this into 
a Chinese farm, you see-pigs, poultry, a few vegetables,' Murray says. The 
area is too small for cattle, and there are some things we can't grow. The winter 
isn't hard enough for walnuts or cherries, for instance. But we might get back 
to growing China Pears, persimmons and loquats for preserving. The nearest 
thing to a cash crop would be some lucerne along the river flats. Dad is keen 
on that. I could make do with some extra reviewing and article writing (not 
so much that it interferes with the poetry). 1 can do that from here, trusting to 
the mails, and let this farm feed us. Subsistence agriculture and writing, if you 
like. We'd be something like the Chinese rich peasant, I suppose-without tenants, 
of course!' 

As he strides in boots and boiler suit the valley opens out before Les Murray. 
It is as if lines from his poems run in the air, poem titles distil in the heat haze 
-The Broad Bean Sermon', 'Folklore', The Edge of the Forest', 'Escaping Out 
There', 'Treeroots and Earth', 'Laconics: The Forty Acres' or 'Walking to the 
Cattle Place'. The last is a sequence of poems that arose from Murray's interest 
in the cattle he had known since childhood, and from his reading about the 
Hindu reverence for the cow; he began to explore the cultural and linguistic 
richness of the civilisations, Western and Indian, developed by peoples who were 
originally cattle herdsmen and who settled down still holding the cow at the 
centre of the consciousness. 'Mother cow has been a mighty world-shaper', he 
says. 'I thought there were three or four poems in it. But it got to be sixteen', 
says Murray as he stumps through the coarse grass. As he speaks the dark red 
Devon cattle watch him, jaws moving placidly, from the edges of the swamp. 
'Tom Keneally's another cattle man', Murray adds, thinking aloud. 'You know 
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that line of his about cows standing around stunned at the glory of their own 
digestion. And you get to know the sounds cattle make-in some parts of 
'Walking To the Cattle Place' the reasoning is done almost through onomato
poeia, through associations dredged up by the sounds cattle make.' 

For a poet of his age, the breadth of Les Murray's poetic output is very 
impressive. And the titles of his books are delightful for their wit and appropri
ateness. After The flex Tree (1965), and The Weatherboard Cathedral (1969), 
he published his collection Poems Against Economics in 1972, then Lunch and 
Counter Lunch (1974), his collected poems The Vernacular Republic (1976) 
and another collection, Ethnic Radio (1977). In 1978 a collection of his prose 
-reviews and articles from the Sydney Morning Herald, Quadrant, The Bulletin, 
Australian Quarterly and other sources-appeared under the title The Peasant 
Mandarin. The pieces reflect his interest in artistic patronage, in the need for an 
Australian republic, in the occult and extra-sensory perception. Writing prose, he 
admits in the Preface to the book, 'is a sovereign aid to thinking'. 

Robert Gray, his fellow poet of the north coast, has written of Murray's 
poetry: ' ... on every page there is distilled some pleasure in life.' And as he 
talks Murray reveals that his is a pleasure built out of history (the Aboriginal 
and white history of the mid north coast that runs down to his own lifetime); out 
of the inspired detail of the natural world (sharks coming up the Coolongolook 
River to spawn, the straggly dignity of the 'apple trees'-angophoras-that dot 
his land, the distinctive smell of rain on dry ground that signals the release of 
an oil in the earth and triggers fish to spawn and birds to gather where fish 
spawn). It is a pleasure built upon country habit, upon the direct and unobtru
sive country way of dealing with circumstance, upon closeness to animals, upon 
folk humour and the folk story out of which a family pride and consciousness 
spring. 

'I think the north coast begins at O'Sullivan's Gap, just north of Buladelah', 
he says. 'I always feel when I pass through those beautiful white Flooded Gums 
near O'Sullivan's that I've come in the front gate, as it were. South of that 
you're still in the outriders of the Hunter Valley. They say that there's a new 
species of plant for every mile travelled north from there. Of course this has 
been as much timber country as dairying country-there's the Wang Wauk State 
Forest, Buladelah State Forest, Batchelor, and a string of others north of Taree, 
up through Wauchope and beyond.' Les Murray's father was a timberman and 
bullock-driver in the Wang Wauk forest for years, cutting billets, fence-posts 
and sleepers with a chain-saw and wedges. For seven years he worked as a 
bullock-driver for his father without payment-'a victim of the old family 
system', says Les Murray. Later he worked for the Masonite section of the 
Colonial Sugar Refining Company. He was such a valued timber cutter in the 
district that he was kept on after retirement age. It is his father, set against the 
bush, that Murray has pictured in his early poem 'Noonday Axeman': 

Axe-fall, echo and silence. Dreaming silence. 
Though I myself run to the cities, I will forever 
be coming back here to walk, knee-deep in ferns, 
up and away from this metropolitan century, 

to remember my ancestors, axemen, dairymen, horse-breakers, 
now coffined in silence, down with their beards and dreams, 
who, unwilling or rapt, despairing or very patient, 
made what amounts to a human breach in the silence, 

made of their lives the rough foundation of legends-
men must have legends, else they will die of strangeness-
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"Walking to the Cattle Place" - as in his poetic sequence of that name, Les Murray walks the cattle paddocks of his farm. 



then died in their turn, each, after his own fashion, 
resigned or agonized, from silence into great silence. 

Or again, there is Les Murray's father, and his taciturn father before him, 
in the later poem, 'The Edge of the Forest': 

Or again: 

The edge of the forest, hard smoke beyond the paddocks 
frays back and is there. Cutters go out through it, 
come in again on the ring barked slopes, down the fence lines. 

-You have to send flooded gum quick. It don't stay 
flooded-

iron bark's a bugger to bark if it comes dry weather
the man sitting next to me knows inside the forest. 

He has his praise out there. Two taps on a trunk 
and he can tell you its life. Steering the chain saw 
he can drop a tree on a cigarette paper. His billets 

bumped, loading, ring like gongs; they win prizes. 
Tallowwood's lovely: it has a deep like fat. 
He has raised trucks out of swamp with his quick chain

cunning. 

At four years old, he was milking easy cows 
and was put to the plough at fourteen, the day after school. 
Hauling timber with the teams, trusted in cattle dealing 

he worked, then and always-long in lieu of pay-
for a sign of love from his irritable father, 
the planter of flasks. His nightmare, strawed with praise. 

Les Murray's ancestors were hard-drinking Highland Scots. Their rum, whisky 
and schnapps bottles still turn up in the valley's soils. His great-grandfather had 
'the vice of hospitality' and used to fit 24 people round the able in his modest 
home. He once carried the whole valley on credit at the store through a drought. 
Then came Murray's grandfather who, it was calculated, drank the equivalent of 
the wages of two and a half working men throughout the Depression. Or there are 
his uncle and aunt just down the Coolongolook road, subjects of love, admiration 
and inspiration for Murray, as they are described in the poem, Towards the 
Imminent Days': 

In my aunt's house, the milk jug's beaded crochet cover 
tickles the ear. We've eaten boiled things with butter. 
Pie spiced like islands; dissolving in cream, is now 
dissolving in us. We've reached the teapot of calm. 

The table we sit at is fashioned of three immense 
beech boards out of England. The minute widths of the years 
have been refined in the wood by daughters' daughters. 
In the year of Nelson, I notice, the winter was mild. 

But our talk is cattle and cricket. My quiet uncle 
has spent the whole forenoon sailing a stump-ridden field 
of blady-grass and Pleistocene clay never ploughed 
since the world's beginning. The Georgic furrow lengthens 

in ever more intimate country. But we're talking bails, 
stray cattle, brands. In the village of Merchandise Creek 
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there's a post in a ruined blacksmith shop that bears 
a charred-in black-letter script of iron characters, 

hooks, bars, conjoined letters, a weird bush syllabary. 
It is the language of property seared into skin 
but descends beyond speech into the muscles of cattle, 
the world of feed as it shimmers in cattle minds. 

In his poem 'Driving Through Sawmill Towns' Murray writes: 

'As night comes down, the houses watch each other: 
a light going out in a window here has meaning .. .' 

The lines conjure up the essence of the local, of human habit and idiosyncracy. 
'Up here', Murray says, 'where you've got space around you, it makes you 
more of an individual, more easily seen. In these parts, too, a bloke lives for 
years after his death in a way that he doesn't in the city. For instance, I went 
to Ken Slessor's funeral in Sydney in 1971-1 suppose there were 30 people 
there. In the same month I went to cousin Hughie Murray's funeral up here, 
and there were 800 people at it. He was known for himself. Given an education 
he might have become a biologist. He used to take lizards and field mice into 
school in his pockets. But the farms made hard demands in those days, especially 
on boys. There were few schools-no high schools-and no libraries. All but the 
wealthiest country people were effectively excluded from Western civilisation by 
neglect, by lack of encouragement, by child labour-no one spoke up for those 
children. Hughie became a farmer, played the fiddle at dances and raised some 
nice kids. His funeral would've been the biggest occasion of his life! Poor old 
Johnny Cope, as we called him .. .' 

Gradually changes have been wrought, though, on the people of the Bunyah 
valley, and for the good. Their horizons have been widened, their parochialism 
reduced. But stilI those over forty in the valley are generally poorly educated, 
having grown up in a limbo, as Murray describes it, without the grandeur and 
remnant graces of the original pioneers and yet without the education and rich
ness of tradition to give them any other basis. Once the people of the valley used 
to concern themselves with each other's affairs, as in so many small rural 
communities-'You know, women who had telescopes to spot pregnancies. That 
sort of thing', says Les Murray. 'Everything was open to public comment. It's 
much less oppressive now. Every kid goes to High School, quite a few go on to 
university. Fresh ideas have come in to break the stagnant nature of the place
and it was stagnant in many ways. There used to be a chilling boredom on a lot 
of the farms. On the other hand, you could say it was a working anarchy, ruled 
by convention and prestige rather than law. There are still some of those inter
esting Ben HaIJ principles about-the police as outsiders, the small community 
policing itself.' Murray teIJs the story of the farmer who had the habit of keeping 
other people's machinery. Rather than risk bitterness, his neighbours chose their 
moment and repossessed their equipment from his shed. Not a word was spoken. 

Quite a deal of Murray's best work is underpinned by the stories he has 
absorbed from his family and from others in the district. He'll point out in the 
paddocks the low log barns, half a man's height, in which as a boy he used to 
sit with his father husking corn by lantern light. As they worked his father 
talked about the weekend dances at grandfather Murray's place that used to 
last from Thursday until the following Tuesday; of sons driving their fathers 
into town, a signal that the old man was going on a bender; of the Aborigines 
chewing the native tobacco of the north coast and going silly on the narcotic 
it contained, and how the whites later taught them to smoke it. 'And Dad would 
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tell me how his mother used to speak in great fear of the Breelong blacks
Jimmy Governor and his brother', Les Murray recalls. 'They put a scare into 
the whole of northern New South Wales. Jimmy committed his murders at 
Breelong in the central west. Then he and his brother Joe went bush, sticking 
to the forest in the ranges from way up near Kempsey, and came out down here. 
Joe, the brother was shot dead near Maitland. Jimmy was brought down later 
with a charge of buckshot at Bobin, out of Wingham. That's the sort of thing 
that gave me the poem 'The Bal1ad of Jimmy Governor'. The old chap running 
the Wingham historical museum can remember Jimmy being brought out of the 
bush-he was there that morning, a boy of seven. He walked behind the cart as 
they brought Jimmy in, joking and cracking hardy.' 

An inclusive human warmth, a celebratory enthusiasm for life's offerings
these are central characteristics of Les Murray's verse. There is also an ability 
to believe ultimate good rather than evil of his fellows. 'If there's one thing I 
retain strongly from Calvinism', he says, 'it's a belief in original sin, the belief 
that there's no human solution. It protects you from the murderous optimisms.' 
His poems have an eclectic breadth of reference, give the impression of inevit
able artistry and judgment in a range of voices and verse forms, from the 
moving simplicity of pieces like 'An Absolutely Ordinary Rainbow' and 'Once 
In a Lifetime Snow' to poems of sharp humour and observation such as 'Portrait 
of the Autist as a New World Driver' in which Murray describes his late coming 
to the driving of cars. There is something of the lineal essence of driving in 
the lines: 

Swapping cogs to pass a 
mountainous rig and its prime mover, I 
reflect that driving's a mastery the mastered 
are holding on to. 
It has gone down among the ancient crafts 
to hide in our muscles. 

And a car, Murray discovers, 'is also a high speed hermitage' for its ability 
to encapsulate and insulate us. The poem ends with chilling honesty: 

' ... of course we love our shells: they make the anthill 
bearable of course the price is blood.' 

In his writing Murray is a considerable reader and researcher, but not a note
taker of impressions. 'I reckon that if you forget something it couldn't have been 
important anyway. But nothing's ever lost-you'll recall it if you need it', he 
says. 'My way of composition varies. Sometimes a poem will come almost without 
a draft; those outpourings are usually either the worst or the best. But usually I 
do a few drafts that I call sighting shots where I'm finding out what the metre 
and the structure have to be. That's generally settled early and from then on it's 
not so much a matter of more drafts as more mess and scratching out on the one 
draft. The draft looks funny, especially if it's a long poem. There'll be some bits 
that work, and I'll cut them off and staple them to the last section that worked 
-it gets to be long snakes of paper stapled together. Then I type it up to see 
what it looks like.' 

Murray's writing and thinking have been fertilised by a number of quite dis
parate writers. 'It's hard to talk in terms of influences', he says. 'In any case, 
what looks like an influence is often just an agreement in temperament. I gained 
a lot from Slessor, revered him, although we hardly ever discussed poetry. Doug 
Stewart, too, has done me many favours. And we could go back to Virgil
particularly his Georgics and Eclogues; not so much the Aenead. Hesiod, too, 
and Pin dar and Horace. From them I get a certain way of looking at the world. 
There's also something about their extreme economy, skill and tact with words. 
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Probably Hesiod merely reinforces me in the way I'm going anyway-an agree
ment, you see. Another poet was Robinson Jeffers, the Californian. I resonated 
with his poetry, but I'm not as misanthropic as he is. And there were a lot of 
German poets, a lot of Celts.' 

As for the teaching of literature in schools and universities, Les Murray 
regards it with friendly suspicion. 'I wonder about its value', he says. 'I wonder 
at it; that our work should be so important to people like academics. I'm 
delighted when they get something right. And yet it makes it all worthwhile 
when their comments illuminate something and make you, the author, think. 
What worries me, though, is the idea that so many people hold of literature 
as belonging to education, as a matter in which only the schools and universities 
have competence. It's as if the population delegates to the schools and universities 
the job of doing its literature for it. ("Oh, you understand our poery for us. We 
don't have to read and understand it for ourselves then.") I once defined educa
tion as being, among other things, a means by which society protects itself 
against art. There's still some truth in that. Our present system tends to exile 
poetry from the people.' 

Speaking from his experience as literary editor and reviewer, Murray regrets 
the fact that there is a generational division in Australian poetry at present. 
'Sometimes I regret that the older generation, among whom I am numbered, is 
on one side of the denim curtain, and the younger group on the other. There's 
a lot of depth in both groups, but the younger group, for all its vitality, seems 
to be preoccupied with poetry as process, with the politics of poetry, where 
people are published and so on-that's a pity. Poetry-as-process and suchlike 
theories imply that poetry isn't sufficient in itself: it's a means rather than an 
end. Every individual poem is a failed, skimped brick, from all of which, in the 
end, a successful edifice is to be built! Really, though, this whole journalistic 
generations game is quite misleading. There are now good poets a few years 
younger than the officially Young writers, who are rapidly eclipsing them. 
They've rejected derivative modernism and go their own ways, broadening the 
Australian mainstream.' 

lIt much of Murray's writing there is the gentle tension between the two 
elements that have been abiding poles in his life and in Australian life-the 
city and the bush. He has the advantage of knowing both at close terms, as his 
poem 'Sydney and the Bush' shows. But he is not simplistic about it. He is 
drawn to Sydney for its intellectual life, by economic necessity, by the cut and 
thrust of literary lunches, reviewing, book launchings. 'I like Sydney-a beautiful 
city, a place of great excitement. But I've found that Sydney-siders are often 
unsympathetic to country people. They have stereotyped attitudes to us; they 
know very little about us. When I was at university we'd get a lot of good
natured ribbing about being peasant boys and rural hicks. I used to play up to 
it. I'd tell them stories, yarns they'd never have thought of for themselves, about 
us poor people up the country who hardly had a roof to our mouths. That's 
one of my father's lines. But that great Australian opposition is still there. You 
know that some of it is affectionate-the old stereotypes of country inbreeding 
and so on-but that some of it is also meant to place you, to put you down.' 

So it is the country, the natural world, that succours Murray first. He returns 
to it for renewal. But in addition to his attachment to the Celtic element in his 
past on the north coast Murray has an empathic link with the Aboriginal aware
ness of that country. It comes through memory, intuitive understanding and a 
passion to understand more. In a fascinating article, 'The Human Hair Thread', 
which he wrote for a special Aboriginal issue of Meanjin in 1977, he put it thus: 
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There has been an Aboriginal presence in my work almost from the start. 
This is natural enough, in one coming from the country. Until quite 
recently, the original Australians were almost exclusively a country people, 
and the white culture they had to resist or assimilate with was the Australian 
rural one. Growing up outside the cities, one couldn't fail to be conscious 
of them, living on the fringe of things, mostly in poverty, hanging around 
the pubs in Taree or walking the two hot, dusty miles back out to Purfleet 
Settlement. 

Later he writes of the Aboriginal woman, Mrs Ella Simon of Taree, who is 
one of the last fluent speakers of Kattang, the language of the Aboriginal people 
who occupied the country between the Manning and Karuah Rivers in which 
Murray grew up: 

Mrs Simon is a great lady of my country, a person of immense wisdom and 
justice, and she knows where all the corpses are buried. She would probably 
know who the old black man was who stood by the roadside in Purfleet with 
his hat in his hands and his eyes lowered the day my mother's funeral passed 
by on its way out to Kramback cemetery. I was twelve then, but that man 
has stayed with me, from what may well have been the natal day of my 
vocation as a poet, a good spirit gently restraining me from indulgence in 
stereotypes and prejudices. Or trying to. I don't know who he was. 

In poems like 'Beside the Highway' Murray has pictured the desolation of the 
Aboriginal settlement at Purfleet, just across the river from Taree. In 'The Ballad 
of Jimmy Governor', with its jogging trooper's rhythm, he has touched on Abo
riginal tracking and magic, set against white society. Since then, in more and 
more of his story-telling in verse, he has turned from the dialect of the rural poor 
used in those early poems to the subtle rhythms of Aboriginal song cycles. His 
most recent work is the verse novel, The Boys Who Stole the Funeral, which has 
a strong Aboriginal element in both the story-line and the verse-form. 

Contrary to the conventional wisdom that they cannot, Murray believes that 
white people can possess the continent of Australia imaginatively in very much 
the Aboriginal way. There are two strong sponsors of his thinking and writing 
in the Aboriginal sense-the Coolongolook River, and the red-headed fruit bats 
that fill the air with their wings in the Wingham Brush as they fiy out to forage 
in the late afternoon. 'The fruit bats are very nearly my dreaming', he writes. 
' ... Without pressing the point further than it will go, I know I would be most 
reluctant ever to hurt a fruit bat: 

In 1976 Les Murray won the C. J. Dennis Memorial Poetry Competition with 
his long poem, in thirteen sections, 'The Buladelah Taree Holiday Song Cycle'. 
It is a moving account of the urban white man's groping, even half-ashamed 
need for 'walkabout' in his own country. It is written in the style and rhythm of 
the great Moon Bone song cycle of the Wonguri·Mandjikai people of Arnhem 
Land. With its feeling for place and memory, its invitation to look again at 
Australia, language, landscape and people, it is perhaps the best summation of 
Murray's work to date. It took him six weeks to write. He describes it thus: 

' ... This was the annual exodus of many urban Australians to the country 
and seaside resorts, people, many of them only a generation or two away 
from the farms, or even less, going back to their ancestral places in a kind 
of unacknowledged spiritual walkabout, looking for their country in order 
to draw sustenance from it. Or newcomers looking for the real Australia. 
Or people going to seek unadmitted communion with the sea, with the bush 
and the mountains, recovering, in ways which might look tawdry to the 
moralising sophisticated eye, some fragments of ancient festivity and ad
venture .. : 
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6. 

Barbecue smoke is rising at Legge's Camp; it is steaming into the midday air, 
all around the lake shore, at the Broadwater, it is going up among the paper

bark trees, 
a heat-shimmer of sauces, rising from tripods and flat steel, at the place of the 

Cone-shells, 
at that place of the Seagrass, of the tiny segmented things swarming in it, and 

of the Pelican. 
Dogs are running around disjointedly; water escapes from their mouths, 
confused emotions from their eyes; humans snarl at them Gwanout! and Here

boy! not varying their tone much; 
the impoverished dog people, suddenly sitting down to nuzzle themselves; toddlers 

side with them: 
toddlers, running away purposefully at random, among cars, into big drownie

water (come back, Cheryl-Ann!) 
They rise up as charioteers, leaning back on the tow-bar, all their attributes bulge 

at once: 
swapping swash shoulder-wings for the white sheeted shoes that bear them, 
they are skidding over the flat glitter, stiff with grace, for once not travelling to 

arrive. 
From the high dunes over there, the rough blue distance, at length they come 

back behind the boats, 
and behind the boats' noise, cartwheeling, or sitting down, into the lake's warm 

chair; 
they wade ashore and eat with the families, putting off that uprightness, that 

assertion, 
eating with the families who love equipment, and the freedom from equipment, 
with the fathers who love driving, and lighting a fire between stones. 

from The Buladelah-Taree Holiday Song Cycle' 
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MICHAEL ROBINSON 

The South Coast 

Two tables away, they choose their breakfast, the husband 
thin, bleary and bloodshot; his wife abstracted, 
edgy with the scuffling quiet of her eight-year-old 
son. Through the friendly night, 
muffled in the narrow walls we heard her whimper: "Just one 

pleasant day, without 
drinking, that's not much to ask?" "Well you won't get it." 

And the dull voice 
of the endless seas, running over reef and sand. 

His esky 
clutched under the table, they place their orders. The waitress 

grins. 

The child twists his blue plastic 
fork, till it breaks in two. 

Northbourne Avenue 

Walking the grass-edged pavement, happily sure 
of the dance of her red hair in soft sunlight, shaded 
by tall, spreading trees that dapple the road, 
proud in a white jacket she comes towards me. 
Cars gun their engines and roar past; swooping parrots 
chatter suddenly, in the middle of the dual carriageway, 
her lips half smiling at their consternation. 
A handbag swings beside her as she walks onward. 

And now she's gone; and the street
for a moment, till the lights change
is a wide, empty green. 
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NICHOLAS HASLUCK 

54 

from Rottnest Island * 

v. 
Christmas Day. 1696. 
Came to the Southland. 
Drew back. Approached 
an island five leagues 
from the main shore, 
bays and rocky outcrops. 
Waited four days. 

Gloves for the oarsmen; 
extra rations in the boats 
going ashore. Arrived at 
early light; glad to be 
over the reef, touching land. 
Anchored safely. De Vlamingh 
to his own tent. Then, night. 

Birds floating to our hands. 
Surmounted some low hills. 
A clover leaf of lakes at 
the centre, mostly brine. 
Walked northwards. Lizards, 
reptiles. A rat-like creature 
hunching its back; droppings 
like loathsome birds' eggs. 
Spiky bracken. Limestone. 
No signs of habitation. 

Returned to the ship after 
three days. The Southland 
hazy in the morning sun. 
Set sail ... 

vii 
The camping ground at night is hooting 
with mirth; wild yells. Expectation's army 
among the pine trees feeds on hubbub. 
Transistors throb with promises of conquest, 
lavish spoils. Exploding cans of beans, 
sporadically, go off like gunshots. 
Somewhere in the dark the long weekend 
lies back on silken cushions, waits. 

• This poem and William Grono's 'A Sad Case' are included in a collection, 
On the Edge, by William Grono and Nicholas Hasluck, to be published by 
Freshwater Bay Press in November 1980. 
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Fires brandish bodies at the trees. 
Golden torsos glimpsed across the flames, 
sun-tanned and polished by the surf, 
wait for action with nonchalant ease. 
Drinks pass from hand to hand. Lanterns, 
torches. Silhouettes on canvas screens. 
Shadows lay siege to what the moment 
offers, shaping their own legends. 

"This instant is all that I remember. 
Nothing else. The facts are gone now. 
My journal is a stranger's book. 
Why ask me to explain? What I found 
I found for myself, and cling to it. 
I cling to it still though the tents 
have been taken away and the ships 
reach out for the next horizon." 

Outside the nearest bungalow, hunch-backed, 
a quokka stands beneath the honeycomb 
of light, begging for food. 

ix 
Night after night, on blazing pinions, 
the lighthouse in a flash of exposition 
finds the gull's wing drifting silver 
on its own patrol, and each proclaims 
the restlessness of time, of exploration, 
revolving in the ocean of that moment. 

'Man's luck is found in strange places.' 
Castaways on fragments of this coastline 
sing in frenzy, link hands and haunt 
the journals of our dreams with other days, 
the treasured days which lie encrusted 
in the deep, days gone and days to come. 

Raucous voices on the promontory are 
searching, searching still: camped out, 
the oil rig in darkness gleams, it rises 
in our eyes with hints of candelabra, 
older mansions, scintillating knives 
and myths reflected in a polished sea. 

Again, the island lamp swings landwards. 
Diminished to a flash, that vagrant beam 
becomes the spectrum of our crowded years; 
years which once were moments, days, 
mosaic chips interpreted by random light, 
stars glinting in the archipelago of night. 
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WILLIAM GRONO 

56 

A Sad Case 

'Irving's body and mind are not on particularly good 
terms, you know,' said Rosoman, as he held the door 
open. 'As a matter of fact, they're leading separate 
lives.' Howard Brock. 

Against, need I say, my advice, 
my mind has retired 
to Cypress Villas Garden Suburb, where he grubs 
among perennial borders, broods 
on the thrip, sprays the roses, 
and on Sundays washes the car he seldom uses. 

Who would have thought he could have grown so dull? 

He rarely stirs, and seems to have forgotten 
our bright go-getting friends, 
their talk of shares and real-estate 
at the yacht club's twilight barbecues. 

As a matter of fact, he hasn't been seen 
at a club, Lodge or Rotary do, for months. 
He doesn't answer letters, or the phone. 
He has even given up golf! 

A bit of a sad case, really. 

He just keeps very much to himself .. _ 
pottering about behind the hedge, 
filling out days listening to music 
or dozing with a book 
on his sunny brick-pave patio, 
as the cypress shadows creep across the lawn. 
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Yes, a sad case, all right. Irritating, too. 
I mean, we used to go everywhere together 
and now, out of the blue, 
he says he can't be bothered. 

Well, not to worry. If he can't be bothered 
making an effort, I don't see why I should. 
Besides, the way things are in Perth these days, 
there's really no need to keep in touch. 

Bob Cavanagh, who runs Progressive Imports, 
agrees with me. "Forget him," he said. 
"He always was a bloody no-hoper. 
You're better off without him." 

We were lunching at the new Lord Forrest Tavern
dark wood and leather, pleasant music, glass tanks 
of fish drifting about in coloured light ... 
Bob's letting me in on his latest deal, 
just as soon as he works out the details 
with Great Western Autos. 

"Yes," he said, settling back, "we can't go wrong. 
Chain saws are a growing market. 
I've seen the figures." 

Behind his head, a purple lobster reared 
and teetered, legs flailing feebly in the deep blue glow. 
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WENDY MORGAN 

58 

Waiting Room 

Twilight: on the couch between 
husband and children sprawled 
limp after limbo-dancing 
I sit half drained 
pre-dinner drink to hand 

Beyond its contorting sphere 
gum leaves through the window hang 
drowned in liquid-heavy air-
dark shards abandoned before the sunset door-crack 
a land of promise in the insubstantial gleams 

While our dim ceiling lowers above us 
we sit facing the faded world 
bland as Egyptian tomb statues 
in our poise only half expecting 
the first puff of ruffling wind 

There's none can draw breath in this exhaustion 
to stir up a gust 

-only the stillness is disturbing 
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Literature And Cultural 
Identity 

"I am a Javanese who writes In 
Indonesian" 

DARMANTO JATMAN 

The term "Indonesian" was first used by anthropologists. to refer to the inhabi
tants of the more than 3,000 islands between Southeast Asia and Australia, and 
the Indian and Pacific Oceans. Next. it was used by the people themselves, to 
express their own solidarity against Dutch colonialism. Now, it goes beyond 
both anthropology and politics; the word describes our cultural identity. The 
national motto, Bhineka Tungga/ lka (unity in diversity), is turning into a 
reality. In 1928, when a group of young intellectuals announced their allegiance 
to "one mother country, Indonesia; one nation, Indonesia; one language, Indo
nesian", they were simply describing a dream. There was no language called 
Indonesian, only a lingua franca known as Malay. The first Indonesian literature 
was written in this language-Muhammad Yamin's sonnets in 1919, for instance. 
Later writers-Amir Hamhaz, Sutan Takdir Alisjahbana and Chairil Anwar
were, like Yamin, Sumatrans, educated under the Dutch "ethical policy" and 
already reasonably familiar with the language. It was only after the achieve
ment of Independence in 1945 that members of other ethnic groups began writing 
in this language. Today there are, for example, many Javanese who write in 
Indonesian, such as Rendra, Soebagio Sastrowardojo, Goenawan Mohamad, 
Sapardi Djoko Damono, and so on. 

Today, the Indonesian language is not only a means of communication, it is 
also a way of expressing a common understanding, brotherhood, freedom and 
equality. It is one of the many "myths" which unite the 140 million people living 
in these thousands of islands. There is the sense of having been oppressed by the 
Dutch for 350 years. There are memories of the highly civilised kingdoms of 
Sriwijaya, in the eighth century AD, and Majapahit, in the fourteenth. There are 
the temples, such as Borobudur (built in the eighth century by the Cailendra 
kings of Sriwijaya) and Pramabanan (built in the eleventh century by Sanjaya, 
of Mataram), which also symbolise one country and a common culture. Various 
hard and soft technologies-the bureaucracy, the army, systems of communica
tion and transportation-are also at work to create a sense of our own unity. 

Indonesian literature, as I have suggested, is written by an elite. The people 
have their own literature; both oral and written forms of traditional literature 

This paper and the following two are based on talks given at Writers' Week, Adelaide, 
in March 1980. 
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exist. There are inscriptions dating from the fifth century AD; reliefs on 
Borobudur and Prambanan are based on the Ramayana epic. The long poem 
Arjuna Wiwaha (The Marriage of Arjuna) was written by mpu Kanwa during 
the reign of Erlangga (sometime before 1035). Mpu Sedah and mpu Panuluh 
composed the Kakawin Bharathayudha during the twelfth century. The Javanese 
have their own literary tradition, extending down to the nineteenth century, 
when we find two prominent pujangga ("enlightened men"), Ranggawarsito and 
Mangkunegoro IV, at work. 

Why do the Javanese, who have their own literary tradition, write in Indo
nesian? And, since the Javanese comprise sixty per cent of the total population, 
how did they ever accept Malay as the national language? 

There are as many answers to these questions as there are poets. Each poet 
has his or her own unique background, values, attitudes, and historicity. For the 
time being, I can only answer the question with reference to myself. 

What does it mean fo be an Indonesian? 

One might jokingly say that the only real Indonesian is one with a passport 
proving his identity. Hopefully, he can speak Indonesian, and the standard form 
at that. The People's Congress once decided that the members of this large 
family ought to believe in God, in social and economic justice, and a few other 
things. President Sukarno, prior to 1965, believed that they ought not like the 
Beatles, capitalism or liberalism. Some government officials considered feudalism 
and individualism non-Indonesian. 

Here, I want simply to say that to be an Indonesian means to be a cultural 
pilgrim, a wanderer and vagabond. An Indonesian culture is still in the process 
of development and is being formed from an intensive interaction between the 
various ethnic groups-Sumatran, Javanese, Balinese, Sundanese, etc.-as well 
as with the cultures of other, foreign nations. This interaction, as the slogan 
"unity in diversity" suggests, is leading to the creation of a new nation, with a 
new culture, which is not just the sum total of its parts. And, as Sutan Takdir 
Alisjahbana has written, there is every sign that science and technology are 
creating a new world culture as well. It is his opinion that Indonesian literature 
is that part of world literature written in Indonesian, by Indonesians. (A similar 
position was being aired in the early fiftes when Indonesian literature claimed to 
be the legitimate heir of the whole of the world culture.) 

I would suggest that being Indonesian means being cursed to be an exile, 
travelling with no hope of ever returning home, which is exactly what one of 
our major legends, the story of Malin Kundang, shows. Perhaps I can use a line 
from a poem in my collection Bangsat! (You Bastard) to illustrate this: "A 
kupu was a kepompong was an ulat was a felur" (a butterfly was a cocoon was 
a caterpillar was an egg). The cultural process is one of transformation-I am 
being changed from an ethnic Javanese into an Indonesian Javanese, a Javanese 
Indonesian, and finally just an Indonesian, with all the traits and characteristics 
that that involves. The same thing is happening in literature; a new tradition, 
fndonesian literature, is being created. 

What does it mean to be Javanese? 

The Javanese consider that refinement is a necessary part of every aspect of 
life-spiritual, mental and physical. When someone acts in a coarse way, that 
person is considered "durung jawa", not fully Javanese. The concept embraces 
the realms of aesthetics, ethics and mysticism. Sutan Takdir Alisjahbana has 
suggested that the Javanese value system is based upon an aesthetic interaction 
between humanity, nature and the universe. The Javanese are not economic 
animals at all; their aim is, rather, to live in harmony with nature. De Jong 
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considers the Javanese basically mystics, using the mystical mode to be at one 
with nature and, thus, to perfect the world. The primary modes of action are 
social distance, concentration and meditation, which is why so many observers 
consider the Javanese lead an easy life, full of leisure and ceremonial. As the 
proverb has it, they act without action, do without doing, and exert themselves 
effortlessly. The Javanese hate conflict and value communal consensus. Niels 
Mulder, a sociologist, argues that the Javanese personality is socially defined; 
a man is good if his neighbours think him good, his virtue does not depend on 
any intrinsic quality of his own. 

This value system owes much to being an agricultural people, caught between 
two great civilisations (India and China) and two major oceans. The Javanese 
have been able to take vastly different values, ideologies, religions and cultures, 
and blend them together. There are negative aspects to this, of course; one social 
commenator, Mochtar Lubis, considers that the Javanese have remained feudal
istic, hocus-pocus mystics, divided between a noble class (priyayi) and the 
peasants (petani) , crushing innovation, and, by perpetually taking those who 
gain an education into the priyayi class, doomed never to develop an economic 
middle-class for everyone's mutual benefit. 

In the past, intellectuals belonged to the court. The nobles were interested in 
palace ceremonials, religious rites, and art and literature. Literature was written 
by an empu, a "man of wisdom", who knew nothing of a possible distinction 
between art and science, because both had the same aim, the perfecting of 
the world. Everything already existed; all one had to do was to perfect it 
through rendering it harmonious with nature. To create meant to transform 
structure into meaning. There was also an extensive use of symbolism. Take, for 
example, this lyric, which used to be sung in the dandaggula style: 

Semut ireng, anak anak sapi 
Kebo bongkang, nyabrang kali bengawan 
Keyong gondang jalak sungute 
Timun wuku go dong wulu 
Surabaya gegere kepati 
Gegere wong ngoyak macan 
Cinandak wadahi bum bung 
Alun alun Kartasura 
Gajah meta cinancang wit sidoguri 

Some of the lines mean "The black ant gives birth to a sow", "the crippled 
bUll tries to make its way across the river", "the giant elephant is tied to the 
little sidoguri tree and a chicken kills it". The imagery looks surrealistic and 
wildly imaginative. In fact, it is brutally political. The Javanese uses the discip
line of fantasy, according to Niels Mulder, to express logical, rational ideas in 
a manner which will not endanger him. The poem recognises that symbol is 
more important than reality, and that status is more important than either riches 
or personal achievement. A leader must behave like a leader because his identity 
requires him to do so-even if he has no followers! 

The ability to accommodate, assimilate, absorb and be absorbed, has allowed 
the Javanese to survive many periods of intense social unrest, and continued to 
be of immense benefit. However, being Javanese is not enough in itself to make 
one an Indonesian; there must be a commitment to the voyage I described earlier. 

Why do I write in Indonesian? 

The simplest answer to the question might be: because I am an Indonesian. 
But I am also a Javanese, so the problem is more complex than it appears. Being 
Javanese makes me an Indonesian citizen. I could stilI write in Javanese, and 
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there is, as I have suggested, a literary tradition to which I could easily, or 
naturally-if you like, link myself. Ayip Rosidi writes both in Sundanese and 
Indonesian. While most of Sapardi Djoko Damono's poetry is in Indonesian, he 
can, nevertheless, also write in Javanese. On the other hand, Sutardji Calzoum 
Bachri, who was born in Riau, the cradle of the Malay language, always writes 
III Indonesian. And so do I. 

The question was first put to me by Umar Kayam, during a seminar at the 
East-West Center in Hawaii, in 1973. I immediately replied that the mass media 
were all in Indonesia and I enjoyed the prestige of being in print with other 
intellectuals. 1 could also reach a larger, more diverse audience. As a priyayi 
noble, I had changed my style of address in accordance with my education and 
the people I was addressing. I must admit, however, that when I first started 
writing during the sixties, I always felt inferior to my fellow Indonesians from 
Sumatra, who were much closer to Indonesian and Malay. In short, my motives 
for writing in Indonesian were either to communicate my ideas or to further 
my career. 

At the time, I Jived in Yogyakarta, central Java, and my environment was 
overwhelmingly Javanese. Although Indonesian was not my mother tongue, I also 
had continual access to that language as well. The Javanese language has a 
number of levels, which depend on the status of the person one is talking with, 
and in Yogyakarta one had to switch levels quite regularly. (The refined, more 
difficult level is called krama; Indonesian has no levels and is, therefore, more 
"democratic".) I became very aware of my constant, multiple use of a number 
of languages, when I was in Hawaii during 1972 and 1973. Everything was in 
English-every conversation, notice, piece of information, and warning. Commu
nication was harder, and less spontaneous. I often found myself having to 
translate from Javanese or Indonesian into English, and without understanding 
why, I created my own language, a private language, which was a composite of 
all the languages I had internalised. The words, sentences and grammatical 
structures I used depended on what was happening to me at the time and how 
1 precisely felt. I also wrote some poems, putting them down as they came into 
my mind, and then, later, translating them, through some logical or aesthetic 
procedure, into Indonesian, while trying to retain the originality and authenticity 
of the first versions. "Making Love Praying Mantis Style" (Main Cinta Model 
Kwang Wung) was written at the time and uses Sanskrit mantras, phrases from 
Hawaiian, Chinese words, as well as its base of Indonesian. The Dutch critic, 
Teeuw, described these poems as "collages of trilingual scraps of poetry: English, 
Indonesian, Javanese, interspersed with snatches of Dutch, German, or nonsense". 
He considered them "amusing, sometimes crude, in other places witty, but essen
tially ephemeral, desk-calendar poetry". 

The study of language can lead to some very intense experiences. I was in 
London during 1977 and 1978 and, despite my being an alienated priyayi, I 
gradually began to identify strongly with my own people, the Indonesian Javan
ese. My encounter with English literature and culture led me to try to express 
the experience of "my" own people through my own "personal" experiences. 
Language offered me not only a means of expression, but also the actual experi
ences themselves, both good and bad. I was not just creating situations to write 
about, I was actually in touch with the experiences conveyed by a rich literary 
and artistic tradition, which extends far back into the past, through many cultures 
-indigenous, Hindu, Buddhist, Muslim, as well as the contemporary. On the 17th 
February this year, I read my poems in Yogyakarta and a young Javanese asked 
me whether I didn't consider myself Javenese again now that I was actually 
studying Javanese society and personality. I had to admit that I am not the sort 
of Javanese one meets in the country areas or around the palace in Yogyakarta. 
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Rather, I suggested, I'm a deformed Javanese. I know that doing research is 
not the best way to become a Javanese. In Van Peursen's terminology, observa
tion, participation and interviewing techniques put you on one side, as the 
subject, and the people you are working with, on the other, as objects. I'll have 
to do things my way-become a Javanese by creating a new Javanese man in an 
Indonesian context. Or, in other words, write poems the way the Indonesian 
Javanese do, so that I can create the perfect world I would be happy living in. 

Here is a poem from my latest collection, Ki Blakasuta Bla Bla (The Rev. 
Yackety-yack Bla-bla): 

lsteri 

isteri mesti digemateni 
ia sumber berkah dan rejeki 
(towikromo, tam bran, pundong, bantul) 

lsteri sangat penting untuk nugurus kita 
Menyapu pekarangan 
Memasak didapur 
Mencuci disumur 
Mengirim rantang kesa wah 
Dan ngeroki kita kalau kita masuk angin. 
Ya isteri sangat penting untuk kita. 

We can translate, somewhat freely, as follows: 

Wife 

give your wife lots of loving 
she provides for your comfort and well-being 
(towikromo, tambran, pundong, bantul) 

A man's wife is important 
She sweeps the yard 
Cooks in the kitchen 
Washes clothes at the well 
Sends food to the workers in the fields 
Heals us when we are sick. 
Yes, a man's wife is very important. 

The poem reflects the Javanese peasant's ideal of a good wife, which is, naturally, 
different from that of priyayi, and very different from the ideal espoused by the 
creed of Women's Liberation. The accent and rhythm are, similarly, transfor
mations into Indonesian of basic Javanese patterns. 

So, then, why do 1, a Javanese, write in Indonesian? 
If forced to find words for an emotional choice, I would have to say that I 

write in Indonesian, because the Indonesian language is growing as I grow. It 
is open to new experiences, just as I am. I have nothing against correct Indo
nesian but this is a time of rapid change. By participating in the common people's 
language, I share in their economic, political, social and cultural life. Further
more, by writing in Indonesian, I have the opportunity to communicate with 
people from other cultures in Indonesia, and, as Indonesian becomes more widely 
known, there is the ever increasing challenge and adventure of interaction with 
the world outside as well. 

That is why I write in Indonesian! 
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An Indian Writer Speaks 
KISHORI CHARAN DAS 

Why anybody writes is a question that he has to answer for himself, and norm
ally he would like to revise his answer for the umpteenth time because he does 
not really know. He is painfully conscious of the fact that he cannot truthfully 
probe ino his own impulses and motivations, irrespective of the great wonders 
he may achieve with the poor characters he presumes to create. There is bound 
to be a dense area of darkness in the relationship of a writer to himself, in spite 
of the resultant charm of a poem or story or whatever. It could be a relation
ship of some love, more hate; more love, some hate; an attempt to overcome 
complexes including the inferiority complex as the psychoanalyst Adler and his 
tribe would have him believe; a pitiful attempt to score against nothingness as 
the existentialists would say; or the absurd wish to do the miming act, to go on 
creating and duplicating the world he does not understand as the writer
philosophers of the Absurd school have been telling him. It could be one or 
more of those things. He would not know. He should be sure nevertheless of 
one incontrovertible fact. It is an active and vibrant relationship. A writer 
because he must. "No writer can be a nihilist" as even Camus says, "the very 
act of writing is an affirmation". 

Now, if we concede that writing is a positive exercise of the mind mated to 
self (which would cover the entire gamut of experience given to self), we may 
well be vague about the origins, legitimacy or virtue of the exercise but can we 
leave out of reckoning the end-user of the product, namely the intelligent reader? 
And the intelligent reader of my literature is necessarily my countryman. Thus 
the creative process unless it is designed to produce goods "not for sale" meaning 
that a creator wishes to be impotent, cannot but make a patriot of every writer, 
whether he likes it or not. In other words, the theme of this discourse has got to 
take on an added dimension, as an integral element in the premise, namely, that 
not only I have to see myself in a certain relation to the country I live in, it 
has to be a relationship of respect if not love. In writing-leaving aside the 
psychic motivations-I must not only relate myself to my customer; it is proper 
that I should help him, humour him and try to love him. 

Let it not be misconstrued that I am taking an amoral position, that patriotism 
in the broadest sense of the term is of no intrinsic importance in creative writing. 
I wish to say that even if I take such a position I cannot possibly maintain it. 

It follows that there are three levels, not mutually exclusive, at which a writer 
must operate. As the fundamental man he does not belong to any country but 
shares certain anxieties including death common to the human race. Within the 
bounds of these anxieties each writer is unique and free. But since he belongs 
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to a certain environment he cannot entirely break away from it. While I do not 
subscribe to the theory that all thought is a by-product of the social environ
ment there is no denying that the glory of the fundamental man does get 
coloured, if not diluted by the fact of his being at a certain place at a certain 
time in history. Henry Lawson operating outside Australia and in late nineteenth 
century could still perhaps have been a powerful writer, but the tonal quality 
and the thought-content of his works would have been entirely different. The 
same could be said for the Indian greats from KaIidas to Rabindranath Tagore. 
Thirdly, as the wish to communicate is very nearly a compulsion, a shade less 
than the wish to write, the writer cannot afford to ignore his compatriot, the 
familiar non-exciting brother of his daily living who is closest to him at the 
receiving end. 

And so as a writer who believes in the validity of literature in relation to 
the inner man, I would declare unhesitatingly that I do relate to my country 
in more ways than one. I have a suspicion that I love her more than I care to 
admit, but that is a different matter. 

To start with, 1 am conscious of the fact that the country I live in is far too 
big in the dimensions both of time and space. I am heir to a continuum of 
several thousand years of civilisation. I am one among six hundred and thirty 
millions of people. The space I inhabit forms part of three million square miles 
of land and water. This consciousness works within me and not unoften, I feel 
inhibited. I am not vain enough to imagine that I could ever bring the entire 
works to bear upon my literature. Nevertheless there is a feeling of inadequacy, 
the liliputian feeling of scratching the tiny bit of a surface, and of not being 
able to relate to the giant of my love and honour. Sometimes I wonder whether 
my preference for the microcosmic canvas of a short story or the quintessential 
statement of a poem is because J have not been able to relate properly to my 
country, whether I have been content with nibblings because her personality is 
beyond me. This is a personal confession which may not be shared by many 
Indian writers and rightly so because there is no dearth in India of novels and 
long poems of merit which are truly macrocosmic. Yet every Indian writer of 
integrity will have to admit that the "bigness" of the country has had a distinct 
influence on his writing process. The craving for an identity not easily attained 
could lead one to make deliberate and sustained efforts to enlarge the area of 
experience. It could prompt another to write breathlessly as much as possible 
in an effort, as it were, to exhaust the slice of experience given to him. Yet 
another may have imbibed the idea of bigness conceptually and that is how you 
find his characters in such heroic and tragic dimensions when most of the western 
world considers that the modern man is a puny miserable thing who represents 
neither God nor Devil on earth. I am apt to believe that some of our contem
porary writers, such as the novelist Gopinath Mohanty, coming from my part 
of the country and winner of the highest literary award would not have created 
characters larger than life, if they had been elsewhere where the background 
would not have loomed so large, asking them sedulously to paint with big, bold 
and confident strokes. Each to his own measure of identity with a country that 
could well have been a continent. 

Next, the bewildering diversity of life contained within the defined limits of 
my land. The magnitude by itself could not have been so overwhelming if it 
were homogenous. But it is not so. A writer craving for identity with each and 
all that is significant may well be beaten back to his den, dazed by the infra
reds of the many-coloured glass. There are fourteen major languages each having 
a distinct literary tradition over many centuries, apart from the English language 
which has grown to be a notable medium of literary expression. Successive races 
of man have arrived to stay and have helped to create complex cross-fertilised 
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cultures. All the major religions are here each lending its own bias of conformity 
and departure, with reference to the demands of an atomic age. It is important 
to remember in this context that we are not merely a secular state, we do not 
wish the image to be tarnished in any shape or manner. That makes for a 
burgeoning of socio-cultural modes and impulses, which is left well alone. Fine 
-but where does it leave the writer? Should I eschew my ambitions and stick to 
my own area of knowledge-cum-experience? That is a sensible but not a very 
welcome proposition. I am not being ambitious, I tell myself, when I wish to 
project the life of my next-door dark-skinned neighbour in Delhi who hails from 
the South whereas I am from Orissa in the East, and who is a practising Christian 
whereas I am an agnostic Hindu. We are both civil servants who take the bus
ride together to our respective offices and belong to the so-called bourgeois 
class. We talk for hours in English over the latest political situation, but we 
cannot really commune. I do not know enough of the man in his own socio
cultural milieu, the rites of life and death in his family which carry poignancies 
foreign to me, the patterns of thought imposed on him by his own racial un
conscious, in short the entire intimate man whom I would have wished to come 
alive in my literature. I am not being ambitious when I wish to give a meaning 
to the fumes and flavours coming from his dwelling which tease me at odd 
evenings. Here, mind you, I am referring to an urban situation and cities are 
known to be levellers, whereas my city would appear to be the court house of 
Kafka's "Trial" where "people drift in and out of the lobbies together, but 
there's not much conversation" and "each case is judged on its own merits". 
It is also a fact that we writers belong mostly to towns and cities such as this. 
So the cultural diversity of the kind I have in my country, adds in no small 
measure to my sense of inadequacy as a writer. But by the same token it impels 
me, I hope it does, to in-depth exercises in understanding. The area I am 
familiar with is much too confining and at the same time I would hate to 
beguile the reader with a sense of the exotic concerning my neighbour, a device 
best left to foreigners writing about India. I must bear the cross, the best I can. 

Yes, writing about these others by your side and around you is an adventure, 
as perhaps in no other country. Inadequacy can always be a stimulant so long 
as you can reasonably hope to overcome by inches, if not miles, the otherness of 
your brother. But how do you accept a situation in which the neighbour intrudes 
on your awareness, like nobody's business, and is yet not a brother? You cannot 
wish him away, for his number is legion. In a city, he could indeed be your 
closest neighbour living in an enclosure of reeds and rags. He is a constant 
presence in the footpaths, when you are looking for the latest play of Samuel 
Beckett or his Indian counterparts. And when you go out of the city to enjoy 
a bit of Nature you see him, less miserable but no less different, ploughing the 
God's little acre given to him with a pair of bullocks, interminably, as it were, 
in a cosmic monotone like the punkha-puller in Forster's Passage to India. 
Could you truthfully own him as a brother, much less presume to write about 
him? And if you cannot, where does it leave you? Speaking for myself it leaves 
me with a feeling far intenser than mere inadequacy. At moments, it could be 
akin to the anguish of being torn away, lacerated beyond recall. At others, it 
is cultivated callousness. I seek to rationalise that the disparities, abysmal as 
they are, go with the fascinating diversity of life in my country. They provide 
some contrasting colours to the background of my literature. Do I write about 
those other entities as some of my friends have done? An urbanite "intellectual" 
as I am, could I really do justice to their loves and hungers without maudlin 
sentiment and patronisation? I decide against the adventure. So I write about 
my class and my kind of people, who constitute a miniscule percentage of the 
nation. But the defence mechanism does not work too well. The lacerated self 
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cries out once in a while in agony and anger. That is when I leave off psycho
analysing the fundamental man, who deserves compassion, and my stories say 
how I hate the class to which I belong. I say I hate that gentleman (gentleman 
includes lady) of my class for his philistine virtues, self-deceptions, the sancti
monious humbuggery, so that he may consider himself alive and well. In other 
words, I hate myself. It is a personal situation but I do think this dichotomy in 
relatedness is faced by almost every writer in India when he descends (or 
ascends depending on the point of view) to the social plane, as he is bound to 
do sometime or other. For almost all of us writers are on a small elevation not 
worthy of being called an island in the midst of vast murky waters, and we 
cannot avoid the realisation for too long. 

Do I then say that I can truly relate only to my class, thanks to the sharp 
diversities in the cultural climate of my country and that too in the act of hate? 
What happens to my theory of love and respect for my customer? Can creativity 
be sustained by negative emotions? These and many such questions have to be 
answered for the sake of my self-respect as a writer. 

For write I must. That could be a token of failure but is the only measure 
of fulfilment known to me. I cannot possibly wait for the bliss of a homogenized 
home to come about in due course or in the wake of a revolution or two. One 
of our poets quipped the other day: 'It was midnight when freedom came, and 
it is not yet day!" Let it be. The sages of ancient India were supposed to have 
the gift of a supra-vision which could transcend time and space. A writer could 
at least grope through darkness and yet get moving, and nothing is lost so long 
there is movement. 

There is some comfort when I look around and find that quite a few of our 
writers in the present century have indeed been able to get past the ambivalence 
to a rare state of empathy. Premchand, Tarashankar, Gopinath Mohanty whom I 
have read extensively amaze me, the way they have risen to great creative heights 
in dealing with "those others" with hardly a false belief that a victory can be won; 
anguished resignation need not necessarily be the condition of modern writing. 
They help me to dismiss the importance of looking pretty in the Indo-English 
idiom or otherwise in an elitist setting and take courage and overcome or at 
least pass on the message to the younger writers. 

There is some comfort in the realisation that inadequacy, alienation and what 
have you do not consume entirely the theme of relatedness. Pain, more than joy 
is bound to cut closer to the bones but it does not surely cover a larger area. 
One of our literary critics has made bold to assert that "even if Grierson's 179 
languages of India and five hundred and odd dialects are sung together, it would 
not be a cacophany, but a harmonious fugue". I find it difficult to share his 
optimism born no doubt of patriotic fervour, but it is undeniably true that the 
diversity by itself is not divisive. There is indeed much to be said for the 
unifying force of our folk-lore, music, dance, and such other communal expres
sions which take over the mystique of our great rivers, mountains, myths and 
gods. The saint-poets of medieval India like Kabir, Surdas, Chaitanya and others 
had in their simple emotional appeal to God-in-everyman forged powerful links 
through religious literature which have not ceased to operate. Some affinities 
howsoever limited, have been created in the present century by the English 
language as also by the audio-visual goods produced in our movie-centres. 
Though there is the danger of throwing up a synthetic culture in the name of 
cultural synthesis, a genuine writer should be able to avoid the booby-trap if 
he wants to. At the aesthetic plane he can possibly absorb and transmute the 
varied colours, falling back on the age-old dictum of Herbert Read that "art is 
an order to form". The trouble arises only when the writer moves over as I 
have said earlier to the social plane where long years of foreign domination 
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followed by the cult of capitalist progress have created vertical and vulgar 
disparities which can neither be absorbed nor wished away. But who else, but 
a writer is destined to suffer reality (with lliJologies to Nietschze) and lead the 
way? 

Then again why should I hate myself for hating my class? Can any emotion 
be negative so long as it is kinetic? Haven't the psychologists told me ad 
nauseam that hate is not opposed to love but only to indifference? The supreme 
vice is shallowness, whatever is realized is right-that is a profound non-epigram 
from Oscar Wilde, and I could not agree more. If I can hold fast to my own 
concrete perceptions and "realize" my experience, I should consider myself in 
love with my environment, my own slice of sky, earth, and the humanity. Frag
mented as I am the very cry of reaching out to wholeness, is an essay in love. 
And the process of reaching out does not stop with the limits of class, com
munity, or even the country. I can perhaps lay claim, without fear of contra
diction, to the love of a poem or a story I may write some day over the 
beautiful land I have had the privilege to visit and its people. The feeling of 
oneness is in the ultimate analysis, a spiritual perception, the same as our Poet 
had when he wrote the beautiful alliterative line 

Yukto Karo he sabar sange, 
mukto karo he bandho. 
(Pray let me unite with them all, 
and let me be free). 

May I not have a feel, a bare glimpse of the promised land of love, even as 
I swear by the truth of concretized experience? 

These are the consolations given to me at this age, for I cannot rewrite the 
draft of my life. 
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An Australian Writer Speaks 
c. J. KOCH 

Literature and Cultural Identity seemed to me at first a forbidding theme. But 
I've decided that the most useful thing I can do with it is to try and answer a 
simple rhetorical question: Can an Australian writer such as myself really 
presume that he is part of a culture that has a distinct identity at all? That is, 
does he belong to a culture that is fundamentally different from the European 
source? 

To be blunt, there was a time when I would have answered no to that 
question. Now, in 1980, I would answer yes-while adding some pretty definite 
qualifications. I think it's up to me to spend this talk explaining, if I can, why 
I've changed my mind: why I've changed from 'no' to 'yes'. And it has a great 
deal to do with what has happened to this country in the 28 years since I began 
publishing my work. 

When I answered no, I would have followed up by saying that those who 
pretended we belonged to a new and unique culture were just playing games. 
Moreover, as an Australian whose ancestors arrived here in the 1830's and 
1840's, I would have felt entitled to my offensive opinion. These days, however, 
I would agree that we are beginning to see the emergence of a society whose 
differences from the source are real, and not pretence. But first, let me dwell 
on the case for 'no'. 

It's a case with profound reasons where Australians of my generation are 
concerned. And it may well be that in the case of Tasmania, my native island, 
these reasons have a greater vividness than in most other parts of Australia. 

I was a child of the British Empire. I don't feel apologetic about this: we're 
all products of a particular period and culture, and history is already closing 
around the Empire. I grew up in the 1930's and 1940's, when the British monarch 
was still King-Emperor of India; and my home was an island state that prided 
itself on being a 'second England'. Feeling for what it called the mother country 
has only recently withered away there: it's been a long dream, and it still lingers. 

Tasmania, more than most other parts of Australia, has been able to perform 
this role of 'another England' very successfully, simply because it has the right 
geography for it. I respect the power of geography in forming civilizations as 
Marxists do the dialectic, and I'd like to dwell on Tasmania's situation for a 
moment. It is, when you look at it from all sides, quite a strange one. 

We who grew up in Tasmania between the '30's and the '50's were growing 
up in the half-light of a dying British Empire; but we only slowly came to realise 
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it. The culture based on London was the imaginary pole-star of our world; and 
there didn't seem a great incongruity in this. Consider the facts that make 
Tasmania different. 

The entire land-mass of Australia-most of it very dry-lies north of latitude 
forty. Tasmania, containing more lakes than any other region except Finland, 
lies south of latitude forty, directly in the path of the Roaring Forties. It 
genuinely belongs to a different region from the continent: in the upside-down 
frame of the Antipodes, it duplicates north-western Europe, while the continent 
is Mediterranean and then African. So it was very easy, in what was once Van 
Diemen's Land, for our great-grandfathers to put together the lost totality of 
England. It was, of course, a sea-bound gaol, where the pick-pockets from the 
rookeries of St Giles and Camden Town were dumped; but it was also another 
Kent, another Dorset, another Cumberland, for the free settlers. At the same 
time, it was on the extreme southern rim of the world; one of the remotest 
places on earth; and it has always fascinated me to picture this perfect re-creation 
of the lost home going on at the edges of Antarctic nothingness. Very soon the 
stage-sets and the giant mirrors were complete: among gentle hills and green 
pastures that made it all perfectly natural, the great-grandfathers (my own 
among them) had freestone cottages with mullioned windows; hop fields and 
orchards; hawthorn hedges; climbing roses around outdoor privies; brutal board
ing schools; Cockney sparrows to perch on slate roofs; rabbits to eat the crops; 
churches, brothels, and a thieves' kitchen by the Hobart docks called Wapping 
Old Stairs. In the midlands, the gentry muJled their claret in winter and rode 
to hounds. 

In my childhood, the duplication remained complete. Our seasons were the 
seasons of my English story books. Snow fen in our midwinters, which were the 
winters of Boy's Own Paper and The House at Pooh Corner. I walked to school 
through London fogs. On the day that World War Two broke out, old English 
ladies who taught at the school I went to wept, and explained to Grade One the 
danger England was in. My father's godmother thundered out There'f{ Always be 
an England on the piano. We played German bombers in the playground, until 
we were made to play English bombers. Only Nobby Clark (now the Director 
of NIDA in Sydney) showed the misguided force of character to remain a 
German bomber, until he was shot down in flames. I had joined the English 
bombers with cowardly haste, desperately hoping to cover up my German name. 
I would fail. 

The society that had produced us, so far away from what it saw as the 
centre of civilization, made us rather like the prisoners in Plato's cave. To guess 
what the centre was like, that centre 12,000 miles away for which we yearned, 
we must study shadows on the wall, as our parents and grandparents had done. 
In each generation, these shadows had been found in books, magazines, the 
Saturday night cinema, the local repertory theatre. Noel Coward's Bitter Sweet, 
at the Hobart Repertory; the novels of Dickens, Louis Bromfield, Somerset 
Maugham, A. J. Cronin, Graham Greene: all shadows, clues to the real world 
we would some day discover in the northern hemisphere. America also appeared 
to us in the Saturday night pictures; but that was a different set of shadows. 
They weren't ours. Bill Sykes and the Napoleonic wars were as real in our 
minds as our ancestors were, as the dreaded and shameful memories of Port 
Arthur and Hell's Gates were. 

But one felt the odd twinge of doubt. Who were we, marooned at 42 degrees 
south? Why were we here, and not there? And how perfect was the duplication, 
really? 

It was only on the surface, of course. The island's landscapes had a troubling 
strangeness, if you looked behind the stage sets we had created. And beyond 
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Port Davey's last little lights of settlement, in the extreme south-west, all normality 
ended_ Beyond Port Davey there was nothing-there was Antarctica_ In the 
Gothic wilderness of the south-west stretched 5,000 square miles of impenetrable 
rain-forest, entirely unsettled, where men had walked in and never walked out, 
and rivers ran underground. A writer who is a native of such an island comes 
quite soon to the problem of trying to match its spirit with the spirit of the 
ancestral land in his head-the lost northern hemisphere. It's possible to love 
both, but matching them up isn't easy: the task of a lifetime, in fact. 

And so, through this roundabout route, I offer you my first proposition: that 
this situation, to a great or lesser degree, may be typical of many Australian 
writers, and that it's this tension-produced by the consciousness of another lost 
landscape and society-that produces a quality in Ausralian literature that is 
peculiar to it. It also produces a pathos of absence; so that the essential Austra
lian experience emerges as one where a European consciousness, with European 
ancestral memories, is confronted by the mask of a strange land, and by a 
society still not certain of its style. I would find it difficult to argue with an 
Aborigine who said that only his consciousness was truly in harmony with 
the land. 

I know that this theme has been laboured often enough. You may also 
consider it outdated; that it only remains the concern of a past generaion. I 
don't think so. It's one thing to decide, through an act of will, that you will 
cast off the grandfathers; cast off Europe. It's quite another to successfully do 
so in your soul. Everything has its pace and its season, and won't be hurried; 
and although the threads have now begun to snap, there's an almost unconscious 
level at which we're still a colony-and I mean this in the spiritual, not the 
political sense. Nations that have been colonies remain so for a long time, in 
spirit; and this has little to do with subservience. It has to do with history
one's own history-and it can no more be denied than our childhood. It's ours, 
for better or worse. 

Let me quote an example to support my case. Les Murray is one of our most 
nationally conscious poets, as well as being one of our best. He is deeply rooted 
in the country of Northern New South Wales in which generations of his family 
have farmed, and he is carrying out a one-man mission to tell Australians that 
they form a distinct culture which need go cap in hand to no-one. I agree with 
him: but how far we can go-or should go-in cutting the deeper European 
roots is another matter. And Les Murray himself, in a fine poem called The 
Returnees, illustrates perfectly what [ am trying to express. 

The far hills ancient under it 
The corn flats black-green under heat 
Were cut in an antique grainy gold 
It was the light of Beotian art ... 

Beotia? Here is our most consciously Australian poet, in a passage of 
description of the New South Wales landscape which has wonderful ease and 
precision, reaching for a classical analogy, and revealing as he does so a highly 
cultivated European consciousness. I point this out with no condescension; the 
situation is exactly how it should be, in my view. It would be just as foolish 
for us to discard our European inheritance as it would be (say) for an Indo
nesian to discard the Koran, or the Hindu myths. 

This subjective situation of the Australian is simply so: I can't see any 
problem in it. He is no longer a little duplicate Englishman-he hasn't been 
that for a long tme; it was over by Lawson's day. And he is now a European 
of mixed origins, dealing with a new hemisphere he has made his home, and in 
which he is at home but which he has still to absorb fully into his unconscious. 
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This continuing drama, and the drama of creating a new society here-a variant 
of the European model-is what much of Australian literature is about. In the 
novel, it's a constant thread, running through the work of Christina Stead, Patrick 
White, and Randolph Stow, to name just a few. 

As well, the climate and landscape, in the hotter parts of Australia, are pro
ducing a spirit weirdly at odds with the original British one grafted on there. 
When I'm in Sydney, for instance, I often think of the essay Albert Camus wrote 
called Summer in Algiers. Sydney in its hedonistic aspects, and the colonial Algiers 
Camus writes of, seem perfectly interchangeable: 

This country has no lesson to teach ... It is completely accessible to the 
eyes, and you know it the moment you enjoy it. Its pleasures are without 
remedy and its joys without hope ... 

During their entire youth men find here a life in proportion to their 
beauty. Then, later on, the downhill slope, and obscurity. They wagered on 
the flesh, but knowing they were to lose. In Algiers whoever is young and 
alive finds sanctuary and occasion for triumphs everywhere: in the bay, the 
sun, the red and white games ... the cool-legged girls. But for whoever has 
lost his youth there is nothing to cling to and nowhere where melancholy 
can escape itself. Elsewhere, Italian terraces, European cloisters, or the 
profile of the Proven9al hills-all places where man can flee his humanity 
and gently liberate himself from himself. But everything here calls for 
solitude and the blood of young men ... 

Between this sky and these faces turned towards it, nothing on which to 
hang a mythology, a literature, an ethic or a religion, but stones, flesh, stars 
and those truths the hand can touch. 

The Sydney poet Geoffrey Lehmann seems to me to have grasped and expressed 
this spirit better than anyone except Siessor. In his Roman poems, he is still 
really writing of a transfigured Sydney, the city of water. The double strand of 
the whole European past and the Australian present is constant in his work, as 
it is in Murray's. And in Night nower, where he portrays his friends dancing 
at a late-night party in Sussex Street, he is expressing the same melancholy at 
the limits of the flesh and of hedonism which we find in Camus: 

Young, beauiful and cruel my friends are dancing ... 
The dance, this great, sad, bitter swaying thing 
Which burns and moves and kisses us with salt. 

In all the writers I've spoken of, the sense of absence exists: the longing for 
the other landscape, the other society, and at a more metaphysical level, the 
'other meaning' of which the Tasmanian poet Vivian Smith writes: 

There is another meaning here-in birds 
and trees, in love and grief, 
in the fall of the blown leaf .... 

On a different level than this one of spiritual evolution, however, another 
process has been going on in Australia-and this has to do with our vitality 
as a national community, and our changing social and political relationships 
with the northern hemisphere and with Europe. At this level, the change since 
my youth in the 1950's has been very great indeed. It's at this level that I would 
say yes, we do have a distinct culture and a distinct identity in a way we didn't 
25 years ago-and perhaps not even ten years ago. 

"?erhaps I can best illustrate this where literature is concerned by again 
referring to personal experience. I think my case may be typical of what has 
happened to Australian writers professionally, and to our cultural scene gener
ally, in the last two decades. 
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When I was 22, I made the journey from the island on the edge of the world 
to what I had been bred to believe was the centre-London. And in many ways 
I was not disappointed. Cockney newspaper sellers called me 'Guv'nor', and I 
almost expected to see Sherlock Holmes walking down Baker Street. After work
ing there for two years I submitted my first novel to a London firm, as I had 
always dreamed of doing. Wasn't London the passport to success? 

I then returned to Australia; and on the boat coming home I read Patrick 
White's The Tree of Man. I was very excited by it: here was a novel working 
in the direction I had been trying for-and one of a quality my friends and I 
had almost given up hoping for, in Australia. Something was in the air; a new 
sort of novel other than the social-realist form was at last being written here
and perhaps it's true to say that a new era for Australian fiction had begun, in 
the 1950's. But I think it would also be fair to say that English publication, 
English critical approval, were still the vital factors for success in the Australian 
novel. Certainly, when a London publisher accepted my own novel, and London 
papers liked it, that did much to boost its reception here. The same I think 
applies to Hal Porter and Randolph Stow. 

Today, however, I really believe that the situation has almost reversed itself. 
The really significant reception now is the one we get at home. England, drifting 
farther away from us, is more and more in·turned, no longer as interested as 
she was in her ugly children. And the vitality of the creative scene in Australia 
generally is such that this scarcely matters. Being realistic, it remains true to say 
that a novelist-who spends many years of full-time work at his task-needs as 
big a market as possible to get a reasonable return for that work, and that both 
English and American publication are very desirable, simply because of the small 
size of the Australian market. But what has changed is the fact that the reception 
for a novel out here is what will do most to give it a continuing life. 

There is both a commercial and a psychological level where this is true. We 
feel confident that interest shown in Australian work by an Australian com
munity matters-this is the point. Our film industry, our theatre, as well as the 
stature of the best of our fiction, with Australian directors, playwrights and 
novelists chalking up really substantial successes overseas after making their 
impact here-all this has combined to give us confidence. Our poetry travels 
far less; although I believe that is coming too. But it is the audience here that 
matters at the first stage. We now worry about the other audiences later. 

And that of course has very important implications for any creative artist. 
The predicament was that it always did matter to us, inside. I have always per
sonally believed that a writer can't finally escape his own country. What your 
own people think of what you have made for them-that's what hurts if they 
put thumbs down; that's what gives greatest joy if they put thumbs up. But more 
important than that, I believe it isn't possible for a writer to portray at any 
depth a people other than his own. I can't get under the skins of any other people 
than Australians, however much I travel, simply because I can't know any other 
people. I could portray an Englishman or a Frenchman from the outside, but 
not from the inside. And this hinges on the importance of childhood. You can't 
know people unless you know what their childhood was. I think it was Graham 
Greene who said that writers draw constantly on childhood, even when they are 
not writing about it. This is true; and if we cut the thread that links us to that 
country, we lose our bearings. 

I've said that I believe geography to be the great shaper of human develop· 
ment. For this reason I share the view that New Guinea and our nearest South 
East Asian neighbours-in particular Indonesia-have an inescapable importance 
in Australia's future. Young Australians make the pilgrimage to Asia as often 
now as they make the pilgrimage to Europe-and inevitably, as young writers 
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undergo formative experiences in Asia, they will set their work there. We will 
then have to become less narrow in deciding what constitutes a work of 'Austra
lian literature'. There are still those who hold the curious view that it must be 
set within our boundaries in order to qualify. 

I was recently asked by a visiting Japanese Professor of literature: why do 
you not set more books in Tasmania? Why did you set your new book in Indo
nesia? We need more books set in Tasmania, he said. This was flattering- but 
limiting, I thought. Literature isn't sociology-it isn't about filling needs for 
social observation; although to look at the way it's taught in our high schools, 
one gets the impression that this is what some people want it to do. One simply 
can't predict where the lightning of imagination will strike; and I suggest that 
an Australian writer has as much right to set his book in Hong Kong or Bangkok 
and stilI be regarded as an Australian writer, as an English writer has to set his 
work in Paris and still be regarded as part of the English literary scene. This is 
our region, and we're going to do a lot to define it. 

That's rather a large claim, and I should explain it. I happen to believe that 
literature, more than anything else, shows a people to themselves, and gives the 
world configurations it didn't have before. In the long view of history, our 
umbilical cord to Britain was cut only yesterday, and we have hardly taken more 
than a few timid steps, imaginatively, into the Asian and South Pacific world. 
And I think this is natural. There is a glib habit of saying we are 'part of 
Asia', and that we'd better get on with it. It's not going to be that quick and 
easy-and that glibness may be why we've done far too little to build real 
connections with the fascinating world just beyond our boundaries-although we 
trek through it on our tourist holidays. That glibness tries to throw out the 
European inheritance which is our greatest cultural treasure; and it also treats 
with foolish complacency the complex and rich Asian cultures we seek to make 
connection with. The one cannot lightly be discarded; the other cannot instantly 
be put on. As well, the cliche is geographically inaccurate. We are not 'part of 
Asia': Australia is a South Pacific nation-and through sheer weight and its 
degree of progress, one of the most important. Indonesia is not 'part' of our 
immediate location; it's with the South Pacific nation of New Guinea that we 
have our closest physical links. But Indonesia, where Asia begins, is our most 
considerable neighbour, and must therefore be of our political and cultural 
destiny. And because it's where Asia begins, it must fascinate us. 

'Only connect', E. M. Forster used to say. How are we to connect with 
Indonesia, with Malaysia, with Singapore? Real connection will not come 
through the sterile chatter of conference and cultural missions. It will come 
when individual Australians and Indonesians, Malaysians and Singaporians
individuals with insight and creative imagination-begin to visit each other, and 
to examine and portray each others' different worlds. It will come when we work 
at common projects. It will come when we recognise the fact that we have 
different cultural identities, accept the differences, and look for the points of 
contact. And there are bridges. 

For example, the Mahabharata and Ramayana epics that are the basis of the 
Indonesian shadow play-the wayang kl~lit-are from the great storehouse of 
Indo-European myth; and that is part of our inheritance, as well as India's and 
Indonesia's. And what a country like Indonesia has to offer us is something we 
lately hunger for: a traditional culture that still lives in everyday life. Envying 
it-who knows?-we may rediscover our own, or fuse it with the Asian model. 

We will move inch by inch towards such fusion: an exchange at the real 
level, instead of that of the business or public service junket. Intelligent Austra
lians and intelligent South East Asians-private individuals-will carry it out 
cautiously. I can't imagine what the fusion will be like, but I know it will happen. 
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Meanwhile, this is the calm before the storm, for Australia. There is an old 
Chinese curse which runs: 'May you live in interesting times.' Australia is about 
to live in interesting times. When the British quit Singapore, that was historically 
as fundamental a turning point for us. as the withdrawal of the Roman legions 
from Britain. Yet no·one is taking much notice. [ shouldn't be amazed at that, 
but I am. 

It will be the destiny of our writers and intellectuals of the future to take 
notice-and to bring back messages. When we have understood the messages, a 
new South Pacific nation will have been fully born. Yes, it will be a hybrid. But 
so is Russia. And like Russia, Australia may well be a hybrid of some vitality. 
How the vitality is used will be another story. 
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The Chess Players 
A Story By PREMCHAND 

(Translated from the Hindi by Nandini Nopany and P. Lal) 

Wajid Ali Shah is on the throne. His capital, Lucknow, a cauldron of pleasures. 
Big and small, rich and poor wallow in that cauldron. Soirees of song and dance, 
opiate hubble-bubble parties.... Idleness, irresponsibility, indulgence every
where-in administration, literature, social mores, artistic activities, economic 
endeavour, in even the mundane intercourse of daily life. Courtiers and palace 
officers languish in sensual visions, poets sing of love and the anguish of the 
beloved's absence, embroiderers create wonders with gold thread and with cotton 
arabesques on fine muslin, and traders do roaring business in kohl, attar, tooth 
tinctures, and special body-pastes for the massage of ladies. 

They go about, eyes glazed with sense-intoxication. They know nothing of 
what's going on in the outside world. Theirs is a closed whirl of cock-fights and 
partridge-fights, an endless merry-go-round of merrymaking. Here's a dice game 
in progress; here's an exultant scream of victory. Over there is a vicious battIe 
of chess. Raja as well as beggar participate, fascinated. It's come to such a pass 
that you give a few coppers to a fakir, and he doesn't go and buy bread with 
them, he prefers a few puffs of opium or a swig of country liquor instead. Chess, 
gambling and the ninetysix-pack card game called ganjifa make the mind nimble, 
they sharpen the powers of discrimination, they facilitate the resolution of 
complex dilemmas. At least that's what they all passionately claim. (There are 
still many people around nowadays who would endorse that claim.) The point 
being that if Mirza Sajjad Ali and Mir Roshan Ali decide to employ the better 
part of their copious leisure to the sharpening of their intellect, why should any 
straight-thinking mortal find that objectionable? Both have hereditary jagirs; 
certainly they are free of the problem of earning a livelihood; they can well 
afford to while away their time sitting at home busy doing nothing. Come to 
think of it, what else is there to do? 

Early morning it begins. The two cronies finish breakfast, spread open the 
chessboard, arrange the chessmen, and the war manoeuvres begin. And that's it 
-time stops-no noon, no afternoon, no evening. Summons after summons from 
inside the house-"Your meal's ready." To which they reply, "All right, coming, 
spread the tablecloth." And, of course, it always ends up with the cook depositing 
the food in the room, and the two friends simultaneously messing and chessing. 

The Chess Players, written around 1925, is an acknowledged Premchand classic, chron
iclin~ the moral and political decline in India preceding the British takeover. It is 
published here as a tribute to a major Indian writer in the centenary of his birth. 
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There is no elder in Mirza Sajjad Ali's house so the chess games are played 
in the hall of audience itself. This doesn't mean of course that his family 
approves. Not just the family-the local residents, the servants and retainers 
have only one thing to say about the game-that it's nasty, that it's abominable, 
that it'll ruin the house, Allah knows it's an obsession that destroys a man, 
making him fit for nothing, a wreck in home and out, it's a wasting disease. 
Mirza's wife, the Begum Sahiba, loathes it with a hatred so intense that she seizes 
every opportunity to taunt her husband on his addiction. Not that she gets the 
opportunity easily. She's still sleeping when the game begins every morning; only 
after she goes to bed late at night is her husband ever back home. And so she 
lets loose her frustrations on the servants: "Did he ask for pan? Tell him he 
can come and get it himself! He doesn't have time to eat, does he? Take this 
food and dump it on his head-let him eat it if he wants to or give it to the 
dogs if he wants to!" But she hasn't the courage to say all this to his face. 
Actually she isn't as infuriated with her husband as she is with Mir Sahib. She's 
nicknamed him "Mir the Unmaker". And Mirza-ji naturally finds it convenient 
to give himself a clean bill and foist all the blame on Mir Sahib. 

One day Begum Sahiba is down with a headache. She tells her maid, "Call 
Mirza Sahib here. I need medicine. Run!" 

Mirza-ji tells the maid, "You go, I'm coming." 
The Begum Sahiba is in no mood to take this lightly. What impudence-I 

have a headache, and he plays chess! 
Her face flushes with anger. She orders the maid, "You go this very instant 

and tell him to come immediately or I will leave the house and go get the 
medicine myself." 

Mirza-ji is absorbed in the game and anticipates checkmating his opponent in 
two quick moves. Visibly upset, he says., "How dare she! Tell her to wait." 

Mir Sahib: "Am?, go and do what she says. Women are fragile creatures. 
Very temperamental." 

Mirza-ji: "Yes, yes, of course; wouldn't you like to see me go! Two moves 
and you're finished." 

Mir Sahib: "Not that easy, noble sir. I have a move up my sleeve to block 
you nicely. Come on, go and attend to her. Why needlessly irritate her?" 

Mirza-ji: "Very well, let's settle this and then I go." 
Mir Sahib: "No, enough. First things first." 
Mirza-ji: "Am~ yaar, she'll make me run to the hakim, that's all. There's no 

headache; that's just her way of bothering me." 
Mir Sahib: "All right, all right, but you can't leave her alone .... " 
Mirza-ji: "I know, but let me play this one move first." 
Mir Sahib: "You'll do nothing of the sort. Until you attend to her first, I 

don't move a single piece on the board." 
A reluctant Mirza Sahib goes inside and finds his wife's forehead wrinkle-free; 

her mood is changed and he hears her whining: "Chess, chess, chess, that's all 
you love. What do you care if anyone lives or dies? I've never seen a man like 
you!" 

Mirza-ji: "Why pick on me? It's Mir Sahib, he won't let me get up. You don't 
know how difficult it's been for me to get even this little break." 

Begum: "Does he think everyone as lazy and good-for-nothing as he is? Has 
he no children of his own or has he got rid of them all?" 

Mirza-ji: "He's a clinging creeper, that man. He comes in and he stays put, 
and he won't go until 1 play with him." 

Begum: "Why don't you tell him straight to his face that he's not wanted, 
and be done with it." 

Mirza-ji: "How can I do that? He's one of our set, isn't he? He's older, in 
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fact-and a full two fingers taller than me. The least I can do is be considerate." 
Begum: "In that case, let me handle him. If he doesn't like it, he can lump 

it. As if we depend on him! When I need my husband, I'll have my husband. 
Hiriya, bring the chessboard inside. And tell Mir Sahib my husband won't play 
anymore, so could he please be so kind as to take his leave." 

Mirza-ji: "Oh wonderful, wonderful, go ahead-you've found the best way to 
make us look thoroughly contemptible. Wait, Hiriya, where do you think you're 
going?" 

Begum: "Let her go! You stop her, you stop me. All right, stop her-but try 
stopping me. Just try." 

Begum Sahiba rises in a huff and marches towards the hall of audience. 
Mirza-ji pales in fear and begins imploring his wife, "For God's sake, I beg of 
you by the holy name of Hazrat Hussain, don't! You insult me if you go there." 

Unheeding, the Begum reaches the door of the hall of audience. But her 
courage wanes and her knees tremble at the thought of facing an other-than
husband male. She side-glances in; it so happens that the hall is empty. Mir 
Sahib has conveniently re-positioned a couple of chessmen for his benefit and 
is lounging outside the hall. The next thing, she strides in and overturns the 
chessboard; some pieces roll under the elegant seat, some scatter outside the 
room; she closes the doors from inside and bolts them with an iron chain. Mir 
Sahib from outside hears the clatter of the chess pieces and the jingle of the 
bangles and the noise of the doors closing. And then it dawns upon him-the 
Begum Sahiba's in one of her moods. And, quietly, he slinks away towards home. 

Mirza-ji says, "You're a wonder." 
Begum: "If Mir Sahib turns up here again, I'm warning you I'll close the 

doors on him. If you had the same love for God that you have for chess, 
wouldn't our home be a happier one! You have a fine time chessing around 
while I slave and slog in the kitchen. Tell me, are you going to the hakim's 
or no?" 

Mirza-ji leaves home but, instead of making his way to the hakim's, he lands 
up at Mir Sahib's residence and regales his friend with a painstaking account 
of his wife's antics. 

Mir Sahib says, "The minute I saw the chessmen flung out the door, I made 
my exit. And fast. She has a real temper, hasn't she? But the way you pamper 
and please her, it's not natural. What business is it of hers what you do or 
don't do outside the house? Let her run the home-that's what a wife is good 
for-why does she poke her nose in other things?" 

Mirza-ji: "Let's forget all that. Tell me, where do we have our next round?" 
Mir Sahib: "That's no problem. I have this huge house. Why not right here?" 
Mirza-ji: "But what do I do with Begum Sahiba? If playing at my place got 

her so upset, playing at yours-why, she'll kill me!" 
Mir Sahib: "Let her rant and rave. She'll cool down in a couple of days; 

they all do. But take my advice and show her you are a man-throw your weight 
around a little." 

2 

For some unknown reason Mir Sahib's wife prefers her husband to be as far 
away from home as possible. So she never nags her husband on his inordinate 
love for chess: in fact, she sometimes pointedly reminds him that he is getting 
late for his chess sessions. Which leaves Mir Sahib with the impression that his 
wife is an extremely polite lady; and profound too. But the change of plans, 
with Mir Sahib sprawling at chess all day long at home, acutely distresses her. 
It restricts her freedom: it prevents her from longingly lingering at the window. 
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Meanwhile the servants start gossiping. All they did in the past was swat flies, 
oblivious of who came and who went in the house. Now they have to be on the 
alert all twentyfour hours. "Fetch pan!" "Get the sweets!" And the hookah is 
permanently boiling and bubbling, like the heart of an ardent lover. They com
plain repeatedly to Begum Sahiba, "Huzoor, the master's chess-playing gets on 
our nerves. Our feet have blisters running around doing his errands. What kind 
of chess is this that goes on from dawn to midnight! A game or two is all right 
to while away time .... We are not complaining. We are his servants, we will 
obey orders. But his chess-playing-it's too much. No chess player ever prospers: 
some ruin or other will always visit his house. It will visit the whole community. 
His chess-mania is the talk of the communty-no one likes it. We are loyal to 
our master and we resent all this ugly talk about him. But what can we do, 
we are helpless." 

To which Begum Sahiba replies, "You know I don't like it myself. But nothing 
can be done. He's so stubborn! He listens to nobody." 

A few of the locality's residents with old-world views begin prognosticating 
dire inauspicious happenings: "There's no hope left. If our rich folk behave like 
this, then God help the country. Chess will be the doom of this kingdom. Bad 
signs, bad signs." 

The kingdom's in utter chaos. The subjects are looted and fleeced day and 
night, right and left. There's no one to listen to their grievances. The wealth of 
the countryside is sucked into Lucknow where it gets dissipated on prostitutes, 
clowns and multisensual lascivity. Debts to the British company keep mounting. 
A creeping uglification starts taking over. The annual taxes can't be collected 
because the economy is going to the dogs. The Resident issues repeated warnings, 
but in the welter of ubiquitous dissolution there's no one to listen to them. 
Or if anyone listens, they have no effect. 

Despite all this, the chess orgy continues in the hall of audience. Many months 
pass. New strategies are devised; new forts are established; new battle formations 
visualised; tempers get frayed, to the extent of furious you-you-ing and me-me
ing; afer which the friends quickly make up. There are occasions when they 
actually stop playing; and Mirza-ji, all worked up, goes home and Mir Sahib 
does the same. Next morning the two friends are back in the hall of audience. 

One day the two are ecstatically immersed in the game when a royal cavalry 
officer rides up to the house and inquires for Mir Sahib. A worried Mir Sahib 
wonders what this might mean. Why this summons? He tells the servants, "Say 
I'm out." 

The officer: "Out where?" 
Servant: "We don't know. Why do you want him?" 
The officer: "What do you mean why I want him? Who are you to ask? He 

has been summoned by the Nawab. Perhaps he has to supply some soldiers. He 
holds a jagir, doesn't he? What does he think it is, a joke? He'll come to his 
senses when he has to go and fight on the battlefield." 

Servant: "We'll inform him, sir." 
The officer: "You'll inform him nothing. I'll come here tomorrow. My orders 

are to accompany him." 
The officer leaves. Mir Sahib is all nerves. He tells Mirza-ji, "What now, my 

friend?" 
Mirza-ji: "What a fix! Suppose they come after me .... " 
Mir Sahib: "The swine said he'll turn up here tomorrow." 
Mirza-ji: "It's hell, I tell you. And if he wants us to fight on the field, then 

we've had it." 
Mir Sahib: "I have it-the best way is not to be at home. From tomorrow 

let's find a lonely spot on the other side of the Gomti. They'll never find us 

80 WESTERLY, No.3, SEPTEMBER, 1980 



there. His lordship is welcome to come and find no one at home." 
Mirza-ji: "Splendid! You're a genius. There's no way out but this." 
Meanwhile Mir Sahib's wife is telling the cavalry officer, "You did a good 

job." 
"I twirl these fools around my fingers," he replies. "All their brain and all 

their brawn is drowned in their chess game. Catch them staying at home now." 

3 

From the next day the two friends sneak out of home with their faces 
cloaked. Small carpet rolled and tucked under one arm, folded betel leaves neatly 
packed in a box, they retire to a dilapidated mosque, dating to the days of Nawab 
Asaf-ud-Dowla, on the other bank of the Gomti. En route they pick up tobacco, 
hand-held hubble-bubbles, and wine. Reaching the mosque, they spread the 
carpet, prepare the hookahs, and arrange the chessboard. Time and the world 
stand still. "Check" and "checkmate" are the only words that escape their lips. 
No yogi ever showed superior spiritual repose. At noon, feeling hungry, they go 
to a local bread-shop; after which, a full go at the hookah, and the chess-battle 
starts all over again. Sometimes, in the intensity of their absorption, they skip 
lunch altogether. 

In the meanwhile, the country is collapsing. The soldiers of the East India 
Company march on Lucknow. Commotion and panic everywhere. The townsmen 
evacuate their wives and children to the countryside. But our two good friends, 
the chess players, remain blissfully unaffected. They come home by obscure lanes 
and bylanes. Their one fear is they'll be spotted and reported by an official 
retainer. They have no sense of responsibility at all to the jagir estates that bring 
them thousands of rupees every year. 

One day the two friends are sitting as usual in the ruins of the mosque, lost 
in chess. Mirza-ji's side is weak and Mir Sahib keeps checkmating him. Suddenly 
a Company solder shows up, one of the force that has been ordered to attack 
and occupy Lucknow. 

Mir Sahib says, "It's the British soldiers. God help us!" 
Mirza-ji: "Let them come. Check! Your move." 
Mir Sahib: "Let's hide behind this ruin and have a look at them." 
Mirza-ji: "What's the hurry? Checkmate!" 
Mir Sahib: "I see cannons! There must be at least five thousand soldiers 

coming. Young and strapping specimens. With pink baboon faces. Frightening 
faces." 

Mirza-ji: "Come to the point, sir. Try your Iitte tricks on others. Checkmate!" 
Mir Sahib: "You're a character. The town's in danger, and all you can think 

of is checkmate. Has it ever occurred to you that if the town falls, we have 
nowhere to go?" 

Mirza-ji: "We'll think of that later. In the meantime, listen to this-Check
mate! This is your last chance." 

The soldiers march away. It is ten in the morning. The chess game recom
mences. 

Mirza-ji says, "How do we eat today?" 
Mir Sahib: "Today's the Ramzan fast. You get extra hungry these days, or 

what?" 
Mirza-ji: "No, it's not that. I wonder what's happening in the city." 
Mir Sahib: "As if anything ever happens in the city! Eating and sleeping

that's what's happening. And the Nawab's having his usual fun." 
The friends begin another game of chess and, before they know it, it's three 
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o'clock. This time it is Mirza-ji whose side is weak. The four o'clock chime 
sounds, and they hear the march of the returning soldiers. Nawab Wajid Ali is 
a prisoll\~r and is being taken to an unknown destination. The town is quiet: no 
violence, not one drop of bloodshed, no panic. History has no record of such a 
peaceful overthrow of an independent kingdom. This is no instance of the 
spiritual ahimsa which delights even the gods. This is cowardice of the first 
water, the kind of lily-livered cowardice that makes even the worst cowards weep. 
The Nawab of the glorious territory of Oudh is taken in captivity, and the 
citizens of his capital Lucknow sleep through it. What political downfall could 
be more complete, more shameful? 

Mirza-ji says, "They've taken the Nawab Sahib prisoner." 
Mir Sahib: "Have they? Checkmate again, my friend." 
Mirza-ji: Sir, one moment .... My heart's not in the game. The poor Nawab 

must be weeping tears of blood .... " 
Mir Sahib: "Must be .... What else can a prisoner do? It's tragic." 
Mirza-ji: "Everyone has to face such ups-and-downs .... It's tragic." 
Mir Sahib: 'Yes, yes, yes, I know. Checkmate! You've had it, my friend." 
Mirza-ji: "My God, you are heartless! If such a calamity doesn't move you, 

what will? Hai, poor Wajid Ali Shah!" 
Mir Sahib: "First save your king, then think of the Nawab Shah. Checkmate! 

I win." 
The soldiers march by them, taking Wajid Ali Shah prisoner. The instant the 

last soldier files by, Mirza-ja rearranges the chessboard. Defeat is a hurting 
wound. Mir Sahib says, "Let's chant a dirge in revered memory of the late 
lamented glory of the Nawab." But Mirza-ji's patriotism revolves around his 
defeat at chess. All he wants is to get his own back: he will be one up on Mir 
Sahib yeti 

4 

Evening. Bats squeak in the nooks and crannies of the ruined mosque. 
Swallows snuggle cosily in their nests. The two friends are still at their chess 
game hammer and tongs, like two bloodthirsty warriors. Mirza-ji has lost three 
consecutive games; and the fourth does not look very promising either. He 
makes up his mind to play cautiously in the hope of winning, but he lllvariably 
comes up with one false move or other which dashes his chances of victory. 
With each defeat his desire for revenge grows. And Mir Sahib, in the seventh 
heaven of happiness, snaps his fingers, sings snatches from ghazals, and chortles 
with delight as if he has stumbled on a trove of hidden treasure. Mirza-ji listens, 
and tries to cover up his feeling of shameful inadequacy by praising the ghazals. 
But as the game goes against him, he gets more and more impatient. The littlest 
thing gets on his nerves. "Sir, you can't change your move. What kind of game 
is this-you make one move and then change to another! Make up your mind. 
Why are you holding the chessman if you don't want to play him? Let him alone. 
Use your mind before you use your fingers. It takes you half an hour to make 
one simple move. It's against the rules. If you take more than five minutes from 
now on, you forfeit the game. Let's make that a rule. There! You've changed 
your move again! Be good and put the chessman back where he was." 

Mir Sahib's queen is in trouble. He says, "I never moved at all." 
Mirza-ji: "Of course you did. I saw you. Put him back where he was." 
Mir Sahib: "Why? I'm still holding him. I'll put him where I want." 
Mirza-ji: "You can't hang on to him till doomsday. You have to move one 

way or other. Your queen's in trouble, so you've decided to do a bit of cheating, 
have you?" 
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Mir Sahib: "You're the cheat, not me. Win or lose is in the hands of fate. 
Cheating won't help you." 

Mirza-ji: "So, you admit you've lost?" 
Mir Sahib: "Me lose? Are you out of your mind?" 
Mirza-ji: "Just be so good as to put the chessman where he was, will you, 

please?" 
Mir Sahib: "I won't. Why should I?" 
Mirza-ji: "You won't? You must!" 
Tempers flare up further. Both stick to their guns. Neither budges an inch. 

Wild words are exchanged. 
Mirza-ji says, "Only a gentleman knows how to play chess. You've cut grass 

all your life, what do you know about chess? Nobility's a different thing alto
gether. You don't become noble just by owning an estate." 

Mir Sahib: "What! Your father cut grass, your ancestors alI cut grass! We 
have been playing-let me remind you of this-chess for generations." 

Mirza-ji: "Tell me another, my grass-cutting friend! All your life you've been 
a cook in the house of Gazi-uddin Hyder, and now you've suddenly put on the 
airs of a nobleman! You think nobility's had for the asking, do you?" 

Mir Sahib: 'Why are you insulting your own ancestors, my friend-they 
were the original cooks! We-we ate at the royal table the food that your 
ancestors cooked." 

Mirza-ji: "Arre, you chaff-cutter, shut up!" 
Mir Sahib: "You shut up! I'm warning you! I'll have you remember I'm not 

used to such language! If anyone so much as glares at me, 1 have his eyes 
plucked out. You want to dare me?" 

Mirza-ji: "If that's the way you want it, that's the way you'll have it. If it's 
a duel you're after, let's have it-no holds barred." 

Mir Sahib: "Don't bully me!" 
They unsheathe their swords. It is the age of feudal regalia: everyone sports a 

sword, a dagger, and a miscellany of other lethal weapons. They are hedonists but 
not pusillanimous. What they lack is patriotic fervour-they think twice before 
they fight for their king or for their country, but their code of personal honour 
is second to none. They take up fencing positions; swords flash in the sun; steel 
clangs on steel. Fatally wounded, both collapse. These are the same heroes who, 
living, never shed a tear over the tragic fall of their sovereign: they are now 
happily dead, defending the honour of their chess vizier. 

The darkness deepens. The chessboard surveys the scene; the two chess kings, 
ensconced in their thrones, silently mourn the passing-away of these two flowers 
of Moghul chivalry. 

Stillness everywhere. The mosque's crumbling vaults, disintegrating doors, and 
dust-suffocated minarets stare in blank bewilderment at the companionate corpses. 
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ANNE LLOYD 

84 

Elegies for the Living 

1. Conscience of the King 

At sixty-two you discover theatre: 
not just free, early evening performance 
for pensioners, but whorls of 
coloured silk and hessian bagged around the stage; 
the young mysteriously aged, the aging 
sprightened up. You always thought you had 
seen the best of your time-till Lear: 
"as full of grief as age; 
wretched in both". Such eloquence! 
You go alone, stay apart, though not intentionally. 

Once, after, hurrying down the night streets of 
Redfern, shadows smoking, corner warehouses, 
you slip and split your chin 
jowl to kiss. No one gives 
a stuff for the real-life stage. 
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JOHN RYAN 

The Theatre of Bob Herbert 

From April 12 to May 17 1980, the Drama Theatre of the Sydney Opera House 
staged the play, No Names . ... No Pack Drill by Bob Herbert, who was once 
domiciled in Western Australia and who since 1971, has been resident in Armi
dale, New South Wales. The play in question was last year's joint winner in the 
competition staged as a part of Western Australia's Sesquicentenary Arts celebra
tions. It was given a local stage premiere on May 10th last when it opened for 
a limited season at the Arts Theatre of the University of New England in Armi
dale. It was directed by Richard Meredith and was presented by the members of 
New England's Travelling Playhouse, a newly formed professional company, 
which, while being based on the university, was designed as a touring repertory 
to bring drama to the north-west of New South Wales. Since then the play has 
both been on the road in that State's north west, and also brought to national 
attention by means of a study of its style and progression being presented on the 
television programme, Four Corners. Then it was introduced by John Temple 
who also interviewed the writer, while the New England domicile of Herbert was 
reinforced by the linked programme on novelist Thomas Keneally, much of whose 
writing has its sources in such places as Kempsey, Maitland and Armidale. That 
month of zestful presentation, together with the attention it aroused l may well 
have been the determining factors in its choice as third play in the premiere 
SUbscription season of the Sydney Theatre Company under their foundation 
director, Richard Wherrett. The latter has told the press that he wants the public 
to see plays that are 'grand, vulgar, challenging and intelligent? each of which 
separate categories may be found in this latest item in the Herbert canon. 

While this play may be for many the first introduction to his particular type 
of stagecraft, the writer has been known to theatre buffs for some years now, 
since this is his sixth stage offering, the second to be accorded a national prize 
and, by reason of its 1980 publication in the series Currency Theatre-Australia 
New Writing, the fifth play of his3 to appear in print. He has also won many 
awards for short stories, notably New England Honeymoon, a stage version of 
which was produced in 1975 and subsequently broadcast as a radio play. 

Although a new wave playwright who it is appropriate to associate with Alex 
Buzo, John Romeril and David WiJIiamson, he has perhaps only recently caught 
the attention of the media for his No Names .... No Pack Drill (1979), despite 
the fact that his dialogue play, An Isolated Case of Heterochromia, came second 
to King O'Malley in the 1970 Captain Cook Bicentenary Drama Contest. That 
text had to wait until late 1972 for commercial presentation, when it was said to 
be a worthy climax to the Sydney New Theatre's 40th anniversary year. 

WESTERLY, No.3, SEPTEMBER, 1980 85 



Robert Charles Herbert, who was born in Yea, Victoria, in 1923, has not the 
academic background of Williamson or Buzo, but he has spent his time in pro
fessional theatre. After war service and the period 1947-48 as a ship's radio 
officer he trained at the School of Theatre Crafts, Melbourne, 1949-50, at the 
time when Irene Webb was Principal and the Tutors Joy Youlden and Alan 
Ashbolt. For the next two years he was with the Anew McMaster Shakespearian 
Company in Melbourne as an actor, touring the southern states with Shakes
pearian and Restoration plays, under McMaster (died 1962), whom Bob Herbert 
rightly calls one of the last of the great actor-managers. in the Donald Wolfit 
style'. Between 1953 and 1955 he free-lanced in radio in Melbourne, and also 
directed and acted in various little theatres, mainly at the New Theatre. Later 
that year he commenced what was to become the major activity of his career to 
date, stage management, with an electrical bias, for travelling (musical) com
panies with quality productions of known audience appeal. Indeed, he could be 
held to be a key figure behind one of the later and most successful financial runs 
of J. C. Williamson's who have become a legend in Australasia. He has joined 
them in 1955 as an actor and Assistant Stage Manager for the interstate tour of 
Reluctant Heroes, Seagulls Over Sorrento, Worm's Eye View and Charlie's Aunt. 
Later that year he worked at the Arrow Theatre with Robin Lovejoy, Frank 
Thring, Letty Craydon, Ron Shand and numerous other fine performers. After 
playing everything from bit parts to Mosca in Ben Jonson's Volpone he rejoined 
J.C.W. for the return season of South Pacific and, while with this show, he studied 
method acting in classes conducted by Leonard Stone (Luther Billis). In 1956 he 
played in pantomime at the Princess Theatre, Melbourne, returning to J.C.W., 
first as stage manager to Danny O'Neill's direction of Can-Can, and then to 
Pyjama Game, under the inspiring direction of Fred Herbert. After some months 
away from the theatre, Bob Herbert returned to it via the electrical side of Her 
Majesty's Sydney. In the late 1958 there came a spell as touring stage director for 
the eastern states with the Elizabethan Theatre Trust's production of The Summer 
of the Seventeenth Doll. 

In 1959 he returned to Williamson's in Sydney as stage manager of My Fair 
Lady, with director Biff Liff, friend to and expounder of the methods of Moss 
Hart, while in the following year when the production was duplicated he directed 
the Melbourne company, then touring Adelaide, Auckland, Wellington and 
Christchurch into 1962. When this show disbanded Bob Herbert was contracted 
by Twentieth Century Fox Varieties to produce My Fair Lady in South Africa 
and, after working consultations with George Cukor in Hollywood and Biff Liff 
in New York he cast the show in London, began rehearsals in Johannesburg in 
October, and opened the following month. Although this was to be a record 
breaking run for South Africa of eighteen months, its producer left it to fly 
to Asia to look at Chinese Opera in Hong Kong and Kabuki and Bunraku theatre 
in Japan. On his return to Australia he was re-engaged by J.C.W. as stage 
director of Camelot and married the ballet mistress who worked alongside him 
in companies for the next two and a half years, during which time they were 
with the Sutherland-Williamson Grand Opera Company, and Bob Herbert stage 
managed and did the lighting for three of their seven operas. After this season 
the Herberts became stage manager and ballet mistress respectively for Hello 
Dolly. 

The late 1960's were more stable years, with less glamour and more oppor
tunities for writing. After years of hectic activity the Herberts went to Adelaide 
where Robert was appointed as Producer Director of the South Australian Chris
tian Television Association and for almost a year he was engaged in producing 
their shows on all three commercial channels. After a second period of radio 
and television freelancing in Sydney, he joined the Coastal Radio Service and so 

86 WESTERLY, No.3, SEPTEMBER, 1980 



capitalized on his formal First Class Certificate of Proficiency earned some 
twenty years earlier. A three year posting to Broome ended in 1970, and it was 
while he was in Western Australia that the prize winning play was written. 
His career since 1971 has been in Armidale and concerned with University theatre 
and much more actual writing. 

* * * • * 
As a man of the theatre, Robert Herbert has a complex range of interests, 

but his deep concern is for comedy, especially the two extremes of mannered 
comedy and low farce. He speaks with affectionate nostalgia for his time as a 
comic actor and has made some considerable study of comic timing and presen
tation techniques. An interest which accounts for his studying of Italian is the 
commeda dell'arte and its influence on and presence in the Shakespearian 
comedies. 

Various of his plays have had public metropolitan performances: the full 
length piece Campari Rock:! had a Sunday night production at Sydney's Inde
pendent, while Behind the Beyond, a one act adaptation of the Stephen Leacock 
short story and Christmas Bridge (written in collaboration with Nance McMillan, 
the folklorist of music) have both occasioned interest and appreciative comment. 
The most important earlier play is An Isolated Case of Heterochromia4 which is 
subtitled 'A Light-hearted Look at Loneliness, Failure, Alcoholism, Homo sexu
ality, Nymphomania, Satyriasis, Impotence, Crypto-Fascism, Racialism, Brutalism, 
and other Fashional Aberrations'. A footnote on the title page of the working 
text tells the reader that 'It is also about Love and Odd-coloured Eyes'. After it 
won second place in the Captain Cook Award in 1970, it was subsequently given 
a Sunday night production at Jane Street with Robin Lovejoy directing and then 
it was accorded workshop treatment in January 1972 by the University of New 
England's Department of University Extension, followed at the end of the year 
by an eight week season at the New Theatre in Sydney. 

The play itself is really a continuous dialogue piece with three major charac
ters, one passing male figure from the 'theatre of menace' and an enigmatic 
female, presumed to be through the wall but who, in the last scene, is found to 
have 'done a flit' (p. 117). The text has a multiplicity of targets as the scatter 
gun subtitle makes very clear. The Daily Telegraph found it an engaging Austra
lian play and their reviewer, Normal Kessell, referred to 

its darting changes of pace and mood ... Typically Australian habits, mores 
and hang-ups are surfaced for tongue-in-cheek dissection and demolition, 
with an occasional sidesnipe at dramatic cliche. (November 14th, 1972). 

His characters are ordinary people who, rather than discuss problems on their 
own level, tend to soar into academic flights of speCUlation. Thus, much Shakes
peare, the philosophy of Kant, Harris' I'm O.K., You're O.K., Albee's Who's 
Afraid of Virginia Woolf?, echoes of Pinter's concept of the room as the ultimate 
human hiding place,5 considerable numbers of tags as to Jewish identity crisis 
of the sort familiar from Phillip Roth's Portnoy's Complaint, music hall jokes 
and rhyming slang of the 'flash' sort, all tend to bemuse the reader or tease the 
listener's concentration away from the needed pace and cut and thrust of the 
verbal exchanges. Certainly the writer's ear for language is acute, yet it is the 
suddently different, the startling juxtapositions, the abrasive mixture of fluent 
Australian and the something else (a shrewd yet plain style), which set up 
tensions for theatregoer and listener. 

In their efforts to cope with the play, critics have tried to find adequate defi
nitions that did not merely settle on shortcomings, such as the repeated sense of 
anti-climax, particularly in the third act, or the play's excessive ambiguities. 
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Some found the Intruder and the mystery of the adjacent room, where a neglected 
dog whines and all else is silence, as the actual plot line, and savouring of both 
the false intrigue and common loneliness of contemporary Australian life. This 
view is supported by the characters, psychology, reactions and idiom all being of 
the contemporary stage mode-as of Buzo's Coralie Lansdowne. 

For the Daily Telegraph, the play was about loneliness and 'sadly funny' 
(loc. cit.); for The Sydney Morning Herald, it was a play 'to provoke thought 
at worst and at best to stimulate self-examination', since 

The squeamish may be repelled by the rough, tough aspects of life, that this 
play deals with, but, it can be argued, this attitude suggests a blindness to 
the underlying human understanding that Mr. Herbert reveals and which 
expresses an honesty that transcends crudity. (November Sth, 1972), 

while Thomas Schick conceded that 'Herbert and his play don't lose our attention' 
(National Review, JS-24th November, 1972), and felt that he had to conclude 
with an admitted quibble, that 

'the result is an inconclusive p.iece of entertainment without a serious com
municable core'. 

A more judicious and succinct comment came from Katharine Brisbane who 
saw both Joe and the Intruder as being involved with the girl next door and that 

Herbert uses as a central theme to the p.lay the idea of heterochromia, sub
stances (or rather people) who should have a common bond but are isolated 
by their differences. It is a compelling idea which he attaches to a string of 
isolating deviations from the norm-racialism, professional failure, nympho
mania, and a chronic sense of personal inadequacy. (The Australian, Novem
ber 11th, 1972). 

While the acted text may not be funny enough, it is taut and extraordinarily 
alive to nuance, change in dominant personality, and the more idiomatic speech 
of a failed society. 

Mr. Jones, 'a comedy of Intrigue, Espionage and Confusion in Beirut', and 
loosely based on the Burgess and Maclean affair, was first produced at the V.N.E. 
Arts Theatre with the playwright directing, on 5 April 1973. Late in 1974 he 
wrote New England Honeymoon, a savage comedy of loneliness, inadequacy and 
inauthentic identity. Tex, a station hand, brings his bride, Julie, back from Sydney 
to his boundary rider's shack on the New England uplands. Their 'honeymoon' 
night is a gruesome mix of her naive attempts to bolster his weak masculine confi
dence, and his attempts to assert that confidence by progressively humiliating her. 
This play was produced in the Armidale Playhouse in 1975 and subsequently 
broadcast as a radio play over the community radio 2ARM-FM. Since then it 
has also been produced by the Canberra Repertory Company. 

His Don't Let the Title Put You 00, which was first written in 1972 and 
revised in 1974, is a farce which satirizes the p.ermissive society and nods towards 
a return to traditional sexual morality. Mary,6 a rather knowing innocent, arrives 
uninvited in Harry's apartment. Harry seeks to capitalize on this windfall, but 
is frustrated by Mary's old-fashioned possessiveness towards her virginity. Title 
is very much in the tradition of mannered comedy, its sexual outspokenness 
aligning it more with Restoration comedy than with the somewhat decorous 
comedies of later periods. Perhaps the modern playwright closest in spirit to this 
work is Joe Orton. An interesting sidelight on this play is that Herbert confides 
that he used the same 'set' as the one which is later found in No Names . ... No 
Pack Drill, and which was a flat in King's Cross where he lived while in Sydney 
as Stage Director of Camelot. "It was such a perfect set," he said, "that I used 
to sit on the settee and imagine myself playing to the long blank wall as though 
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it were a proscenium arch. It worked so well for me with Title that I found it 
irresistible when I wanted a setting for No Names." 

His A Man of Respect (1976), 'a present·day evocation of the Orestes legend', 
was the third play in a bracket of three, following Michael Cove's Family Lore 
and Ron Blair's Perfect Strangers-all three works being commissioned by Colin 
George (subsequently Director of the South Australian Theatre Company) and 
concerned with the theme of possession.7 Herbert's offering is a play of remark
able power, being at one level a migrant piece about Italians in Melbourne, at 
another a form of morality play with the stern social ethic of revenge of the 
old-style Mafia in conflict with both Catholic Christianity and Australian law 
and order, while behind both there lies a world of myth, and an apparently 
inevitable pattern of destiny which the horrified audience perceive as much as 
the doctor in the repeated tragic story re·enacted in Castle Dor.s The text had 
a Greek chorus, name associations from the house of Atreus, overtones of 
Sophocles' Electra, Aeschylus' Agamemnon, and, at times, the desperate tensions 
of Seneca's Agamemnon.9 Menace, dramatic irony and overtones of doom, the 
invisible luggage of all those 

qui trans mare currunt caelum non mutant 

-all these Herbertian things make the play in performance absorbing drama and 
both a fascinating and vivid theatrical experience. 

* * * * 
Centred on the flight of an American marine deserter and the Sydney people 

whose lives become enmeshed in his, No Names . ... No Pack Drill is a peculi· 
arly satisfying evocation of the war years, brought back from their time capSUle, 
and made pensively yet gnawingly universal. It is a tightly scripted bourgeois 
piece, with odd plot overtones of Soldiers' Woman and, more particularly, of 
Come in Spinner. The premiere and the orchestrated performances have had 
musical phrases of those almost mannered home-front war years, and Australia's 
bewildered participation in the Pacific theatre. In the depiction of the protag
onist, morally shabby, gut-wounded Harry 'Rebel' Potter, there are distressing 
reminders of Vietnam, notably in the associations with Lieutenant William 
Calley's neurosis and tawdry explanations, as revealed in Body Count (1971). 
Whtle there was no such direct indictment of Australian society, this drama 
certainly reveals many disturbing aspects of the (American) army and the various 
forms of propaganda, humbug and racket concomitant with World War II. In 
these senses, as well as in the facing up to the 'treatment' of battle fatigue, the 
play has far greater understanding of war than Williamson's Jugglers Three, and 
must inevitably remind one of John Arden's various probings of (colonial) wars 
of yesterday. 

As before, Herbert writes about loneliness, pathetically funny people, or the 
rough and violent aspects of (wartime) living and loving, but always with 
honesty, human understanding and a compassion which reaches beyond the 
maladroit or stark expression of his fugitive characters. They are all marked 
by a chronic sense of personal inadequacy and sexual naivete, heightened alike by 
their tenseness in the face of social and official snooping and cheaply cynical 
hounding as to their personal and private emotion and their contribution to the 
'war effort'. 

'Rebel' Potter, the Solomon's veteran with a Purple Heart and callow courage, 
but with the will to survive, is straight out of that sad company of regulars in 
James Jones' Thin Red Line, projecting fear, irony, and cunning wariness. 'Tiger' 
Kelly, blustering Aussie spiv in a protected job, is in an early ocker ish style. A 
landlady and gangling silly-pretty girl friend are in the outrageous comedy of 
manners mode which Herbert puts on the edge of his target area. The Detective 
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Sergeant does not always fit the periodicity of yesterday, seeming to belong to 
both earlier and later phases of Australian society. But the thrust of the whole 
play to its deeper meaning from the dauntingly complex part of Kathy McLeod, 
the girl who shelters the deserted and whose part is a weak-strong complex of 
simplicity, shame, self-knowledge and contempt, loyalty, and, finally, refusal to 
crumble in the face of police bluster, basic nastiness, and canting appeals to 
patriotism. 

This last play of King's Cross in 1942 gives Bob Herbert's public a deeply 
satisfying and meaty comedy which has already delighted both theatre-goers and 
television watchers. In its comic thrusts, such as lavatory cisterns, nosey land
ladies, and ropes of sheets, it is lively entertainment, while the plain language 
has a splendid earthiness which both shocks and delights. As a painfully-aware 
probing of emotional impotence, No Names . ... No Pack Drill is both morally 
honest and filled with insights into private anguish, unloved personalities and 
wartime's emotional dilemmas. As a war recension, it more than challenges John 
Romeril's The Floating World, and it plays better than much from Buzo or 
Williamson. This is sparkling professional theatre. 

* * * * 
1980 is clearly Bob Herbert's big year in the theatre. For many good reasons 

the production of No Names .... No Pack Drill in the Sydney Opera House 
should move its writer onto the central theatrical scene. His earlier careers and 
degrees of recognition in Victoria, South Africa, Western Australia and New 
England have now had their triumphant and indeed national vindication. 

NOTES 

1. See John Ryan, 'Understanding War Horrors', Australian Arts, The Australian, May 15, 
1979. 

2. Said by him to Keith Thomas and reported in 'Theatre of fun and sun', The Weekend 
Australian Magazine, p.9, November IO-ll, 1979. 

3. An Isolated Case of Heterochromia was published in 1972 by the Department of Univer
sity Extension, University of New England; Mr. Jones in 1973, by the Victoria Council of 
Adult Education; Don't Let the Title Put You Of], in 1973, by the University of New 
England; A Man of Respect in Biala 1978 and by the University of New England, in 1979. 
(See below) 

4. The programme for the New Theatre run defines Heterochromia, following Webster's 
Third International Dictionary, as 'a difference in coloration in two anatomical structures 
or two parts of the same structure which are normally alike in color, (e.g. Heterochromia 
of the iris) .. .'. 

5. A comic escape of sorts is also a plot feature of the last act of No Names . ... No Pack 
Drill (1979). 

6. She has reminded critics of such modern theatre/film eccentric drop-outs as Sally Bowles 
of Cabaret, Holly Golightly of Breakfast at Tif]any's or Oktyabrina in The Girl from 
Petrouska. 

7. See the review article, 'Family Possessions', by J. S. Ryan, Theatre-Australia, Vol. 1. 
No.2, September-October 1976, p. 16. 

8. This fiction recension of the tragedy of Tristan and Iseulte in modern times by A. T. 
Quiller-Couch was completed after his death by Daphne Du Maurier and issued in 1962. 

9. For detailed illustration of all these points, see the edition of the play by J. S. Ryan 
which was published in New England Theatre Texts in 1979. 
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GEORGE SEDDON 

The People of Perth* 

This is a good book, with a wealth of historical research behind it. It is readable, 
full of challenging ideas, and fiercely judgemental. It is very unlike the usual 
official histories commissioned by the city fathers, and the Lord Mayor of Perth 
at the time of publication, the Hon. F. C. Chaney, notes in his Foreword that 
'perhaps its sheer honesty will not win it universal approval'. It is a courageous 
book to have written and to have published. and in that, a tribute to the maturity 
of the City of Perth. 

As good historical writings generally do, this work raises many questions about 
the uses of history. A history book cannot change the past, but it can certainly 
change our perceptions of it, and no one is likely to see the first century of Perth's 
history in quite the same way after reading Stannage. Further, he makes an 
attempt at explanation-both in general and in many specific instances, the past is 
used to interpret the present. Much of this review addresses these interpretations. 

Before getting down to cases, it is worth looking at what the book claims 
and attempts. It is social history, an 'urban biography' focused on Perth within 
its formal city boundaries; these boundaries coincide with those of the capital 
city until this century, so that for its first 80 years or so, the history of Perth is 
effectively the history of Western Australia. But with suburban growth in this 
century, the history of the City of Perth is no longer the history of the extended 
city or the State, so the subject in a sense shrinks in stature as we approach the 
present. This is perhaps in part why the last fifty years get only a short final 
chapter of ten pages. Indeed this is not a history of the people of Perth, since 
more than 90% of all the people who have lived in it have done so in those 
last fifty years. 

The case is put that the early years are what counts: 'By the 1860s, the physical 
and social shape of Perth had largely been determined' (p. I), and a major theme 
of the book is that the gentry of the Swan River Colony, haunted by memories 
of revolutionary and Napoleonic France, established their power early, extended 
it systematically, and reasserted it after the challenges of the gold rush days. 
Both these claims are of great interest, although I doubt that either can be 
sustained other than in part. 

Because much of the book deals with the early years, it is perhaps worth 
emphasising that it is telling the story of a very small community. When I lived 
in Perth in the '50s and '60s the sophisticates of East Nedlands used to describe it 
as 'just an overgrown country town' (which it never was-it was always the seat 

.. Stannage, C. T. The People of Perth: a Social History of Western Australia's Capital 
City: Perth City Council, Perth, Western Australia, 1979, xiv + 304 pp. 
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of government of an area equal to one-third of the United States of America)_ 
But in 1881, after fifty years of settlement, it was little more than a village; 
although proclaimed a city in 1856, Perth had in 1881, just 932 houses (p_ 240), 
and twenty-two years earlier, in 1859, there had been only 500 houses (p_ 127)
The Sydney suburb of Paddington had four times as many houses as Perth in 
1881. Melbourne grew faster in its first five years than Perth in its first fifty, 
and by 1881 was about 30 times the size of Perth (Perth, 9000: Melbourne, 
268000; Census data). There are now, in 1980, some fifty country towns in 
Victoria with as many or more houses than the Perth of 1881. It was compar
able in size with minor country towns in Victoria of today such as Maffra, or 
Cobram, or Leongatha. The point of this crude reminder is that it is very easy 
to lose perspective. Although the history of Perth takes its place as a part of 
urban history along with that of the other State capitals, Perth as a metropolis 
belongs only to the last decade, and it scarcely has a history. It was barely a 
town until after the gold rush years. Yet because it is now an affluent city with 
two universities, both with Schools of History, the small township of the last 
century has been the subject of much research, and of a substantial number of 
postgraduate theses. It is inconceivable that Maffra or Cobram or Leongatha 
should be the subject of fifty or more Master's theses, as 19th century Perth 
has been. Seldom can such a small town have been so minutely studied. 

The facts of Perth's size are noted by Stannage, but they are not emphasised, 
because the approach is not in general comparative, and the work shows some 
of the defects noted by Lampard (1970) in the approach through urban biog
raphy: such biographies 

'do not begin to provide the necessary framework for understanding the 
urbanization of society ... while well-executed city histories and case studies 
can indicate the variety of local experiences that most aggregative studies 
conceal, not enough is known about urbanization and urbanism in general 
to allow the case worker to specify what is peculiar or otherwise in his 
cherished example.' (p. 2) 

However, Stannage gives at least one comparative statistic for 1881: in that year, 
Western Australia had the highest crime rate of any of the Australian colonies 
(p. 99). Ten years after the cessation of transportation in 1868, Western Australia's 
crime rate was seven times that of neighbouring South Australia. The explanation 
ior this is in part implicit in Stannage's description of the social conditions of 
the day. I would also emphasise, as he does not, the sheer poverty of Western 
Australia as an agricultural colony, which even by 1884 was still importing half 
of its food, and Perth around two-thirds (pp. 86, 128). The high cost of the 
necessities of life in Perth was a cause of much of the misery of the labourers 
and domestics, and perhaps also of the rapacity of those who clung to privilege 
and power. A price-list of grocery items in 1834 is shown, with the caption: 
, "The extravagant, not to say extortionate prices of the present day": the making 
of George Leake's fortune?' (p. 51). 

The major theme of the book is 'the acquisition, maintenance and exercise 
of power, and the social consequences of its distribution', and the picture that 
Stannage paints is of a small privileged class maintaining and extending that 
power ruthlessly through the years, manipulating government patronage, the law, 
the banks, the churches, and other social institutions always to their advantage. 
The coming of the telegraph line in 1877-78, for example, is described thus: 
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'Nor were the benefits of speedier travel and information spread evenly 
throughout the population. The principal beneficiaries were the merchants, 
financiers and investors. Indeed early access to information was one of the 
means by which men of high status and the men of enterprise distanced 
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themselves still further from the life chances of the labouring population. 
The telegram had not been invented to enable them to exchange seasonal 
greetings.' (p. 86) 

The rhetorical tone of the last sentence quoted above is typical of Stannage's 
iiterary style, which operates through a heavy use of emotive adjectives, some 
local use of irony, and some sustained ironies that are maintained through many 
pages. It is worth asking how well these devices work, and to what end. In brief, 
the end is to show a power elite very different from that described by Nathaniel 
Ogle (1839, p.83) in a much quoted passage: 

'In point of society, the settlement of Western Australia stands pre·eminent. 
The higher order consists of families well born and well educated, and many 
of them men of rank in the army and navy. The elegancies of life are sedu· 
lously cultivated by them and constitute a distinguishing feature in their 
intercourse.' 

Now for the devices. Strong words (in Illy italics) are common; 'rapaciousness' 
for example is used of Stirling (p. 13). Henry Reveley becomes 'the grasping 
engineer' (p.27); a regiment of the army is 'the besotted 63rd' (p.4l), and 
Captain Richard Goldsmith Meares 'a perseclltor of servants' (p. 47). The growth 
In the demand for convict labour is described thus: 

'From the foundation of the colony they had had their indentured servants, 
black Lascars, orphaned and delinquent children, Hindoos from India and 
Chinese from Singapore-all to occupy the role of the helot class in Swan 
River Society; but still they were dissatisfied' (p. 78). 

And when the convicts came, the ship Scindian 'spewed out its human cargo 
(p.83). Some colonists then left Swan River, but 'the tougher men-the Roes, 
Hapgoods, Meares, the Shentons, the Samsons, the Burges'-stayed to harness 
the convicts and did so as fully as the law would permit' (p. 95). The emotion 
behind such words is justified by the evidence presented but its cumulative effect 
is deadening. 

The ironic tone is used casually in passages like the following about a maid· 
servant, Elizabeth Gamble, accused of murdering her infant, whose charred body 
was found in the ruins of her burned cottage: 

'But however compassionately explained by Mackie' [the Commissioner] 'the 
beliefs held by the gentry were these: women of "that class" were of loose 
morals; women of "that class" lacked the true "parental feeling" of the 
investing class; women of "that class" often committed infanticide and were 
punished for so doing. That all these as.cribed characteristics of working 
class women were the produce of power relationships were not Mackie's 
concern.' (p. 25) 

But the phrase 'the investing class' is not used either casually or descriptively: 
it is one of a set of key phrases which Stannage uses repeatedly to build up an 
Ironic structure. His explication, although never given formally, would presum
ably run something like this: they were in fact 'the investing class', and it is 
proper to describe them so, but they would not have so described themselves
they saw themselves as naturally ordained to exercise power because of their 
inherent superiority. They saw themselves, indeed, as 'fit and proper persons' to 
rule. But that is another of Stannage's oft repeated phrases. His use of the two 
phrases almost interchangeably registers his own perspective. The gentry were 
'fit and proper persons', not because of inherent superiority, but because of a 
stronger economic base. 
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Other elements in the ironic structure are embodied in the title of Chapter 
One: '''A Sense of Place"- Gentryism', where the phrase 'sense of place', which 
was once used to urge a feeling for the genius loci in environmental design in 
Perth, is here taken to indicate a proper grasp of the social hierarchy, a society 
in which every man knew his place. Of course those at the top knew theirs; the 
recurrent fear was always that those at the bottom might not. Thus one can 
see that part of the function of the ironic structure of the book is to underline 
the lack of self-insight among those who had power, and it works well to this 
end. Stannage is describing 'a society in which intolerance was a way of life' 
(p. 36). 

That theme is most fully exploited by the constant use of a phrase, 'the quest 
for internal peace', which comes from the following: in 1847, a colonist 

'wrote to the Perth Gazette 

"It was ordained from the beginning of the world that there should be 
different denominations and classes of people, in order that each nation 
should preserve its own internal peace. It was ordained from the be
ginning that there should be masters and servants ... " 

The quest for "internal peace", whether pursued in the market place, the 
church, the courts, the legislature and local councils, or the general inter
course of everyday life, helped to shape Perth physically and socially. It 
was never achieved completely, for the dreaded "levelling principles of the 
age" touched even the Swan River Colony, and men by inclination and the 
opportunities provided by migration, occasionally resisted their placement 
in the "natural" and ordained order of things.' (p.7) 

Whenever the phrase 'the quest for internal peace' is used in the first two
thirds of the book, it is used ironically, and means in fact the savage repression 
of the underdog. It is also ironically equated with another oft-repeated phrase, 
originating with George Fletcher Moore, that in Perth, 'money can make money'. 
For example (p. 39): 'Thus the Wesleyans became great collaborators in the 
great enterprise of letting money make money.' When the 400 or so Aborigines 
who had inhabited the Swan area at the time of contact had been reduced by 
three-quarters in ten years, and: 

'The leaders no longer bore proud historic names, but carried names given 
them by their white masters and white labouring men .. .' then 

"The battIe of St George's Terrace was over; the enemy had been routed, 
indeed decimated, and a "decent-Civilised- and Christian Society" had 
been established. The quest for "internal peace" was proving successful.' 
(p.44) 

It was even more successful when convicts were introduced, above all in the 
last six years of transportation under Governor Hampton, described thus: 
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'From February 1862, until the arrival of the last convict transport in 1868, 
the Governor of Swan River was Dr John Hampton. Hampton had been 
Comptroller General of Convicts in Van Dieman's Land from 1846 to 1857, 
from which position he resigned suddenly in the midst of a crisis over alle
gations against him of inhumanity and corruption. He drifted round the 
Empire on private business until 1861, when the Duke of Newcastle sought 
his services for Swan River-a tough man for a tough job. On his arrival 
in Swan River, Hampton received an earnest prayer from the Chairman 
of the Perth City Council that during his Excellency's period of office a 
happy unanimity would prevail amongst all classes of the Colony and that 
a merciful Providence would bless and prosper all his undertakings. In 
Swan River he set to one side Colonel Henderson's moral force system: 
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floggings became commonplace, solitary confinement for petty offences was 
reintroduced, a convict's right of appeal against punishment was abolished, 
and tickets-of-Ieave were withheld. He was detested by the convicts and 
at least one attempt was made on his life. Hampon alienated free labourers 
and contractors because he insisted that public works should be carried out 
by the Convict Establishment. He also alienated some members of the gentry 
when he appointed his son as Acting Comptroller General of Convicts, 
though perhaps the outrage was more feigned than real, for nepotism and 
patronage was at the heart of colonial administration.' (pp. 143-145). 

The new Government House was built under Hampton, and Stannage well 
describes its symbolic force: 

'the close resemblance the new building bore to the notorious Tower of 
London and the equally powerful symbol of ancient authority-Hampton 
Court. The similarities were not accidental, for Jewell and the military 
designers knew almost by instinct how best to inculcate feelings of defer
ence alongside a healthy respect for the coercive power of the State.' (p. 145) 

Stann age gives a powerful summary of the symbolic force of the major elements 
in the town plan of Perth in the 1860s: 

'With a military barracks set high at one end of the town, a huge gaol 
dominating the northern sector, and a turretted Government House com
manding the southern and eastern entrances to the town from the river, 
the people ot Perth understood well enough the nature ot their society.' 
(p. 146, my italics) 

Stannage maintains an eloquently effective silence about the future of these 
buildings, both towards the innocence of National Trusting Western Australians 
in the 50s and 60s of this century who could cherish them with ancestral piety 
as heritage from a past they never knew, and the current fate of these grim 
symbols as a dolls-house-scale frieze or fragmented skirting, footnoting the nickel
plated concrete jungle. I find the fate of these buildings of interest in that their 
physical persistence suggests an historical continuity that is largely spurious, 
because their meaning has changed. I think that change has been more significant 
than continuity in Perth, despite the illusion fostered by some long-surviving 
physical and social shells. Stannage notes elsewhere that: 

'In general the people of Perth successfully erased from the collective 
memory of their community much of the experience of convictism.' (p. 1), 

on the face of it a remarkable achievement, since the experience in Perth came 
half a century later than it did in Sydney and Hobart, where the memory is 
still fresh enough (but there is an explanation, to come). 

Does the ironic structure described above work, and is it justified? Despite 
some overwriting, in general the structure works well. The gentry are condemned 
in their own guiding phrases and self-justifying slogans, and the plight of their 
victims is given by straight narrative of their life histories-that of Henry Haynes, 
for example, a tailor who was trapped at every turn by a brutally repressive 
system that denied any real opportunity for social mobility (p. 88). 'No ex-convict 
ever became a member of the Perth City Councilor of the Legislative Council' 
(p. 185). One of the many tales of individual horror is that of William Glover. 
guilty of petty theft from a store. When challenged by a policeman, he denied 
the crime . 

• "His father then took hold of a rope and flogged him till at last the prisoner 
confessed." WiII was carted down to FremantIe Gaol. given two dozen lashes 
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before entering, and, after serving fourteen days imprisonment, received 
another two dozen lashes before being released. William Glover was ten years 
of age.' (p.74, my italics) 

Those of the labouring class who could make their escape to the eastern 
colonies did so (pp.1l3, 132). Those who could not were given no opportunity 
for self-improvement. In 1881, 27% of the total population could neither read 
nor write (p. 119); that is, most of the 'helot class'. Even the Mechanics Institute, 
that great Victorian institution of self-improvement, was taken over and run by 
'fit and proper persons', the self·elected gentry. It was a society that could well 
be characterised by the startling image proposed by Sir Philip Baxter some years 
ago for a 'Lifeboat Australia', with the advice that since we could not save the 
world, we should therefore put our boots to the fingers of those trying to 
clamber aboard the life·boat. That was life in Perth for her first fifty years 
at least, as Stannage paints the picture. He convinces me, but I would like to 
know whether these people behaved any differently from their kind elsewhere. 
I suspect that they were more ruthless because they were more desperate. It 
was a small and remote society, a beleaguered garrison, and it was an agricultural 
colony in which returns from the land were exceptionally meagre and hard won. 
I would also like to have heard a little of their virtues. It was, after all, a rela
tively literate and cultivated group, with a creditable achievement in natural 
history from men and women so few and hard·pressed. Their achievements have 
been well documented by others, but Stannage wholly ignores them. George 
Fletcher Moore, for example, left a record of observations which are quite 
exceptionally rich as a source of information about Aboriginal customs at the 
time of contact; 'letting money make money' is all that Stannage attributes to 
him, and that is misleading. 

But does this past illuminate the present? Stannage thinks it does, both in 
passing comment, and systematically. For instance, in the 1860s, the police suffered 
at the hands of the convicts and vice versa. After recounting one such incident, 
Stannage recounts that 

'in these experiences lie the origins of strongly held and persisting popular 
attitudes towards the police, as well as that prickliness, that defensiveness 
which is so characteristic of the Western Australian police force.' (p.97) 

Perhaps, but I doubt it. The police in Perth seemed to me at least, far less 
prickly and defensive than those of Brisbane or Adelaide, and even if they were 
defensive today, it would be surprising if the major cause lay in such events in 
the 1860s. Nor would it follow from Stannage's own analysis of power rela· 
tions, which would surely assign the police a role as guardians of property and 
the status quo-one which they can fulfil fairly easily in a non·industrial, essen
tially middle-class city like Perth, and with difficulty in a conspicuously inegali· 
tarian city like Sydney or an industrial one like Melbourne with a large working 
class, and a number of social misfits such as are found in most big cities. 

A linking of past and future of a different kind is made in a discussion of 
one of the few radicals thrown up by the middle years of the last century in 
Perth. Joseph Chester, a cabinetmaker, tried to turn the Mechanics Institute into 
a place of free debate: 
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'In an attack on the Crimean War, worthy of a Roebuck or a John Bright, 
Chester urged his hearers to "witness the devastation and obscenity of a 
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pillaged village". (Not until the Vietnam war over a hundred years later 
would some people in Perth speak in this way again.)' (p. 183) 

The perceptions sharpened by Vietnam are thus effectively used to highlight the 
complacency and that lack of sharp critical enquiry that may seem so charac
teristic of Perth. The point is made more directly in another passage describing 
the misery of the labouring class in the first decade: 

'As in the Great Depression one hundred years later, so throughout the history 
of Perth, labourers were told that if they stayed silent then things would 
get better for them.' (p.65, my italics) 

But those in power have always said that, everywhere, so the question becomes 
this: Have the labourers in Perth been more than usually acquiescent, and if 
so, were they so for the same reasons in the 1830s and the 1930s1 I suspect 
that the apparent continuity of attitude is superficial. 

Stannage, however, argues that the basic power relations remain unchanged, 
and this is a major theme of the book. Indeed, it is because they remained 
unchanged that the past can be invoked to explain the present. The great challenge 
came with the goldrush and its aftermath of growth in the capital: 

'At first glance these demographic, economic and political changes were so 
great that it would seem that little of the old ways could survive. A second 
look suggests otherwise. The men of 1884 steered Perth through the 1890s 
and early 1900s. Perth in 1911 was still basically a service city for its rural 
hinterland and the pastoral lands of the north; it remained the centre of 
administration-and the men at the centre of administration were the men 
of 1884.' (p.194) 

and by implication, their sons and grandsons rule today, and the Weld Club 
remains unchallenged. There is surely something in this-the Mayor of Perth 
when this work was commissioned was Sir Ernest Lee Steere, and the type was 
set in the Western Australian Turf Club Building (the WATC being described 
by Stannage as 'the sporting branch of the Weld Club' p. 310). In some ways, 
Perth is a deeply conservative society; I have been much struck by the ease with 
which ex-Rhodesians have found themselves at home in Perth, and their commonly 
expressed preference for it over the other Australian cities. 

But this cannot be the whole story, for Perth is by common consent one of 
the most open, sunny, even-tempered and friendly of societies, with little evidence 
of the class war. Everyone knows this, and so does Stannage, but he tries to 
account for it by an extraordinary conjuring trick. Perth has indeed achieved 
'internal peace'. The conjuring trick is attempted on pp. 249-250: 

'Nor was it strange that Western Australia should be the first State to estab
lish an arbitration court for the settlement of industrial disputes (1902), 
for the quest for internal peace, which had been so prominent a feature 
of Western Australian colonial life since the 1830s, had been furthered not 
weakened, by the goldrushes.' (p.249) 

The double-headed penny here is that the quest for internal peace is now to be 
understood literally, and not ironically. In the 1830s to the 1880s, the quest was 
one-sided only, a blindly brutal defence of prerogative. In 1902 it is a genuine 
two-sided quest, with a labouring class powerful enough to insist on arbitration 
and a new ruling class wise enough to concede it. There is more in the same vein: 

'Historians have seen in the Australia of the 1900s a powerful impulse to 
"assert the dignity of the ordinary man through a new Australian social 
order". Universal suffrage, free education, an arbitration system, a fair wage 
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based upon "the normal needs of the average employee regarded as a human 
being in a civilised community", as Justice Higgins of the Commonwealth 
Court of Conciliation and Arbitration put it in his famous judgement of 
1907-these were at the heart of the new social order. And while great 
inequalities continued to exist in Western Australian society then and later, 
it may also be the case that the rhetoric and reality of a new social order 
were closer in Perth than in any other Australian city.' (p.249) 

He goes on to add that in 1911 Perth had the highest rate of home ownership 
of the Australian capitals. All this is both true and significant, but it is not the 
logical outcome of that rigid inhibition of social mobiliy and restriction of 'life 
chances' that are described so well in the preceding 250 pages. 

The theme cannot be salvaged in this way-it does not work. Curiously, the 
author must have known that from the outset, because he tells us in the intro
duction that perhaps the quest for internal peace: 

'was more successful in Perth than elsewhere in Australia, although it is not 
a purpose of this book to argue that it was so.' (p.7) 

It was a purpose, however, as we have seen both from the passages quoted and 
from the analysis of the major ironic structures of the book. There are two odd 
things about this passage, one being the disclaimer of an evident purpose; the 
other is the glimpse given us that we are to play with a double-header. Stannage 
knows that he can't lose, but is too honest not to know that he has rigged the 
game. 

What surely happened is that Perth virtually began anew in the 1890s, with a 
brand new cast. Stannage gives all the figures: 

'In 1901 just over 50% of the people of Perth and its suburbs had been in 
the colony less than 5 years.' 

Between 1901 and 1911, a further 34,589 people left the southeastern colonies 
for Western Australia. Male popUlation growth in this decade was 40%; for 
women it was a staggering 76%. Some suburbs were full of Victorian emigrants. 
In Subiaco in 1901, only 20% had been born in Western Australia, and the story 
was much the same in Victoria Park, North Perth, and Midland (p.248). And 
these were the people who raised the money for the Children's Hospital in 1909, 
not the wealthy old colonists (p.260), and insisted on 'free, compulsory and 
secular education' (p. 303) which greatly increased social mobility, and reduced 
an inherited right to rule. Much the same events were taking place in the eastern 
capitals at the same time, and what had come about from the goldrush migrations 
was that Perth had joined the mainstream of Australian life. Doubtless some of 
the old colonists still had money and power, but the conditions under which it 
was exercised had changed immeasurably. Above all, Perth was much bigger, 
and for the first time, affluent. After the excitement of the gold years, it did 
indeed settle down again, but this time to the Australian middle-class dream, 
which led to suburban expansion. Given affluence, a pleasant physical setting, 
a benign climate, and nothing to disturb minds that became adept at not being 
disturbed, the Perth dream was very comfortable until the Depression, and again 
after it-but it was peculiar to Perth only in being so fully realised. 

Stannage has a much better model of social change elsewhere in the book: 
the growth of 'urbanism', which came both from an increase in size, but also 
from the attitudes the new migrants brought with them: 'what goldfields men 
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called their "Australianism" was in reality the dominance of urban values in 
their political attitudes' (p. 303), says Stannage, rightly, I believe. All the social 
reforms of the 1890s such as the Married Women's Property Act are seen as 
urban in origin. Other consequences were the withdrawal of 'market-town men 
from City electoral politics', and a growth in non-conformism with a corres
ponding increase in the influence of non-conformist values and attitudes, and 
hence an increase in diversity (p. 305). 

It is a pity that this theme is not developed and documented more fully and 
used to conclude the study somewhere about 1911, because the last third of the 
book lacks structure. It becomes a chronicle of urban events-the history of the 
utilities, such as water, gas, electricity and sewerage, for instance. In short, he 
discusses Perth largely as artefact rather than as society, to use a phrase from 
J. W. McCarty's review of this and other recent histories including Peter 
Spearritt's book, Sydney since the Twenties. That book is largely a chronicle 
of events laced with nostalgia for an earlier Sydney. It makes useful raw material 
for a comparative study of several cities through the same period, which would 
extend the invaluable work of Max Neutze in Urban Development in Australia, 
and of McCarty and Schedvin in Australian Capital Cities. The chronicle of 
suburban expansion is less than history_ 

Stannage has had to face several problems in this book that he has failed 
to solve. The first is that the restriction to the formal boundaries of the City 
of Perth is absurd. The second is that he feels obliged, by a sesquicentenary 
commission, to make some gesture towards carrying the history forward to 1979 
-but his heart is not in it, his boundaries are arbitrary and contrary to meaning 
and significance, his data are not adequate to it, and his method, which works 
well for the early years, then breaks down. The snapshots of individual lives 
are vivid (although we have no way of knowing how representative Henry 
Haynes, William Glover or Elizabeth Gamble were). While the society was so 
small, we certainly know the gentry well, from George Leake to George Shenton. 
The intimacy of this social history has great force, and for Perth people, the 
names are stilI known-the Meares, the Samsons; even the houses are often 
still standing, such as Neil McNeil's house, The Cliff, at Devils Elbow in Pepper
mint Grove (p. 229). And Stannage is relentless in showing how they lined their 
pockets, from Stirling (p.13) to the Forrests (p.222). This approach works in 
the later pages when it happens than an individual was remarkably effective, 
as with W. E. Bold, Town Clerk extraordinary from 1901-1944. Bold (and Harold 
Boas) began and maintained an interest in urban planning in Perth that made 
possible the later work of Stephenson and Hepburn, with the sigificant conse
quence that Perth is the least ill-planned of the Australian capitals. But the social 
history of a city growing in size and diversity cannot be made from the story 
of a few remarkable men. 

Clever undergraduates are sometimes heard to say of an historian that 'he 
asks all the wrong questions', meaning that he does not answer the questions 
that are important to them. Stannage answers very well the one question that is 
basic to his intent: 'What was it like to have lived in Perth during the first sixty 
or seventy years of its being'-but I think he overstates their importance in 
shaping the Perth of 1979. My questions about that City, and my emphases, 
would be to ask why it has been for thirty years or so such a relatively untroubled 
society, little given to self-questioning; also to ask why it is becoming such a 
major target for internal migration, for while Sydney and Melbourne have lost 
population from internal migration, Perth has recently become a place that 
Australians choose if they can. Climate and changes in recreational preferences 
playa part, as does the setting by beach and river. The easy accessibility of all 
of Perth to all who can run a car (and most can) is enviable, thanks to W. E. 
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Bold and the Stephenson-Hepburn tradition of planning, as well as to the still 
manageable size of the city. The relatively high standards of design, for instance 
in the lettering on buildings, are presumably due to the effect of a few individuals. 
The lack of social rancour may have many causes. There were no scars from 
the Great Depression of the 1890s which so marked Melbourne and Sydney, for 
they were boom years in Perth, while the miseries of the Depression of the '30s 
were (or were thought to be) due to external causes, and were not therefore 
grossly divisive. My emphases, however, are based on subjective impression, not 
on scholarly research-and one should remember that 'the Battle of the Barri
cades' was fought in Perth, when many returned soldiers joined forces with the 
waterside workers to expel members of the scabs union which had broken the 
1917 strike from the wharves. 

What part the Weld Club and the Western Australian Turf Club now play 
in the power structure of the city remains to be demonstrated. Much power lies 
in government agencies, both in Perth and Canberra. Old money doubtless still 
has a voice, and the medical barons still speculate in real estate as, according 
to Stannage, they have done ever since the 1890s. Surely new money also has 
a voice, with Alan Bond, Michael Kailis, Robert Holmes A'Court, Lang Hancock. 
The multi-nationals and international bankers are a powerful presence in Perth, 
but power is no longer concentrated in a few hands. Public opinion has force, 
and it can be decisive. 

Perth and Canberra are our two most middle-class cities, and they have some 
things in common. Perth is still substantially an administrative and service city, 
making a living from mining. Nearly all of its money has come from mining, 
broadly interpreted. In May 1901, shortly before his death, Alexander Forrest 
said at a banquet held in his honour that the pastoral stations of the Kimberley 
region were "gold mines" (p. 220), and so they were treated. Deteriorating range
lands in huge tracts of the country show evidence of mining, and much agriculture 
and forestry have also been a form of mining. Perth, to envious Eastern eyes, 
looks like the consumer capital par excellence, an antipodean Kuwait where the 
petty sheiks drive their Mercedes Benz' around the desert sands. I have no wish 
to revive the naive view that the city is parasitic on its hinterland. The mineral 
and pastoral wealth of the State would not be realised without the goods and 
services provided by Perth, and there is an obvious rural-urban interdependence. 
Yet one may note that in 1951, for example, 'Perth held 55% of the Western 
Australian popUlation but created only 37% of the State's product' (Merrett, in 
McCarty and Schedvin, 1978, p.183), and further, reflect that life is a little 
more comfortable in Perth than in Port Hedland. 

The startling unproductivity of the land around Perth itself is still surprising. 
There can be few cities in the world where so much suburban expansion for 
thirty years has been at the expense of previously uncleared land. Most of Dalkeith. 
now almost an inner suburb, was banksia woodland a few decades ago. Sydney 
has cleared virgin bush for suburbia. Melbourne and Adelaide more conven
tionally have subdivided orchard and market garden, like the cities of other lands. 
It is doubly strange then that Perth has established an arcadian image, yet it 
may seem to have done so, and Stannage goes unerringly to the symbolic view, 
and analyses it beautifully 
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Since the beginning of the settlement of Swan River local people and visitors 
walked, rode, or drove up to the top of Mt Eliza and looked back down on 
the town and the river. Painters and photographers have portrayed the scene 
thousands of times. The portrait is always the same-not in detail of course, 
but in mood and inspiration. The river is still, the day is clear (with a haze 
over the Ranges to the east), the foreshore is tree-lined and the buildings 
rise prettily above the foliage. In the immediate foreground are trees and 
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shrubbery providing a frame for the composed scene. The scene itself is an 
arcadia-a statement of the ancient pastoral of Virgil and the landscapes of 
Claude and his British and colonial romantic followers through to the city 
planners of the last quarter of the twentieth century. As Stirling has described 
Swan River in the picturesque language of the romantic era, so Perth has 
been described in word and picture ever since. In short, Swan River forms 
part of the great western tradition of the pastoral idyll, a tradition which 
was central to the gentry's quest for internal peace and belief in a harmonious 
society where men were at one with each other and with nature.' (p.329) 

The view has remained through the years, as symbol of Perth, and picture post 
card, but if the frame and outlines of the view are the same its content has 
changed hugely with the Narrows Bridge, the Freeway and the dreaming tower 
blocks of the concrete mining camp beside them. How much has its meaning 
changed through time? 

REFERENCES: 

Lampard, E. E. 'The dimensions of urban history: a footnote to the "Urban Crisis'" Pacific 
Historical Review Vol. 39, 1970, p. 267. 

McCarty, J. W. 'Melbourne, Ballarat, Sydney, Perth: the new city histories' Historical Studies 
Vol. 19, No. 74, 1980, pp. 1-15. 

McCarty, J. W. and Schedvin, C. B. (Eds.) Australian Capital Cities: Historical Essays edited by 
I. W. McCarty & C. B. Schedwin Sydney University Press, 1978. 

Neutze, G. M. Urban development in Australia Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 1977. 
Spearritt, P. Sydney since the Twenties Hale & Tronmonger, Sydney, 1978, pp. xii-294. 

WESTERLY, No.3, SEPTEMBER, 1980 101 



AUDREY LONGBOTTOM 

102 

Widow 

The new house is smaller. Ceilings 
eyed with light condescend to the bulk 
of furniture, hindrance of silver and 
photographs brought from the old place. 

You admire the modernity of plumbing, 
the frivolous decor of a spare room 
designed to tempt the grandchildren. 
'You can't keep everything,' she observes. 

Her bedroom retains familiar aura. 
Plaster saints, vigilant in the glow of 
votive lamp, calm nightfall of emotion, 
distance the abyss of tomorrow. 

'We'll have tea,' she suggests. Her hands 
stretch uncertain among the best china. 
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BOOKS 

Rosemary Dobson: Selected Poems, Angus & 
Robertson, Modern Poets Edition, 1980, 145 
pp. $4.95. 

With the keenly-felt return of Australian 
poetry publishing to lean years, poetry read
ers can be grateful to Angus and Robertson 
for this reappearance of Rosemary Dobson's 
Selected Poems, now enlarged by poems from 
her most recent volume, Over the Frontier 
(Angus and Robertson, 1978) and generously 
soon after that book's own appearance. The 
fairly close allegiance this poet has kept to 
modes, voices, and subjects established in her 
early work and the comparatively scant critical 
attention her poetry has received could, with
out the easy accessibility of this selection, dis
suade young readers from seeking her out. 

The poetry is disarmingly simple, sometimes 
deceptively so, and as I have intimated, it is 
generally remarkably consistent. Themes and 
subjects remain thoroughly European. The 
early interest in the mystery of art and the 
passing of time, of their relationship, a sense 
of communion with artists of the past and of 
responsibility to their work is maintained 
along with a strongly conservative belief in an 
election to poetry, an election which one late 
poem can conclude delightedly is "Marvellous! 
Marvellous!". ("On Poetry", p. 128). But it is 
not that there is no development in this re
curring interest. The poet of the forties and 
fifties who recounted the stories of painting 
and tapestries, frozen hundreds of years be
fore, on canvas, in weaving, dwelt as she still 
does on her sense of wonder at the way art 
can freeze a moment and carry it forward in 
time to the moment of the poem and all its 
future moments. She wrote also of her wonder 
at being made the new instrument of that 
magic, that laying on of hands. In most of the 
early Poems from Paintings the sharply con
tained present moment of her perception is as 
important as the moment of the past. Thus 
"Still Life" (p. 31) acknowledges the nourish
ment of past art; "Everyman his own Sculp
tor" insists on the present value of the poet's 
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own artistic activity, making this a poem 
which celebrates the self in creation, the get
ting and spending of her own hands: "What 
Life can give-what 1 can make." (p,39) 

In the poetry of Child with a Cockatoo, 
which appeared in 1955, these themes continue 
but with a pleasing development in richness of 
reference, descriptive power and deftness of 
arrangement. "The Raising of the Dead" (p, 
43) perfects a stanza form which combines 
firm management with a rare luminosity of 
diction and ends with a turn in action and 
judgement which is characteristic of the poet. 
This surprise derives as much from the abrupt 
intrusion of the personal voice with its tone 
of amused self -satisfaction as it does from the 
twist of its judgement. Many poems in the 
volume end with these twists, comment based 
on a sense of irony, of the prosaic or anti
climactic, or on a simple enough self-acclaim. 

Later poems which carryon the preoccupa
tion with the art of the past-and they made 
up a fair majority of the poems of Over the 
Frontier-do show a shift in concentration 
and awareness, "The Message in the Bottle" 
(p. 143) presents again the poets' sense of awe 
at the way "any artefact" links the past "to 
what is here and now", and her sense of the 
"providential force" that drives the truthful 
message to the "destined one". However this 
poem's spareness of narration and illustration 
registers a shift from concern with the value 
of rich paintings and tapestries to that of mere 
relics or broken fragments from an older past, 
and this, in turn, extends the thought of the 
poems in the direction of waste and loss, so 
that the sense is not only of the richness of 
survival but also of "the wrack that's washed 
in from the sea". I think that the most import
ant development here is that suggested by this 
awareness of a division in the inheritance, for 
some of the best poems from Over the Fron
tier concern themselves with the illustration of 
this as paradox. 

The best of these poems is the fine medal
lion sequence, "Greek Coins", which shows an 
interestingly new kind of economy of utter
ance. The coins of the title are not described; 
rather, each stanza becomes its coin by a pro
cess of concise imitation of its face or record 
of its inscription and this imitative recording 
mints a new coin by virtue of its simultaneous 
projection of the poet's theme. The theme is 
that now familiar one of the way each relic of 
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the past carries forward in time its value as 
object and statement, but it is extended here 
by a vital sense that the very solidity and con
stancy of each coin is also an "excluding 
round". 

"Beautiful Corinna" reads: 

Claimed, acclaimed as poet of Tanagra. 
In that city's training ground her picture; 
Victor with her verses over Pindar 
Tying up her long hair with a ribbon. 

Here the last line of the stanza and the coin's 
face claim and acclaim a pretty picture but the 
middle lines assert a loss for which the claim
ed beauty does not compensate. "Picture" is 
"victor" over poetry here because of the coin's 
survival and the loss of Corinna's work, and 
the stanza repeats what the coin's survival has 
demonstrated. Similarly, the flute-playing con
test of the stanza of that name lives perilously 
in a remembered inscription, but the coin's 
face shows, by contrast to that playing, a "still 
standing", and an associated memory is of 
"temples fallen and the land laid waste". This 
structure, with its sense of the magicality of the 
paradox, recurs in the sequence; time is so can
celled that a "ruined city" can be a "training 
ground" where stand "heroes and gods half 
hidden by the corn". Or, the paradox is shown 
in the way Dobson's four lines superimpose 
their own present moment upon several other 
discrete moments separated by thousands of 
years: for instance, one stanza draws together 
the moments of Phaedra and Hippolytos's love 
in the trees, of their tearing the leaves to 
"make" the serrated myrtle, of Pausania's 
identifying of the myrtle as he views the grove 
and last, the moment of the reader's sense of 
being present at a present "peeping" moment 
of understanding. 

The sequence is notable for its concision 
and dexterity. Each stanza operates through a 
kind of self-demonstration and each is a con
cise vignette whose character points to the 
fleetingness of the value of each coin and its 
capacity for revaluation. There is a virtuosity 
here hinted at in earlier poems but rarely 
achieved as surely as this. And yet the se
quence ends with a line, "My thoughts take 
fire from the printed page" which, in the 
context of the rest of Dobson's work, has be
come cliched. 

Not all of the later poems are as rewarding 
as "Greek Coins". A neatly self-mocking little 
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poem "Romantic" (p. 122) romantIclses with 
other impUlses, that of "Talking always of 
poetry". There is a sense in which all poems 
are about poetry whether they are ostensibly 
about it or not. Selected Poems gives us, I 
think, rather too many poems which make the 
familiar assertions I listed earlier, making 
their overt subject poetry. The risks of repe
tition are real, especially when the images used 
to write about poetry-water-springs, foun
tains, caves, pools-are drawn from a familiar, 
assertive and narrow tradition. It is true that 
these later poems are written to honour Paus
anias but the reader wearies nonetheless and 
could fairly point out that these ancient springs 
are better defended by the demonstration of 
new life in poems more thoroughly and truly 
new. Although I am myself convinced of 
Dobson's conviction, the romantic tradition of 
poet-election, privilege, wonder at the art of 
poetry seems reiterated here to the point 
where it munds like a smug complacency or 
its opposite, a lack of conviction. For the 
same reasons, the verse itself, however shrewd 
and deft it appears when looked at in small 
sections, can seem merely automatic when one 
recognises the recurrence of certain features. 

Rosemary Dobson is a poet who refers fairly 
frequently to her "questing, restless, troubled 
mind", and one strong poem "Knossos" (p. 
126), dense with the kind of paradox I dis
cussed earlier, also raises the problem of the 
"impossible question": 

Impossible to build the palace again over our 
heads, 

So that one turns with hand to cheek, awaking 
Fro1!l noonday dreaming with an urgent ques

tIOn-
Is the impossible possible? What has happen

ed? 

and the last stanza: 

Do not disturb the gods, do not disturb them 
Asking urgent and impossible questions. 
This is the birthplace of Zeus, home of the 

snake-charming 
Dangerous goddess. Remember here also 
Icarus flying too close to the sun. 
The repeated "Do not disturb the gods" in 
association with a "question", even if it does 
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not consciously echo Prufrock's "Do I dare?" 
and "Do I dare disturb the universe?" re
minds the reader of that poem and its expres
sion of a modern dilemma. "Knossos" at its 
surface, negative level enjoins the reader to 
retreat from the question and to accept a 
security which does not confront the gods or 
fly too close to the sun. But the poem, whi~e 
acknowledging from its first word what IS 

"impossible", opposes this with its own in
stinctive and persistent will to question, thus 
making the question possible (also, by the way, 
building the palace again over our heads, so 
that by the close of the poem it is re-inhabited 
by Zeus and the dangerous goddess). Thus the 
poem is about these opposites, the impulse. to 
risk danger and the impulse to seek secunty. 
The last stanza goes further in that (on one 
reading) it sees poetry as the home of that 
"dangerous goddess" and of daring, the im
possible question Icarus asked of himself. The 
poem cannot be read, then, as a straight warn
ing against questioning or as a proposal of 
safety. Its concluding words, tossed off in the 
unobtrusive Dobson manner, "Remember nere 
also/Icarus flying too close to the sun" makes 
a two-sided warning, for if we remember 
Icarus we remember both disaster and aspira
tion. 

This poem is, I think, a far better poem, 
perhaps because of the strength of this ellipsis 
of meaning, than an earlier one on the same 
theme, "The Tiger", which advised the reader 
to engage with the peril of poetic statement. 
In "Knossos" we have a poet far more aware 
of the inherent deceptiveness of language than 
she was in "The Tiger" (p. 59), a poem made 
unsure by its very flatness of assertion. But 
taking "The Tiger" as a gloss, one can guess 
that the poet of "Knossos" means us to invert 
the warning of the poem and pursue danger 
as the only means to living, either "simple" 
or complex. The question asked cannot be un
asked. The dangerous goddess cannot be 
hustled out of the house. 

H then, poetry is the home of the danger~us 
question, do enough of these poems questIon 
with enough urgency? Do enough poems fully 
express the sense of risk? The alternative is 
surely the very easiness of response that I 
have pointed to as the first danger of repe
tition, that almost reflexive reliance on tradi
tional romantic notions about the poet's 
nature, which can lead the reader to an un-
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easy boredom and to the sense that the poet 
has avoided some necessary challenge. 

The central stanza of "Riverside" puts the 
problem starkly. 

No one comes and no one goes. 
Fishermen on the further bank 
Are still as newsprint dots. The swans 
Are beautiful, but I can see 
Swans with the inward eye and need 
No snowy plumage, lingering curve 
Of throat and folded wing to soothe 
My questing, restless, troubled mind. 
All's quiet, English, undeterred. 

There is much that is exactly right here. The 
stanzaic control, adeptness with line and 
rhyme-suggestion (curve / soothe), the lovely 
satisfying skill of that last line which ties, with 
the first a neat bow about the stanza. So right, 
that what is wrong stands out, our attention 
being drawn to it because the observing "out
ward eye" that described the fishermen is so 
accurate. The poet claims to have an accurate 
"inward eye" that can see swans so weIl it 
has no need of real ones. But alas, it is the 
inward eye that fails the poet here for the 
swans ("snowy plumage, lingering curve, fold
ed wing") summoned too easily to the "in
ward eye" are the swans of literary stereotype, 
not of fresh and new perception. We are 
forced to feel that real swans are exactly what 
the poet needs if she is to go on with the 
craft and its "fascination with what is diffi
cult". 

There are poems amongst these later ones, 
"Being called for", "Cultural Meeting", 
"Greek Coins", "For the Painter Ben Nichol
son" and "Over the Frontier", which suggest 
that Rosemary Dobson, putting off the false 
securities of literary stereotype, may face with 
increasing success the difficulties her poems 
need to explore. 

ELIZABETH LAWSON MASH 

Barry Hill, Near the Refinery, McPhee 
Gribble Melbourne, 1980, 128 pp., $9.95; A 
Rim 0/ Blue, Penguin Books Australia Ltd., 
Victoria, 1980, 143 pp., $2.95. 

The re-issue of Barry Hill's second publica
tion, a collection of short stories, A Rim ot 
Blue (first published by McPhee Gribble in 
1978) to coincide with the recent release of 
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Near the Refinery, launched at Writers' Week 
in Adelaide early this year, suggests either that 
Hill is attracting growing attention from read
ers and critics, or that his publishers feel he is 
worthy of such attention. A current holder of 
an Australian Literature Board Grant, Hill 
writes in the strong Australian tradition of 
short fiction: Near the Refinery is, technically 
speaking, a novella. 

Well-received by reviewers on its first pub
lication, A Rim of Blue has as its epigraph 
lines 3-6 of Wallace Stevens' poem, "The Man 
With the Blue Guitar": 

They said, 'You have a blue guitar, 
You do not play things as they are.' 

The man replied, 'Things as they are 
Are changed upon the blue guitar.' 

An interesting ambience is thus created for 
Hill's stories, each of which involves an ex
perience in the lives of unexceptionable people, 
metamorphosed by the blue guitar of the story 
teller. On the other hand, the rather large 
claim implicit in the use of the epigraph, taken 
as it is from a poem which explores at length 
and in extraordinary and complex depth the 
possibilities inherent in the relatonship be
tween life and art, is not always realised by 
the stories. Many of them remain merely a 
slice of excessively commonplace life, not 
undergoing the potential transformation to 
which Hill's curiously beautiful title, connect
ed as it is with his epigraph, commits him. 

Unlike some of his established contempor
aries practising in the genre, such as Moor
house, Wilding, Carey or Bail, Hill is rarely 
experimental in his use of subject matter or 
in his approach to narrative form. A tentative 
attempt to change his habitual third-person 
narrative stance and flat, rather naturalistic 
prose style in a story such as "Logarithm", 
using a narrated interior monologue to create 
character, a fragmented structure, and a unify
ing symbol (which remains meaningless), is a 
dismal failure. Other stories, less obviously 
flawed, are nevertheless disappointing. "My 
Secret Love", another first-person narrative, 
has an embarrassingly forced, epiphanic end
ing, which bears little relationship to the rest 
of the story, and affords it no illumination. 

However, Hill is more successful when he 
uses situations and characters with whom hI:: 
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appears to feel at ease. The familial relation
ship exposed in the first story of the collec
tion, "Tell Me You Want Strawberries and 
We'll Stop", the experience of the elderly 
watchmaker turned school-teacher in "A Bold 
Headline", the complacently egalitarian Aus
tralian union leader at a Pacific Island Peace 
Conference, whose attitude provokes unexpect
ed violence in "Getting to the Pig", all initiate 
strong, simple story lines. Character is devel
oped through action in these stories, and it is 
significant that the central achievement of 
Hill's new novella, Near the Refinery, is the 
progressive, explicable development of charac
ter. In "A Bold Headline", the simplicity of 
the spare, flat prose, and the objectivity of the 
traditional third-person point of view, suit 
exactly the purpose of the story, which un
ravels meaning in the life of an ordinary man. 
A watchmaker, looking forward to no more 
than a peaceful retirement, Charles Bristol's 
life is changed by his wife's cancer_ Impris
oned for euthanasia, he completes an Arts 
Degree, and on his release from prison is sent 
to teach in a country high school, where he 
recreates the even tenor of his former life, 
reads poetry slightly self-consciously to his 
students, and is regarded by his colleagues as 
"an old fruit". Bristol's mismanagement of a 
talented pupil provides a focus for the story, 
and explicates a central preoccupation of Hill's 
fiction: the belief that life must flow naturally, 
not be subjected to arbitrary shaping. When 
narrative clarity is achieved by a unification 
of form and meaning, moments of everyday 
life are exactly particularised: 

Charles Bristol decided to cultivate his 
pearl in easy stages, with the utmost dis
cretion. He had to approach-tend-the 
thing in the delicate context of his own 
habitat. So one day he wrote on the black
board: SEEING THINGS AFRESH. Then 
he turned to the class, while over the inter
communication system, the Headmistress 
said, 'Would all boys with their fares for 
Cinerama excursion assemble at my office 
immediately.' To what was left of the class, 
Charles Bristol said, 'For the next few 
weeks we are going to do some exercises 
which I think you will enjoy. They are 
about seeing. hearing, touching .. .' 'Girls 
wanting new tunics should be outside the 
women's staff room at 12.30 sharp . . .' 
'wishing, dreaming, none of which is hard 
to do providing .. .' 'Girls seen near the 
boys shelter shed this lunchtime will know 
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what's in store for them . . .' 'we take it in 
easy stages.' 'Thank you.' (p.40) 

Like R. D. Fitzgerald, Hill deals in the "tang
ibles and actualities" of the world, and at his 
best, suggests. in prose what Fitzgerald saw as 
the function of poetry, "to seize upon the 
uniqueness of some occasion and to show 
something of that uniqueness".! 

In his latest publication, Near the Refinery, 
the more extended narrative enhances Hill's 
talent for evolving character through situation, 
while the requirements of his chosen form, 
which lends itself to a tight structure and a 
traditional plot, suit what is at its best a rather 
conservative narrative technique, and obviate 
what seem to be the dangers of experiment for 
this writer. Again, Hill uses a relevant epi
graph, this time from BertoIt Brecht's "Those 
Lost Sight of Themselves". Its last line, 'To 
be young with exuberance and to age with 
relish' establishes a wonderfully sensuous life
ideal, which focuses the preoccupations of the 
novella's main character, and is finally, ironic
ally, shown to be out of reach of his drab 
expectations. 

Near the Refinery deals with the relation
ship between an old man, dying slowly of an 
unnamed, incurable, gradually debilitatingly 
immobilising disease and his son, who is in 
early middle age. In response to his father's 
increasing helplessness the son attempts to up
set the accepted balance between father and 
child, age and youth; pursuing, with distasteful 
insistence, meaning in his own life as he takes 
over his father's. Son visits father once a 
week, to stock his cupboard, and clean him 
and his house, alternating between patronage 
and anxious humility, to which the father 
responds with an engaging testiness. Old Robb 
grows increasingly impatient with his sQn's 
obsessive need to shape and control experi
ence, to arbitrarily force an explicable pattern 
out of the unknowable, unexpected pieces of 
two lives. Watching the night sky with his 
father, Michael Robb asserts his need for 
form in his belief in "the Gnostic conviction 
that our systems were the product of the 
greater circles, that from the purely intellig
ible fire the seeds of everything fell to inferior 
circles to become animate and inanimate 
matter, forms and stones, trees and flesh." (p. 

1 G. A. Wilkes, "The Poetry of R. D. Fitzgerald", 
Southerly, No.4, 1967, p.245. 
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63) Michael Robb's pretension: "We are the 
sediment of a lost heaven" is undermined by 
his father's earthy reply: "Chicken shit." (p. 
64). 

This juxtaposition of narrative level and 
tone continually reveals Michael Robb's com
pulsive reaching for experience through his 
father's life as both pathetic and disturbing; 
while his misunderstanding of the situation of 
the novel-Old Robb's relationship with two 
overdeveloped fifteen-year-old girls who do 
his laundry and visit him on Sundays-con
firms the limitations of his own. 

Thus, the continuing concern of the novel, 
sometimes explored with subtlety, is with 
shifting levels of reality, the difficulty of self
knowledge, and the ambiguities inherent in 
any attempt to state the nature of truth: 

If truth was what accorded with the facts, 
and at the same time facts were states of 
affairs thought to be true, how could one 
be identified without the other? Fact begat 
fact ad nauseum until a constellation of 
facts gave others a certain coherence. 
Truth was, so to speak, in the air from the 
beginning; it had to be refined from the 
beginning, and in that process there was a 
clear knowledge of it as an end product, 
having desirable and undesirable outcomes, 
just as the pipes and ducts, the ladders and 
the flaming towers of the oil refinery itself 
were known to produce and give off good 
and bad things. Yet standing close to the 
plant, it was hard to delineate its parts, or 
to separate its beginning from its end. One 
had to app.roach it from afar, and see it 
whole against the city. Then the pattern of 
its gleaming limbs and extensions of limbs 
was apparent; its power and beauty were 
as plain as the tanks, as the necessity of 
their seductive and ruinous presence. 

As for single, brute facts, Michael Robb 
could state them as follows: on Sunday, 
21 April, the police visited his father, 
charging Henry Lewis Robb with repeated 
and unlawful carnal knowledge of two 
minors, Kaye Fulton and Raymonda 
Petofi; the case was brought before Judge 
and Jury three months later. The old man 
was remanded without bail. (p. 32) 

The disparity between fact and truth is re
created in the inclusive image of the refinery, 
which is both dangerous and attractive, cha
otic yet, if distanced, patterned, and grows 
from the oddly inept title of the novella, 
which seems to p.romise another investigation, 
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perhaps in the manner of David Ireland, of 
Australian technological society. That it is not 
this is immaterial to its success; that the 
image, only tenuously established, disappears 
at this point, leaving the reader wondering un
easily if he or the author has mislaid it, is a 
small but significant indicaton of the lack of 
technical ease in Hill's work as yet. 

Near the Refinery is strongly structured: 
five 'narrative' sections explore human rela
tionships, between father and son, father and 
son and the girls, between Michael Robb and 
his wife, and with his own two teenage daught
ers. These alternate with four 'factual' sec
tions, which set forth initially the character~ 
of the two girls, then use the courtroom in its 
three phases: Counsel for Prosecution, Coun
sel for Defence, and its final stage of cross
examination, verdict and judgement. Through 
this alternation, the structure of the novella 
imposes shape on experience. At the same 
time, form reflects the independent uncertainty 
of that experience, as the subjective 'narrative' 
sections link and double back on one another, 
progressing and revising, both linear and loop
ing, while the objective 'legal' sections move 
forward with matter-of-fact insensitivity, iden
tifying the hopelessness of Michael Robb's 
need to know and live in a world in which 
even inanimate things resist his need: "The 
whole damn house has doubled up and was 
purblind to reality." (p.39) 

However, this structure, like Hill's some
times clumsy insistence on the shifting nature 
of reality, seems overworked: too weighty for 
the small form and for the theme which would 
better suggest, than assert, the nature of the 
man's lives. A nice understatement perfectly 
reveals the moral reality of the imperceptive 
social world of Hill's novel, in which old men 
are always 'dirty' and adolescent girls 'inno
cent': "Mr Fulton had no real objection to 
Raymonda and pointed out that he had several 
migrant friends at work" (p. 24), while lapses 
into prosy overstatement, such as Michael 
Robb's feeling: "that a cycle of events, al
most of their own accord, had completed 
themselves and that he was once again free to 
do the essential and sensible things" (p.97) 
dull the exploration of the nature of reality 
through character and action. 

Over-control is an always present danger for 
a writer of such bare prose, and as in the 
short stories, Hill's style is both an asset and 
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a liability. This is indicated by the fact that 
perhaps the most successful section of the 
novel is the fourth, containing Counsel for the 
Prosecution's address to the court at the open
ing of Old Robb's trial, in which heavy irony 
is appropriate: "Counsel for the Prosecution, 
a tall, wide-eyed man, addressed the court 
with the intonations of someone raised in pros
perous pastures", yet spoilt by overemphasis: 
"a landscape where the sun silvered the pad
docks by ten in the morning." Here, however, 
the perfectly caught intonations of legal jargon 
do provide their own parody: 

That sexual congress had occurred and oc
curred repeatedly, Counsel claimed, was 
no more to be doubted than the disparity 
between the ages of the injured parties and 
the accused, as the accused was old 
enough, not only to be their father but 
their grandfather, which was, properly 
speaking, an age of wisdom, restraint, res
ponsibility, and, to the likes of most people, 
a time of encroaching serenity that comes 
from the natural decline of certain physical 
needs, or at the very least, a period in life 
when it was possible to contain or surpass 
any excesses of desire. (p.56) 

Near the Refinery could well make an inter
esting film. Unmistakably Australian, it is full 
of light and colour, energy and movement, and 
its ironic structure, alternately contemplating 
the complexity of men's lives and the apparent 
simplicity of the bureaucratic factualising of 
these lives, seems suited to that medium. 

DELYS BIRD 

Elizabeth Harrower, Down in the City, Cassell, 
London, 1957, not yet republished. The Long 
Prospect, Cassell, London, 1958; Angus & Rob
ertson paperback, Sydney, 1979, 208 pp., $4.95. 
The Catherine Wheel, Cassell, London, 1960; 
Angus & Robertson paperback, Sydney, 1979, 
220 pp., $4.95. The Watch TrOwer, Macmillan, 
London, 1966; Angus & Robertson paperback, 
1979, 219 pp., $2.95. 

I first came across reference to Elizabeth Har
rower in Anne Summers' book Damned Whores 
and God's Police where in the first chapter, 
"A Sexist Culture", she discusses how women 
writers in Australia have been denied serious 
consideration of their work. Summers writes: 
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"Elizabeth Harrower must possess a very spe
cial strength and conviction to be able to con
tinue to write her splendid books about women 
for a world which mostly fails to acknowledge 
their existence." In her introduction to Aus
tralian Postwar Novelists Nancy Keesing dis
cusses the omission of certain writers. Elizabeth 
Harrower, she says: " ... awaits the critical 
assessment that her four novels deserve. She 
is a perfectionist of small output, but her rare 
books display equally rare qualities of style and 
depth of understanding and interpretation." 

After being out of print for some time three 
of Elizabeth Harrower's books are now avail
able in paperback. However she is still a little 
known writer in Australia despite her inclusion 
in most surveys of Australian fiction. 

Down in the City, Harrower's first novel, 
displays many of the themes and preoccupa
tions that she develops in her later novels. It 
does not fully succeed as an imaginative work, 
partly due to a lack of surety about the real 
focus of the novel. This is exemplified by the 
prologue which establishes a symbolic setting 
and introduces themes that are not fully ex
plored in the novel itself. The prologue seeks 
to define the two worlds that the central charac
ters, Stan and Esther, first inhabit and never 
really leave emotionally. Esther belongs to one 
of the oldest and wealthiest suburbs of Sydney, 
Stan is at home in the rough and tumble world 
of the Cross. Despite most of the novel being 
set in Kings Cross, where Stan and Esther live 
after they marry, we never really sense the 
brightness nor the wickedness that the pro
logue tells us of. Though the alienation of the 
two worlds can be seen in the estrangement of 
the two main characters, their problems seem 
more to do with lack of communication based 
on personality rather than class or sociological 
differences. Certainly Stan resents Esther's 
family and background but the kind of schema
tisation introduced in the prologue is never 
developed. 

Other aspects of the prologue are sustained 
though. The sense of city environment and 
climatic change affecting life-style is skilfully 
woven into the narrative. Harrower contrasts 
the beach worship of Sydneysiders in summer 
with the puzzlement of "New Australians" who 
cannot comprehend this mindless response. At 
times she suggests that there is more than just 
languor and hedonism; for instance, in the char-
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acter of Stan she introduces hints of violence 
that are linked to the city environment and the 
climate. 

The portrayal of Stan is one of the real 
strengths of the novel. Stan is a lonely man, 
traumatised by his orphanage upbringing and 
deeply distrustful of both women and the 
"upper classes". He is thus doubly alienated 
from Esther. His portrayal has some similari
ties of insight and sensitivity with the character 
of Bert in the more recent Australian novel, 
Thoroughly Decent People by Glen Tomasetti. 
Harrower captures through Stan's thoughts the 
many different facets of his personality, while 
revealing his inability to stand back and analyse 
himself. Passages such as the following reveal 
his confused morality, his childish determina
ton to justify his own deeds, his affection for 
Esther and his alternative blame and exonera
tion of her for his drinking bouts: 

It was right to stop when a man had a hang
over every day, and his stomach felt crook, 
and he couldn't keep track of the boys. But 
then, it had been right to start when a man 
couldn't visit an old friend like Vi without 
feeling guilty, when he had the thousands 
and the wife he'd always wanted, and hardly 
cared. 

Was it Est's fault? No, he couldn't exactly 
say that. All he was saying was that he 
wasn't in the wrong. (p.107) 

Esther, while in many ways an unsuccessful 
character, is paralleled with Stan in having a 
childhood that has stunted her emotional 
growth. Her father, full of the best intentions 
and concerned to shield her from corrupting 
influence, had isolated her at home and "shackl
ed from childhood with completest freedom" 
she is unable to deal with a world of shifting 
moral values and hypocrisy. She falls in love 
with Stan almost over night but is apparently 
unable to provide the emotional warmth that 
Stan finds in his mistress Vi. The novel tells 
us that Esther feels passion but all we usually 
see in her characterisation is a carefully con
trolled surface. When we do plumb below this 
exterior Esther seems to inhabit a frighten
ingly solipsistic world: 

She saw behind the wall of skin and bone 
that was each face to the animal that lived 
behind the eyes, to the cruel pathetic crea
ture that lived alone from birth to death. 
p.184) 

109 



There is similar animal imagery used when 
Esther confronts Vi. It is here that Harrower 
most successfully contrasts the two experiential 
worlds she establishes in the prologue. In reply 
to Esther's challenge of "the thing to do", Vi 
reacts in amazement: 

'Where did you live before you met him? 
In a convent?' She looked at her curiously. 
'This is nothing new-this kind of thing
it happens all the time.' (p. 193) 

The theme of materialism and the nouveau 
ric he (whom Harrower obviously distrusts) is 
explored in Laura Maitland, Stan and Esther's 
next-door-neighbour. There is a kind of benign 
viciousness in Laura that Harrower seems to 
see reflected in Australian society generally. 
Lilian and her friends have it in The Long 
Prospect. It is a viciousness of bigotry and 
puritanism, condescension and manipulation. 
Laura is not the evil character some critics 
have suggested but she does have a lack of 
self knowledge and sensitivity that marks the 
destructive characters of Harrower's novels. 

Down in the City fails to develop dramatic 
possibilities through imagery and counter
pointing that could have made it a really inter
esting novel. One is left with a sense of flatness 
after reading this novel despite its many 
strengths. 

The cover of the Angus & Robertson paper
back edition of The Long Prospect includes a 
quote attributed to Christina Stead: 

Elizabeth Harrower's masterpiece . . . a 
book subtle and straightforward, withheld 
and passionate, so honest and sympathetic 
in its story of the first affections of a very 
young girl, almost adolescent, that it has 
no equal in our writing. This book is of a 
quality not elsewhere met here. 

While I do not think that The Long Prospect 
is the best of Harrower's novels I also feel 
that criticism has insufficiently analysed the 
strengths of the book and has failed to recog
nise its weaknesses. Thus it has at times been 
praised for the wrong reasons-as a satiric 
picture of an industrial town for instance. 

The novel deals ostensibly with Emily, a 
young girl desperately in need of friendship 
and affection. Trapped in the world of a selfish, 
sardonic grandmother who is more interested in 
her cronies and the races than in her grand
daughter, the child finally discovers a mentor 
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and soulmate in Max, the middle-aged man 
who comes to board in the house. The relation
ship between Max and Emily is destroyed by 
jealous and uncomprehending adults eager to 
view their relationship in a sexual light. 

The pictures of Lilian, the grandmother, and 
her daughter (and Emily's mother) Paula, are 
the real strengths of the book. Harrower chan
nels the obvious anger she feels towards such 
a selfish and destructive character as Lilian 
through restrained yet cutting irony. She also 
focuses the point-of-view through characters 
capable of introspection and moral analysis
Max, Thea and to some extent Emily. Thea 
had boarded with Lilian several years ago and 
befriended Emily. She had met Max through 
work and developed a close relationship with 
him that was thwarted by Max's marriage. Both 
Max and Thea have a strong sense of respon
sibility and awareness of others-capabilities 
quite lacking in Lilian and Paula. Yet the novel 
does not condemn outright their lack of human 
sympathy and understanding. Harrower recog
nises the complicated bases of human action 
and response_ 

Yet this sympathy is tempered by an apprais
al of the destructive power of characters such 
as Lilian on the sensitive and the vulnerable. 
Emily is the victim of Lilian's indifference and 
spitefulness and the consequences for the child 
are devastating as Max soon discovers: 

That crushing uncertainty had been, when 
he first came, the most noticeable thing 
about her. She had a quite extraordinary 
lack of confidence. That had not surprised 
Max for long. Even now, occasionally, he 
saw her crucified by Lilian's sarcasm, 
when, provoked to stammering rage by 
some piece of hypocrisy and ruthlessness, 
she sallied out wordless, flashing eyed, her 
whole nature pressed rigid against what she 
could sense of Lilian's underlying motive. 
(p. I 35-all subsequent page references are 
to Angus & Robertson's paperback edi
tions. ) 

Max interprets that motive as sadism, though 
that is perhaps an extreme label for Lilian's 
love of manipulation. In the portrayal of Paula, 
Harrower creates a more complex personality. 
Paula is continually evading her emotional 
responses to the power relationships operating 
within her family. She is almost totally incap
able of introspection but is racked with doubts 
and fears from her subconscious. Through her 
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we get a masterly insight of the complex psy
chological implications of the mother jdaughter 
relationship: 

She shook a tired, submissibe head in 
answer to her mother's rhetoric. She had 
so trained herself that any treacherous 
thought was blocked at its subconscious 
source. For the most part her thoughts 
about her mother were of a mythical nature 
-pure and reverent. For after all, she would 
think, a propos of she knew not what, she is 
my mother, my own mother. And the curi
ous connotations of that 'after all' were 
never probed. (p. 24) 

Paula clings fiercely to a belief in the family 
despite her own long estranged marriage, her 
inability to establish any sort of emotional re
lationship with her daughter and her aware
ness of her mother's many 'friendships' with 
men. Living in a confusing moral world, Paula 
has adopted a rigid morality based on stereo
types, prejudices and hypocrisy. Paula's 
thoughts and judgements are a telling repro
duction of Lilian's own speech patterns and 
values mixed with stereotypes of correct be
haviour. By the end of the novel Paula has 
restored the family that she espouses to be
lieve in. However she is consciously acting as 
a child for she knows that to face her adult 
feelings would destroy the material comfort 
and acceptable role she has regained. It is left 
to Emily to see her parents as they really are. 

The character of Emily overall poses Har
rower with some problems which are never 
quite resolved. We are told about her suffer
ings through characters such as Max more than 
we see them at first hand. Emily also appears 
more as a medium through which to view this 
world than as a character in her own right. It 
is difficult to know how seriously we are meant 
to take her sudden blossoming into adolescent 
wisdom. However there are some wonderful 
scenes of childhood friendship and betrayal. 
Emily's desperate search for schoolfriends and 
teacher approval reveal her own insecurity and 
the difficult and often calIous world of child
hood: 

The girls stood watching and listening with 
mindless curiosity. Emily and Alice, know
ing this now to be their last encounter, 
smiled tightly at each other like small
mouthed animals. 

'June's going to be my best friend now 
and my mother's glad. She says your grand-
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mother's a disgrace and that Mr Rosen liv
ing there isn't respectable. She says -' 

The bell rang for assembly and they stam
peded from the shed, clasping lunch-boxes, 
throwing up knees and feet, tearing across 
the wet playground. 

'June! June!' screamed Alice. 'Wait for 
me!' She threw a backward glance over her 
shoulder at Emily and sped to join her new 
friend. (p.55) 

Harrower's attempts to extrapolate from 
analysis of her group of characters to judge
ments of Australian society are less successful. 
One feels the imposition of social analysis that 
is not integrated into the narrative. By The 
Watch Tower one sees her handling outside 
events such as the war to create unifying im
ages and themes. There is little sense in The 
Long Prospect of an environment at all, though 
Harrower is skilled at creating scenes when she 
attempts them, such as the atmosphere of the 
schoolyard and industrial noise invading Lili
an's conversation with Thea. 

The Catherine Wheel is to my mind the least 
successful of Harrower's novels though it does 
have an energy and vitality and, at times, a 
whimsical humour that are attractive. Clem
ency James, the narrator, is 25, possesses a 
shrewd sense of her own needs and self sur
vival and is able to examine ironically other 
people's ideas and values. She is studying Law 
by correspondence, has a small circle of close 
friends (intellectuals with social consciences) 
and tutors French. Into her life comes Chris
tian Roland, a handsome and, so he says, out
of-work actor reduced to cleaning windows in 
the block of flats where Clemency lives. He 
seems to be trapped by a weakness for alcohol 
and the possessiveness of his middle-aged mis
tress, Olive. Clemency embarks on a mission 
to rescue Christian (by teaching him French, 
thus giving him a purpose in life). In the pro
cess she falls in love, has both her emotions 
and her bank account ravaged and emerges 
from the experience physically and emotion
ally weakened. If this precis sounds somewhat 
melodramatic this is an accurate reflection of 
the novel. In fact Elizabeth Harrower exploits 
melodrama very deliberately. At times an 
ironic balance is maintained between highly 
charged situations and Clemency's satiric view 
of them. However, too frequently the novel tips 
over into real melodrama and ironic distance 
is abandoned altogether. The real problem of 
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the novel is the portentous nature of Clem's 
relationship with Christian. We move uneasily 
from bantering melodrama to suggestions of 
depth and suffering that the novel simply 
doesn't bear out. This relationship with Chris
tian supposedly puts her back in touch with 
inner response after years of emotional atrophy, 
though what has caused this is never quite es
tablished. Yet what we see of this relationship 
seems so shallow and Christian so unremittingly 
awful that it is almost impossible to be con
vinced of Christian's attractive qualities or of 
Clem's involvement. 

The title The Catherine Wheel links up with 
recurring imagery of light and darkness, bril
liant beauty, destruction, voids and loss of 
control. Most of these images centre around 
Christian and have ironic implications. Is Chris
tian to be admired for his 'briIliancy' or is he 
a 'one night wonder' with all the destructive 
potential of fireworks? While this imagery 
could have had an integrating effect it fails to 
convince for the same reasons the portrayal 
of Clem and Christian's relationship fails
portentousness and vagueness. 

This novel does achieve an exploration of 
the process of obsession. A fine balance is 
achieved between presenting Clemency as a 
character with inteIligence, discrimination, 
maturity and sympathy and demonstrating that 
these very qualities allow her to be drawn into 
this destructive relationship. The first-person 
narrative is used to achieve distance from 
Clemency. In the following passage one can 
sense the blows to her self identity when all 
she can sense is numbness: 

'Couldn't we be happy together? You want 
that, too, don't you?' he repeated softly. 

Did I? I just had no idea. I simply 
couldn't tell. Trying to edge away from the 
blank space where some opinion should 
have been, I said without smiling 'What 
difference would it make if I did?' (p. 131) 

In the end though one fails to care what 
happens to the characters. Clemency's deter
mined devotion to the shallow self-centred 
Christian makes one feel she deserves all she 
gets. The novel has been compared to Maurice 
Guest and it does share the same concern for 
obsessive and destructive love. The difference 
is that Richardson portrays intensity of feeling 
and the inner lives of both Maurice and Louise 
in ways that convince one of the basis of the 
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attraction and the course of the relationship. 
Christian just never convinces in any sphere-
as a lover or as a cad. 

The Watch Tower is, I believe, a successful 
integration of the strengths of the other novels 
with few of their weaknesses. In this novel Har
rower seems much more at ease with symbolic 
imagery and much readier to allow the charac
ters to express themselves rather than speaking 
for or about them. She is able to sustain an 
atmosphere of menace without tipping the plot 
over into melodrama. A large range of charac
ters are handled convincingly without allowing 
peripheral characters too great an attention, 
which was a problem at times with the earlier 
novels. She is also able to comment obliquely 
about Australian society and the pursuit of 
materialism in a striking and convincing fashion 
without the didacticism and lack of integration 
one finds in Down in the City and The Long 
Prospect. 

The Watch Tower opens with the situation 
of a mother who, lumbered (in her eyes) with 
the responsibility of two daughters after her 
husband's death is more than ready to see the 
eldest married off to a middle-aged business 
man and have the youngest, Clare, included as 
part of the 'package deal'. Thus freed she can 
set sail for England where civilization awaits 
her after the barbarity of Australia. While 
Stella is even worse than Lilian in her callous 
disregard for her children we do not sense an 
author stepping to the fore and there is no 
moral spokesperson such as Max to analyse 
her actions. The situation and the perceptions 
of the two daughters reveal to us the destruc
tive egoism of this mother. Careful distinctions 
are made between the way each sister reacts, 
which will be a forerunner of their response to 
Laura's husband Felix who traps them in a 
similar but much more iniquitous way. Clare 
watches and reflects, Laura excuses and keeps 
busy. 

As in the previous novels, this work is con
cerned with modes of freedom, especially psy
chological freedom. Laura thinks she will find 
freedom in marriage but she can only envisage 
it in negative terms: 

The knowledge that she could, if she chose, 
be relieved of all her responsibilities, lifted 
Laura to such heights that she felt almost 
literally buoyant. Not to have to worry and 
plan for three seemed so glorious a collec
tion of negatives that Laura supposed she 
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must be terrifically happy. Evidently, it 
looked as if she loved Felix Shaw. (p.40) 

Clare gradually comes to realise that simply 
the absence of certain responsibilities and the 
presence of much material comfort is insuffi
cient to excuse the psychological pressure they 
live under. She perceives that how they live is 
not 'normal'. She comes to be sure that people 
can be happy, have friends, read books and 
have ideas despite Laura's uncertainty and 
Felix's determination to prove the opposite. 
Clare commences a search for "goodness". 
Despite the discovery that most of the outside 
world is mercenary and shallow she does not 
lose "heart" ( an important motif in the novel). 
She comes to learn that one can live indepen
dently and that one does not need to possess 
and dominate. Though her values seem to mark 
her as an alien, Clare does not have the porten
tousness and abstractness of characters such as 
Max and Thea. She has become a survivor in
stead of a victim and of the four novels this is 
the only one to end with a sense of hope for 
autonomy and freedom. 

The style of this novel has frequently been 
described as flat and certainly, as with most of 
Harrower's writing, there is a refusal to em
bellish or invigorate the prose. She deals fre
quently with negated or atrophied states of 
feeling and her prose reflects this. Yet she can 
also express joy. However in this novel scenes 
that allow the sisters some happiness are fol
lowed by devastating reversals. Felix seems 
perversely determined to destroy any hope and 
seems to deliberately set up happy family 
scenes in order to shatter them. Clare learns 
to close in on her feelings and not allow Felix 
any point of leverage on her. Laura's desperate 
despair is channelled into house-cleaning, busi
ness and a search for Felix's happiness. She is 
continually thwarted in all three areas by 
Felix's drunken rampages, arbitrary sell-outs at 
low prices and constant pessimism. Laura is 
left to move in a fog, never able to react in 
positive ways for fear she will be trampled on. 
Thus reality becomes a strange distorting 
mirror. The novel constantly explores the con
cept of 'reality'. Is Felix just bad tempered or 
is he a demon? What is happiness-a lack of 
sorrow or a positive feeling? Is the real world 
what the Vaizey girls experience or what the 
films depict? What is worse-the war out there 
or the war within their household? 
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The "watch tower" of the title is both Felix's 
house from which Clare looks out on the world 
and her own psyche that allows her to retreat 
from the life-destroying values around her. It 
also acts as a dual image of imprisonment and 
retreat, reflecting the dark imagery of war, 
concentration camps and prisons that run 
throughout the novel as well as an image of 
light, separation and sanctuary. 

The melodramatic aspects of the situation 
Harrower describes are controlled by framing 
Felix's presentation in a fairy tale-that of 
Bluebeard. Thus the story is given a depth and 
a nightmarish quality that melodrama fails to 
achieve. The gothic elements of the tale are 
counterbalanced by the very palpable suburban 
setting and the constant realisation of the 
human suffering involved, for both the girls 
and Felix. For while Felix can be a tyrannical 
sadist he is also a pathetic and lonely man des
perate for approval. 

This novel has a cinematic quality to it, both 
in the rapid cutting technique and the sharp 
visual aspects reinforced by recurring motifs. 
It is a complex, mature novel which deserves 
much greater recognition than it has received. 
It reveals the very great skill Harrower posesses 
in psychological presentation of character and 
her concern with moral values, together with 
her ability to move beyond 'naturalistic' pre
sentation into an eerie world of nightmare and 
shifting realities. 

NOLA ADAMS 

Responses: Selected Writings, A. A. Phillips, 
Australia International Press Publications, 
1979, vi + 236 pp. 
Chris Wallace-Crabbe, Toil and Spin, Two 
Directions in Modern Poetry, Hutchinson 
(Australia), 1979. 

The story of the Emperor's Clothes is a cau
tionary one for critics: sometimes it may be 
cleverest to be naive. This at least is the im
pression that arises from these two disarmingly 
simple but, I suspect, important collections of 
critical essays. Of the two directions Wallace
Crabbe indicates in his title, the elitist and the 
populist, both writers take the populists', 
Phillips professedly and at times polemically, 
Wallace-Crabbe more shyly but nevertheless 
surely. The fact that Mr Wallace-Crabbe is 
one of our more distinguished poets, one whose 
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work can stand up in any company here or 
elsewhere and Mr Phillips a critic whose long 
and close association with Meanjin, together 
with his book The Australian Tradition, have 
made him perhaps one of our most influential 
critics gives us an opportunity to consider this 
tradition that Mr Phillips has championed and 
exemplified. 

To him, then, first. His position is not as 
simple-minded as he pretends-after all, Dr 
Johnson was also a no-nonsense man. What he 
relies on is the cut-and-thrust of discussion, 
discussion which ranges as widely in the com
munity as p.ossible and is not the preserve of a 
mere scholarly circle. Life, impact upon others, 
matters most: "Professionalism gives a critic's 
work a valuable solidity. It gives the brooding 
time needed to hatch the eggs of thought. But 
unless the critic can also sustain the essential 
impulse of the matter his work will be as dead 
as mutton." (p.15) 

Unpretentiousness, then, becomes a critical 
style. Nevertheless the simplicity of his lan
guage does not extend to his responses of the 
works and ideas discussed. These responses are 
invariably subtle, often witty and sometimes 
sharply original. Mostly, too, he is construc
tive rather than destructive. If he does have to 
say that the Emperor has no clothes on he 
contents himself with that, instead of adding a 
general dressing down. True to his notion of 
the critic as a kind of literary Ombudsman. he 
reserves his strongest attacks for scholarly criti
cism. John Docker's Australian Cultural Elites, 
for example, rouses him-he entitles his essay 
on it 'Through A Glass Absurdly". Phillips is 
especially critical of Docker's discussion of 
what he knows most about and has been per
sonally involved with for many years-Mel
bourne, Meanjin and the people involved with 
it-and his reasons are revealing: 

The picture is distorted because Docker's 
handling of the evidence is over-confident, 
wishful thinking, and plumb careless. More
over, Docker's picture of the period of 
Meanjin's growth inevitably suffers from 
the disadvantage that he did not live through 
it. This is compounded by his constant em
phasis on abstract principles regarded with 
a somewhat dehumanized absolution. (p. 
17) 

Phillips's strengths and weaknesses are 
equally evident here; his suspicion of ideology, 
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his respect for the facts and for the unique
ness of particular people and situations, as 
well as the dogmatism, the conservative im
patience with new methods and new ideas 
which suggests a certain lack of intellectual 
curiosity. It may be, as he suggests, "usefully 
corrective to see the picture more pragmatic
ally through the eyes of a participant" (p. 17), 
but to take one's stand on this kind of prag
matism is to forbid history ever to be written 
or revisions of literary views, fashions or 
methods. to be made-a curious position for 
the author of a book which undertook to de
fine The Australian Literary Tradition. His 
attack on H. P. Heseltine's essay on "The Aus
tralian Literary Heritage" is on similar lines, 
though here perhaps his appeal to experience 
is more cogent. Where Heseltine attempts to 
set Australian writing in the context of literary 
Modernism, Phillips protests that the premises 
from which writers like Lawrence and Furphy 
start are not those of the Modernists but more 
robust, less self-referential, and that the sense 
of life their works generate is different. "This 
difference of view is related to a difference of 
environment" (p.45), he argues. Modernism 
is essentially the product of advanced industri
alism whereas the Lawson-Furphy tradition 
expresses life on the frontier; for writers in this 
tradition what mattered was not so much in
ward exploration as the "challenge of circum
stances". This is good as far as it goes: Phillips 
is a critic acutely aware of the relationship be
tween literature and life. The problem is that 
his definition of life is perhaps limited and 
limiting. Arguably, the writers of the nineties 
were exempt from the pressures at work on 
writers like Conrad and Lawrence (personally 
[ do not think they were), but this can hardly 
be said of writers like "Brennan, Richardson, 
the Vision Group, Boyd, Hope, White and 
others" whom he convicts of "loyalty to the 
artist aristocracy", that is, of Un-Australian 
Activities, and thus dismisses them. 

Nevertheless, to point this out is to say no 
more than that A. A. Phillips has his limits as 
a critic, as even the greatest of critics does. 
Moreover, it could even be argued that limits 
of the kind he has-a certain dogmatism, a 
passionate belief in a loyalty to his own literary 
tribe and its values-are also virtues: the best 
literary discussions are usually debates, and 
blandness is far more damaging than passion 
in a culture like ours where literature weighs 
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very lightly on the minds of most. Dr Johnson's 
personality, after alI, was part of his critical 
equipment and as Brian Kiernan's introduction 
to these essays suggests, so is A. A. Phillips's, 
even if lightness and verve replace Johnsonian 
ponderousness, and a deft empiricism substi
tutes for Johnson's appeal to general and im
mutable principles, making him as true to his 
context as Johnson was to his. In this sense his 
criticism reflects what A. G. Stephens caIIed 
the typical Australian spirit, "a sceptical and 
utilitarian spirit that values the present hour 
and refuses to sacrifice the present for any 
visionary future lacking a rational guarantee". 
Each work is to be taken on its merits, and 
pleasure rather than moral improvement or 
even social uplift is the goal. To "show what 
is present in a book to sharpen ... responsive
ness ... (is) by far the most valuable task of 
criticism". (p.120) 

He is thus a critic in the Australian tradition 
as he defines it, following Furphy-"temper 
democratic; bias, offensively Australian". Even 
granted that many of these essays were origin
ally newspaper reviews or radio broadcasts 
their liveliness and ability to engage the inter
est and respect the sympathies of ordinary read
ers contrasts with the mandarin tone evident 
in so much contemporary criticism. A. A. 
Phillips not only believes in the Common Read
er, he also knows how to talk to and with him. 
At the same time, a democratic temper and an 
Australian bias do not make for sympathy or 
understanding when he comes to move out of 
his own context to approach writers like Nabo
kov, for instance, or Edith Wharton whose 
works he convicts of ~'anaemia ... the disease 
of the highly civilised culturalists". The title 
of his essay on Nabokov, "Egoist's Exile", in 
itself suggests the limitations of what is in the 
long run a folk criticism-using 'folk' in the 
best sense of the word. Faced with the sophis
tication, the moral, linguistic and intellectual 
subtleties of a writer like Nabokov the provin
cial invokes his own moral categories in self
defence. Yet the virtue of this provincialism is 
commonsense-one of the most necessary but 
also one of the rarest of critical virtues. This 
commonsense insists, as Mr Phillips does, that 
imaginative intuition is not the only basis of 
literature and leads him to prefer his reading 
of Australian literature to Heseltine's more 
sophisticated attempt to relate its concerns to 
those of Modernism. For him writers and read-
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ers are primarily people who live in society 
and have obligations there, obligations which 
evidently he would see as primary ones. In his 
commonsense way, he sees books as books, as 
means to pleasure and not as the substitute for 
anything else, philosophy, religion or politics. 
This saves him from the danger to which his 
concern with the relationships between litera
ture and life exposes him, a political reading 
of literature. '''Writing need not have a social 
reference in order to have a social value," (p. 
43) he points out. The private life in this view 
is the source of the public values which matter 
-a view which supports Donald Horne's con
tention that the Australian equivalents of the 
conservatives Australian society needs are to 
be found in surprising places. Nor is this view 
merely sentimental. Phillips' work on the Aus
tralian tradition, his long assocation with writ
ers and readers has put him in touch with the 
way in which social meaning is constructed 
and his conclusions here echo those of the 
American sociologist Peter Berger in his im
portant book, The Social Construction of Real
ity: A Treatise In The Sodology Of Know
ledge. 

Though it limits his response to more sophis
ticated literature, Mr Phillips's Provincialism 
is thus an asset in his chosen field. His essay on 
"Provincialism and Australian Culture" is one 
of his best, putting simply and compellingly 
what more scholarly critics and sociologists 
might stumble over, and basing his argument 
on a premise that shows both commonsense 
and respect for the artistic process; that the 
artist must be true to the situation in which he 
finds himself. Equally, he calls for respect on 
the reader's part for the writer's task, readiness 
to read the works that are given and not to 
demand what is said to be necessary or fashion
able. Fashion, he points out, is perhaps the 
great enemy of writers and readers of integrity, 
and the great strength of a provincial culture 
is the freedom it allows to be unfashionable, 
to respond for oneself rather than according 
to a formula. This freedom is evident in the 
discussion of Judith Wright's poetry with which 
this essay concludes. Allowing that with its 
dangerous simplicity of language and feeling 
this is very unfashionable poetry, he argues that 
this precisely is her strength, that she is able 
to write well in a way very difficult if not poss
ible to writers elsewhere. In this way she makes 
a contribution and shows her integrity, refus-
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ing to surrender to ideas, styles or feelings im
posed on her from without. This is nationalism 
at its best, and the clarification Phillips makes 
of this position is worth repeating 

You may think I am demanding that Aus
tralian writers should consciously and con
stantly write as Australian. Heaven forbid. 
An over-conscious nationalism can only be 
destructive or limiting. Of course our writ
ers should often-usually-write simply as 
individual human beings and as members of 
the universal human community. But even 
when they are doing that they will, unless 
they are intimidated by the fear of being 
provincial, display Australian characteris
tics and an Australian artistic idiom (p. 
147) . 

The only real problem this raises is the prob
lem of myopia, that this Australian viewpoint 
may be unnecessarily limiting and may inhibit 
response to what is outside its range, as it does, 
for instance, in Mr Phillips's response to A. 
Alvarez's impatience with what that critic calls 
the "gentility' principle". Devotee of Furphy 
that he is, Phillips identifies this principle with 
what he calls the "endemic Anglo-Saxon dis
ease of gentility" (p. 150). As I read Alvarez, 
however, this is not quite what he had in mind. 
The 'gentility' he is talking about is the notion 
of a society based on mutual trust, decency and 
rationality, a notion which he believes the 
events of recent history make it impossible any 
more to make the basis of literature. While it 
is true that Alvarez's position is debatable, it 
is also true that Phillips's misunderstanding of 
that position suggests a disabling innocence. 

Yet one of the most admirable things about 
his criticism is precisely that he would prob
ably admit to this limitation. His honesty, in 
fact, is his greatest virtue, and in arguing a 
case he will cheerfully acknowledge facts which 
tell against it. The point is, of course, that he 
has no over-inflated ideas of his own import
ance. Community and consensus develop and 
this development matters in his view, but he 
does not pretend to know very much about 
how this takes place or to claim that "critics 
have much to do with it, for the general fate 
of' their opinion is to look very silly very soon" 
(p.19). Once again, therefore, we are back to 
the democratic position: "judgement is the in
alienable right of the individual reader. If he 
lets a critic over-persuade him, he is a bad 
reader" (p. 119). At best, criticism is part of 
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the "Great Debate" which he sees as the cen
tral task of everyone and which helps "to 
shape and clarify the communal attitudes of 
the people of whom the writer feels himself 
a part" (p. 144), and at best the critic is a kind 
of teacher leading the reader to a work and 
sharpening his or her responsiveness to it. 

Of course, there is a price to be paid for the 
engaging simplicity and essential rightness of 
this position. The greatest works are usually 
innovative and challenge all that has gone be
fore them even as they draw on it. Mr Phillips's 
suspicion of experiment, while it serves him 
well as a mediator between the general reader 
and literature and also saves him from silli
ness, tends also to prevent him from making 
the kinds of discoveries which constitute the 
reward and are also the mark of the greatest 
critics. Nevertheless, he remains an important 
critic. His work has been primarily conserva
tive, sorting out and arranging the works which, 
looking back, we now come to realize are the 
ones which have come to matter in our litera
ture and by implication in our culture. But he 
has always remained his own man and also, in 
a field in which there is so much pretentious
ness and sheer intellectual snobbery, the read
er's man. "A good critic," he remarks, "should 
on occasion be prepared to stand up as the 
advocate representing the reader against the 
writer" (p. 152). Championship of the under
dog perhaps could go no further. As he sees 
it, it is the "right of every man to make a fool 
of himself in his own way". 

Chris Wallace-Crabbe is essentially a critic 
of the same cast. John Docker might like to 
argue that they are both characteristically 
'Melbourne' critics, though it is arguable 
whether that attribution would mean more than 
the fact that both of them have at one and the 
same time a strong feeling for and an equally 
strong sense of the tribute literature plays to 
life. A considerable poet in his own right, Mr 
Wa\1ace-Crabbe is never possessive when talk
ing about poetry, the subject of all of these 
essays. Instead, he too seems to have the com
mon reader in mind, talking deftly and easy 
about complicated matters as in the essay 
"Stanzas In Our Time", an essay which begs 
for expansion into a longer study on the way 
poetic form is affected by history. His approach 
is even less prescriptive than Phillips's, though 
he too acknowledges and honours his debt to 
his own culture-there is a respectful and finely 
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tuned essay on Paterson, for instance, and his 
comparison between Judith Wright and the 
American Elizabeth Bishop, honours Judith 
Wright for much the same qualities Phillips 
praises, "an unmistakable seriousness of man
ner in her treatment of serious concerns" (p. 
122)-her provincialism, in fact. Despite the 
metropolitan poise and sophistication which 
informs these essays he is also evidently un
easy with the privateness and anxiety of much 
contemporary poetry and it is notable that 
even when discussing the poetry of Lowell or 
Berryman he is able, somehow, to accommodate 
the questions their intense, often apparently 
uncouth, poems raise. Whether or not in the 
process they remain exactly the poets they are 
in their own American context is another ques· 
tion. But this is a critic, it seems, very much 
concerned with the next stage noted by Phillips 
in the development of a provincial culture, 
introducing his readers to a wide range of 
metropolitan literature. If his response to that 
literature is perhaps more robustly humane 
and more optimistic than that literature may 
be, then that may be the contribution the pro
vinces can usefully make. Like A. A. Phillips 
here fore he has little time for the merely pre
cious. His definition of art, taken from Suzanne 
K. Langer, "craftsmanship for the sake of 
achieving forms significant of human feeling" 
(p. 96), allows him to acknowledge the import
ance of the social context, not only of the way 
in which it conditions a work but also of the 
writer's responsibilities to it-hence the envy 
apparent in his essay on American post-war 
poets, the "favoured ones" he calls them, who 
found themselves with a rich cultural inherit· 
ance, "not the strained pioneers of culture [as 
his essays on Slessor and Wright suggest he sees 
their Australian contemporaries] ... [but] lega
tees of the main tradition of twentieth-century 
poetry in English" (p.89). This also means 
that his approach to experiment while more 
sympathetic than Phillips's is still common· 
sense. He is properly suspicious of experiment 
that is merely trendy, of writers, publishers 
and readers "straining and struggling to prove 
themselves ahead of the game" (p. 141). Simi· 
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larly, he acknowledges that there are and al
ways will be major writers whose deepest in
stincts are conservative, who are able to work 
with and within their inheritance. At the same 
time, he notes that these are usually the less 
creative writers. Since by definition art is about 
possibilities as well as actualities it properly in
volves discovery of some kind. The rich human
ity of his approach is summed up in this essay, 
"The Experimental Artist", not only by the way 
in which he avoids the dangers of dogmatism 
and of schematisation in his approach-at one 
stage he proposes a diagram of four kinds of ex
perimental artists only to renounce it calling at· 
tention to all that it leaves out-but also by the 
sheer good humour with which he approaches 
a subject where crankiness abounds-even 
Wordsworth is rebuked for being "patronising 
[&] worse, condemning the tastes and diver
sions of his ordinary fellows-and his least 
fortunate fellows in particular" (p. 143). This 
essay's last paragraph also sums up his virtues 
as a critic, a tolerant willingness to give others 
their due, sympathy and yet a readiness to hold 
his ground, unashamed of being fortunate 
enough to live well and possess certain values. 
For the experimental poet, he writes, that cen
tral motivation is "that experience the world 
has given, is not enough ... History, or God, 
or nature, has failed him to this extent. The 
world must be remade" (p.1Sl). Then, relat
ing this insight to literary history, he adds his 
own comment: "Make it new, Pound wrote, 
and the concomitant of that directive is: Believe 
it new" (p.IS1). 

It is good, then, in these two books to find 
critics who believe that talk about literature is 
too worthwhile to waste on specialists. For 
them the Common Reader still matters. For 
my part I can only hope that they are right. 
Certainly, the proposition they both seem to 
work on, the proposition formulated by A. A. 
Phillips seems realistic enough: "literature 
must begin from what we have. When the chips 
are down, sympathy is more important than 
discrimination" (p. 144). 

VERONICA BRADY 

117 



NOTES ON CONTRIBUTORS 

NOLA ADAMS-is a Master of Arts student at the University of Western Aus
tralia_ 

DEL YS BIRD-teaches in the English Department at the WA_ Institute of Tech
nology. She recently completed an M.A. thesis on the satiric novels of David 
Ireland. 

VERONICA BRADY-is a lecturer in the English Department at the University 
of Western Australia. She has contributed critical articles to Australian and 
overseas literary journals and edited Soundings: A Selection of Western Aus
tralian Poetry. 

RICHARD CAREY-lives in Canberra, where he works as a journalist. His 
stories have appeared in Australian magazines and been broadcast on radio. 

KISHORI CHARAN DAS-is a writer of short stories, poetry and essays. He 
has published seven books of short stories. A collection of his poems, Faces in 
the Dark was published in English in 1979. He is at present editing a collection 
of short stories in English from the eastern regions of India. 

STEPHEN FRAMPTON-was born in England, came to N.S.W. in 1968. He has 
worked for Qantas in aviation radio and is doing a degree in Electrical En
gineering. His poetry has been published in Australian magazines. 

WILLIAM GRONO-is lecturer in English at Claremont Teachers College and 
is co-editor of Wide Domain: Western Australian Themes and Images (1979). 
On The Edge, a collection of his and Nicholas Hasluck's poems, will be pub
lished later this year. 

SUE GRUSZIN-has been at various times worker, traveller, student and one of 
the unemployed. She is a generalist, a humanist, and a writer of works in all 
forms. 

NICHOLAS HASLUCK-lives in Perth. He has been a contributor to literary 
journals for many years. He is the author of Anchor and other poems, The 
Hat on the Letter 0 and other stories, and a novel Quarantine. 

DARMANTO JATMAN-is one of Java's most prolific young poets. He pub
lished a collection Sadjuk Putih (White Poems) with two other poets in 1965 
and the solo volume Bangsak! (Trouble Maker) in 1974. He is a lecturer in 
social psychology at Diponegoro University in Semarang, Central Java, and 
editor of Top, a magazine in Djaharta. 

JULIE LEWIS-lives in Perth. Her short stories have been published in Austra
lian magazines, and she is a contributor to radio. 

ANNE LLOYD-is a lecturer in Linguistics at Capricornia Institute of Advanced 
Education, whose poems have appeared in overseas and Australian journals. 

AUDREY LONGBOTTOM-was born in Coramba, N.S.W., left school early but 
returned to study at Wollongong University. She commenced writing in 1968 
and, besides poetry, has published short stories and articles. A first collection 
of poems, Relatives and Reliques, is in process of publication. 

118 WESTERLY, No.3, SEPTEMBER, 1980 



ELIZABETH LAWSON MARSH-a graduate of Sydney University, she has 
taught at La Trobe University, WA.I.T. and Murdoch University. Her first 
collection of poems Changed Into Words (1980) was published by Fremantle 
Arts Centre Press. 

BILLY MARSHALL-STONEKING--editor of Kembali Books; his poetry has 
appeared in Australian literary journals and been broadcast on radio. He reads 
his work regularly in Victoria and N.S.W and considers he is primarily an oral 
poet. 

STREPHYN MAPPIN-studied for three years at WA.I.T. and now works in 
advertising. He has written a brief TV. documentary, and has had stories pub
lished in Australian magazines. 

ROD MORAN-is a graduate of Melbourne University, at present studying for 
a postgraduate degree there. He has published in Australian literary magazines. 

WENDY MORGAN-has been a teacher and research worker, and writes poetry 
and short stories. Is part editor of Mattoid, published at Deakin University. 

PREMCHAND (real name was Dhanpat Rai). His first book of short stories 
appeared in 1908 under the pseudonym "Naurab Rai"; they were written in 
Urdu. The British Raj considered them seditious and all copies were publicly 
burnt. Changing his pseudonym to "Premchand", he brought out his first novel 
Seva-sadan in 1918 and gradually switched from Urdu to Hindi. He wrote over 
a dozen novels-his last, Godan, the only one available in English-and over 
300 stories, of which only about 30 have been translated into English. In Hindi 
literature he is honoured as "the Tolstoy of India" for his delineation of the 
realities of peasant life and his exposure of social superstitions and hypocrisies. 
He died in 1936. 

MICHAEL ROBINSON-is a postgraduate student in English at the University 
of Western Australia. 

GEORGE SEDDON-is director of the Centre for Environmental Studies, Uni
versity of Melbourne. He has taught in the English, Philosophy, and Geology 
departments at the University of Western Australia and at a number of univer
sities overseas. He is the author of Swan River Landscapes (1970), Sense of 
Place (1972), and many other studies that bridge the disciplines of literature, 
history, philosophy and science. 

GRAEME KINROSS SMITH-lectures on creative wntmg at Deakin Univer
sity. The first volume of his illustrated book of profiles of Australian writers 
has now been published. 

TERENCE TREDREA-is a librarian in Perth. His poems and prose have ap
peared in literary magazines, and he won a prize for short fiction in the Westerly 
literary competition 1979. 

JUDITH WOODFALL-works in a High School Library; lives in Melbourne, 
and for a time attended school in Perth. Her work has been published in Aus
tralian magazines. 

WESTERLY, No.3, SEPTEMBER, 1980 119 



120 

WESTERLY INDEX 
1956-1977 

A handsomely bound, hard-back edition of the first Index that Westerly 
has produced can be yours for $8.95 (including postage). It is an essen
tial item for libraries, collectors, and students of Australian literature. 

The Index contains a Foreword by the current editors and a Preface 
by the compiler, Linda Goldstiver. It contains reference to all material 
published in Westerly from the magazine's inception in 1956 until the 
end of 1977. Entries are arranged alphabetically according to author 
under the following headings: Articles, Poetry, Short Fiction, Drama, 
Reviews, Illustrations. 

Orders, accompanied by a cheque for $8.95 (made out to Westerly 
Index) should be sent to: 

The Editors, 
Westerly, 
English Department, 
University of Western Australia, 
Nedlands, Western Australia, 6009. 
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and other stories 
PETER COWAN 
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HOMECOMING 
poems by 
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feels deeply about what he perceives. 
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relationships, and in human spirituality. 
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available from your local bookseller or 
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ENTERTAINER 
and other stories 
ELIZABETH JOLLEY 

A new collection by the author of Fille Acre 
Virgin which marks a real development in her 
writing. It is a collection of keen perceptions and 
great sensitivity, in which her characters are more 
overcome by their environment than able to 
overcome it. 
West Coast Writing 10 
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THE SILENT PIANO 
poems by 
PHILIP SALOM 

Philip Salom displays an impressive command of 
image, his poems are remarkably rich in 
observation. They have a regional preciseness, a 
clear observant dignity, and a certain outreach 
that suggests a more metaphysical striving. 
West Coast Writing 11 
recommended retail price $4.00 
to be published August, 1980 

Fremantle Arts Centre Press 
1 Finnerty Street, Fremantle 6160 write for press catalogue 

westerly is published by the English Department, University of Western Australia, 
set in Times type-face and printed by Alpha Print Pty Ltd, Perth, W.A. 
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WESTERN AUSTRALIA 150th ANNIVERSARY 
CELEBRA TIONS 1979 

Tertiary Education Committee 

Sesquicentenary Celebrations 
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Westralian Voices: Documents in Social History, Aveling, Marian, Ed. 

Agriculture in Western Australia, Burvill, G., Ed. 

ORDER FROM YOUR USUAL BOOKSELLER 

Published by 

UNIVERSITY OF WESTERN AUSTRALIA PRESS 
Nedlands, Western Australia 6009 

Available in the eastern states from 
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