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ANN GRANAT 

A Bitter Love 

She did not take the lift but walked. The room was on the third floor. At the 
second floor level she noticed that the picture on the landing had been chan
ged. From greenish blue watercolour it transformed itself into a large sun
flower made up of tiny plastic mosaics. Its oranges and yellows shouted angrily 
at the uniform grey walls. It was dinner time, around 5.30 and she could smell 
the fish and burnt fat slowly attacking the stairs. Her stomach responded with 
a sharp turn of revulsion, almost pain, as she hurried upstairs. She paused in 
front of the room for a second, noticing with pleasure that she was not out of 
breath. At 42, after three flight of stairs, it was not too bad. (Yet, what an in
appropriate thought this was.) 

She knocked and went inside. Only the bedside light was on, creating a 
strange pink glow on the face of the nurse whose soft dark features spread out 
in sleep. The room was peaceful; she could feel its tranquility, its stillness. 

Her mother lay dead under the pink eiderdown. She was wearing a pink 
nightgown with white lace around the throat. Her face was smooth and age
less, the wrinkles taken away be death, the ultimate beautician. Suddenly 
Nina remembered one of her mother's stores. It was about childbirth. "When 
I was just about to have you and the pains were getting stronger" - her 
mother would say, "I held up a mirror so I could see my face and neck. I kept 
my face tight all the time. Having a child was not going to give my any wrink
les." 

The nurse was on her feet now, smoothing out the skirt of her uniform, look
ing at Nina with unease. (Is it because I caught her sleeping?) Her small ac
cented voice droned on as she offered the chair at the bedside together with 
her condolences ... " ... she went quickly ... did not suffer ... heart attack .. 
. at her age to be expected!" The words were softly punctuated by her depart
ing footsteps. 

And one more time Nina was alone with her mother. She lowered herself 
into the large chintz-covered armchair and looked at the bed. She felt nothing. 

The comfortable contours of the old chair were like secure, strong arms 
around her body. She could not prevent a large yawn. "This is my mother, she 
is dead", she said to herself. "My mother has just died." But still no feelings 
came, not guilt nor grief. 
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She rocked back and forth in the chair, fighting the temptation to sleep. On 
the bedside table, next to a crumpled pink tissue, she noticed half a packet of 
cigarettes. She did not usually smoke, but she took one now and lit it with her 
mother's thin silver lighter, a leftover still from the Hungarian days. She did 
not inhale, but blew the smoke through her mouth. Like strands of grey hair 
the smoke rose, fluttering uncertainly above her mother's face for a second, 
then dissolved into a stale, lingering smell. 

On their Saturday afternoons together, her mother sometimes smoked a 
whole packet. "This is my only pleasure in life, tell me, what else have I?", -
she used to say as she dug into the packet with her long red fingernails. They 
curled downwards like the talons of some tropical bird. The hands were white 
with beautiful long fingers, the hands of a young girl, having somehow avoid~ 
ed the ageing process. 

On those Saturday afternoons, Nina always seemed to miss every traffic 
light on the way. When the large cream building became visible in the dis
tance, she began to arrange her face. She added thick layers of imaginary flesh 
to the cheekbones against the small attacks to come. 

She would park her car next to the hospital, a low yellow building over
shadowed by the tall residential block. She would walk across the concreted 
square leading to the main entrance of the Wallace Vale Home for the Aged. 
In spring, purple buds would emerge from the scruffy green bushes surround
ing the entrance. each year she would wait for these buds to flower, but in a 
few days they would wither and droop, leaving the foilage with a mutilated 
look, 

She would pass through the automatic sliding doors, past the old women 
and men sitting in the foyer, waiting for visitors or afternoon tea. 

Her mother usually waited for her in her room on the third floor. The room, 
like the others in the building, was cheerful and light in appearance. Here on 
the half-lowered Holland blind, multi-coloured flowers bloomed unstintingly. 
The brown broacade bedspread, the chintz-covered armchairs, other bits of 
furniture and bric-a-brac came from the old flat in Elwood, where her mother 
and father used to live. Most noticeable were the photographs. They hung on 
the walls in metal frames, they squatted on the small tables, they obscenely ex
posed themselves on the bookshelf. 

The black and white enlargement above her mother's bed showed a double
storey villa with large windows and round balustrades. "My husband rebuilt it 
for me after the war. It was in the most exclusive part of Budapest, that is why 
the communists appropriated it so quickly" - her mother would explain to 
visitors. 

With one other exception, the rest of the photographs were of Nina. Nina, a 
child in Hungary, all thick glasses and protruding teeth, holding a small dog. 
Saved from complete lack pf grace by long, shiny hair twisted into heavy plaits. 

Nina, at seventeen in Australia. Dressed in fifties finery bougbt from her 
first pay packet. All clumsy motion, the wide black skirt swirling, coyly reveal
ing several white tulle petticoats with edges ribboned in red. 

Nina a bride, Nina with peeling nose holidaying in Bali. Nina, a mother her
self, pushing a pram in a light summer dress, sweat stains clearly revelaed 
under the arms. Her face caught in quiet despair. 
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How she hated to come into this room and be confronted by these fragments 
of self captured without pity. She knew this was unreasonable, even irrational. 
Her mother had every right to display pictures of her only daugheter, her only 
child. ("You are all I have", the voice demanded, growing louder day by day, 
without mercy.) 

There was only one photo of her father, taken about a year before his death. 
Sitting in a chair, staring in unblinking indifference. The blue eyes with a 
washed-out, vague quality, the mouth set in a thin, hard line. His face un
wrinkled, the skin tightly stretched, as if any excess flesh had already been dis
posed of. 

She could not look at this photo. It was inconceivable to her that her slight, 
humorous father with his child-like optimism would finally admit defeat. 

Sometimes on their Saturday afternoons she and her mother went to 
Toorak Road and sat in the Deli. They sipped their short black coffees and 
nibbled on continental cakes. To the outside world they must have given a 
highly satisfactory impression. As they entered, the upturned faces ack
nowledged them with sentimental approval. Mother and daughter, close and 
together, the one frail and elderly, but still with that lively continental charm, 
the other, a younger version, holding the chair out for her mother, so protect
ive, so caring. 

People would often comment on the family resemblance. "Gee, you look 
alike," or "Look more like sisters," they would say. Her mother seemed 
pleased, but Nina wanted to shout her denial at these well-meaning strangers. 
This physical similarity implied other likenesses more fundamental, more 
threatening, crouching insider her, patiently waiting, contemptuous of her 
will. 

"I am prepared to make sacrifices", her mother used to say in their early 
days in Australia. This phrase hung heavily in the air, dominating their every
day lives in its many different manifestations. Her mother, spoilt by servants 
even in communist Hungary, now spent the hot summer weekends dusting, 
sweeping, vacuuming their rented flat. She cooked meals so unfamiliar in ap
pearance that they could almost be called exotic, were it not for the sameness 
in taste: a combination of tomato sauce and plastic. 

Other sacrifices took the shape of large boxes, full of furry pink material. 
Twice a week they were delivered to the door of their ground floor flat by a 
morose Greek, who rang the bell then disappeared with such magical speed, 
that no matter how quickly you rushed out, you could catch only a fast
departing glimpse of his thick-necked, heavily moustached profile, a cigarette 
hanging from the mouth, in the window of his dirty green truck. 

In the afternoons when Nina came home from McRobertson Chocolates 
where she was a junior clerk, she could hear from quite a distance the hum
ming of the old Singer sewing machine. When she came closer, she could see 
through the open window her mother's back bent over bits of fuzzy material. 
Some mornings on her way to the tram stop, Nina thought she recognised a 
pair of these pink, fluffy slippers her mother made, gracing the feet of a house
wife in a quilted dressing gown, out collecting the milk and papers. 
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Later the slippers gave way to knitted pices to be worked into dreary pastel
coloured cardigans. This was done on a special machine bought from Myers 
on a four-year easy terms arrangement. All these labours were to be tem
porary, "only until my husband establish business", Nina's mother told the 
neighbours in her particular brand of English. Unlike Nina's father, she took 
to English like the proverbial duck to water. She dived without fear, never not
icing the dangerous and intricate currents. She had a talent for the sound of 
languages, and if you heard her speaking English from a distance, you could 
have sworn that she was a true Aussie. But this illusion was quickly shattered 
when you came close. She strung the words together like unmatched beads, 
creating a unique effect. In those early days she would speak to anyone, shop
keepers, neighbours. She loved chatting to people who sat next to her on the 
tram when she and Nina went shopping. It was she who would start the conver
station, while Nina pretended to be invisible, cringeing with embarrassment. 
She thought that the people in the tram, even the ones behind their polite new
spapers, were listening and laughing at this funny little woman with her stories 
about Hungary which. she delivered with such self-assurance. 

It was Nina's responsibility to put the weekly ads in the local papers. 
"Handyman wants work. Any job, anytime." For a while it seemed to work. 
She went along with her father as the interpreter in the evenings or Saturday 
mornings when the jobs carrie through. 

Her father repainted old weatherboard houses, replaced titles on roofs, put 
down lino on kitchen floors and repaired ancient verandahs. He avoided 
speaking English whenever possible. His visits to the timberyard or hardware 
store were memorable for their almost ritualistic flavour. He would produce 
pad and pencil from his overalls pocket and present the salesman with a quick 
sketch of a doorknob. "Doorknobs?", the salesman would ask, "What 
kind?". They would then engage in an intercourse of delicate hand gestures, 
deliberations and displays until the right items were located. All finished, her 
father would offer his hand to the salesman. They would shake hands and 
smile at each other with a great deal of mutual satisfaction. Her father would 
say then in his quiet voice, "Thank you, thank you so much". 

Nina wondered if the salesman ever noticed that these were the only words 
her father said in English during the whole exchange. She guessed even these 
took a lot of effort. He was very shy and did not like to be an object of curiosity 
or pity. 

He was also a perfectionist. This is probably why his "business" did not last. 
He loved his work, each job was a pleasure in itself. Like a good meal, it could 
not be rushed. You had to take your time over it. Each small problem had to 
be carefully considered, until the very best way of doing it was arrived at. It 
did not matter how long it took. "Haven't you finished that job in Bentleigh. 
You shouldn't spend so much time on it" her mother would remonstrate. Or 
"Why do you have to buy the most expensive paint?" But he could not com
promise, it was simply not in him to do it any other way. The jobs, when finally 
completed were perfect, works of art. That was what mattered, not the 
money, which in any case, often did not arrive when promised. When it did 
come, it frequently didn't cover even the cost of the materials. The hire pur
chase people phoned and wrote letters threatening to repossess the second
hand Ford utility used for the "business". 
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Nina took a sick day to help her father look for a job. They spent the hot 
late-spring morning driving around the streets of Moorabbin, from factory to 
factory. By midday her father had a job. It was a labouring job with a company 
which made rulers and pencil cases. The foreman reminded them that this was 
the best they could hope for "What without speaking the language and proper 
trade papers. And don't forget, your father is no youngster". (He worked 
there for fifteen years, packing rulers and pencil cases into cartons. Nina still 
had the gold embossed black leather wallet the company gave him when he re
tired and went on the pension.) 

Nina decided to find a job in Sydney. Since her father "gave up" his bus
iness the flat in Elwood closed in on them. 

The flat was suffocatingly hot during the winter. Her mother kept the wind
ows shut and all the radiators going. The smell of dead potplants and half-full 
ashtrays was overpowering. She insisted that she was cold. Some days she 
didn't get out of bed at all and when Nina arrived home from work, she found 
that her father had already shopped for groceries and was preparing the even
ing meal. (He liked making his own version of lecso, a spicy mixture of green 
capsicums, tomatoes and onions.) When he finished, he would make up a tray 
with a small lace cloth and the crockery they used for visitors and would take 
this in to the bedroom where the television blared loudly so as to block out 
everything outside. 

Always immaculately groomed in the past, her mother now took to wearing 
her faded, purple dressing-gown during the day. Nina noticed that the two top 
buttons were missing and had not been replaced. 

"Why don't you visit Mrs. Kovacs tomorrow?" her father would suggest in 
his mild voice. She would stare at him hard with her red rimmed eyes and 
bloated white face (as if newly drowned, Nina thought). "Why should I visit 
Mrs. Kovacs?" she would start off in a small voice, like a child's. "What can I 
talk to her about? I don't want to hear about her latest trip to Europe, when I 
can't even afford to go to Warburton for a week. What else can we talk 
about?" her voice would lose its childish pleading tone to rise to a hysterical 
crescendo. "Maybe we can talk about my husband who can't make a decent 
living, or my daughter who runs around with men who won't marry her? Why 
don't you go and talk to her yourself? Maybe you could ask her how her hus
band made enough money to have a house fully paid for. And a flat for invest
ment. She never had to work since they came to Australia." She would storm 
out of the kitchen then, slamming the door hard. Nina and her father avoided 
looking at each other while they did the dishes in silence. More and more lat
ely, her father would walk down in the evenings to Elwood beach. He liked to 
feed the seagulls before it got dark. They hovered around him like attendant 
knights in their impressive grey-white circle. "It is so peaceful there", he 
would say without irony when he returned. Then, gesturing towards the closed 
bedroom door, "Don't take it too much to heart. She doesn't mean it. Just 
tired. It has not been easy for her." "Don't excuse her. Don't forgive her" 
Nina wanted to scream, but she knew it was no use. He always would ... he 
couldn't help it. 

Years later, married and a mother herself, Nina came to a kind of under
standing, but it was not in her to forgive. One evening in the bathroom, splash-
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ing her face with cold water, she caught a glimpse of the puffy pale face, the 
red, swollen eyes, the mouth etched in discontent. She was exhausted from 
the words, the nightly accusations that came pouring out of her. She knew 
their son could hear every word in his bedroom, but she could not stop. Her 
husband never defended himself, this was the worst part. Her voice shrill and 
coarse hit at him relentlessly: "How many jobs do you think you will lose? 1 
am sick of being responsible for everything. You are weak, ... you are use
less." She saw herself with sudden recognition. That night when her husband 
was asleep she quickly packed a couple of suitcases. Then she woke her son. 

Nina's mother in the Wallace Vale Home for the aged, became once more 
the gracious lady she used to be in the Hungarian days. She received visitors 
and went out for coffee wearing a hat and kid gloves. Her photo featured in 
the Home's monthly magazine, captioned "One of our youngest and most 
charming residents". "She is so funny, she has us in stitches", the social work
ers said. But whenever she was alone with Nina a metamorphosis took place. 
Her face paled, her body shrank visibly. She became a helpless old woman 
under the weight of an unbearable burden. "I can't sleep at night", she would 
say in her little girl voice. "I can't be happy until 1 see your life in order. 1 want 
to see your future secured, before it's too late" she would plead. (Her small 
universe was peopled with 'secure' other daughters whose lives were 'in 
order'. They had husbands, houses and swimming pools. They did not work 
but travelled overseas every year. Their sons had good jobs and behaved with 
decorum.) There was no point in arguing. It was useless to say to her mother 
"I am happy. 1 love my job. 1 like being independent". Her mother would not 
hear, she would not believe. "Do you want to struggle all your life as 1 had 
to?" she would go on. 

Nothing Nina could say would ever console her mother. The strength of her 
grief was such that it could consume them both. No matter how hard she tried, 
Nina could not ignore these weekly monologues. She knew they were pitiful 
and ridiculous, ravings of an old woman, but she could not block them out. 
They eroded her will, they mauled her fragile tranquility. They left her with 
fear. Fear that her mother knew her as no-one else did. Her mother could see 
those secret thoughts whose existence Nina would only suspect and would al
ways deny. 

Sitting now in the large chintz armchair on the third floor, Nina knew it was 
time to go. She looked at her dead mother again, but did not see her. For a sec
ond she was a child, at Lake Balaton back in Hungary. She felt the hot sun on 
her peeling shoulders, as the water shimmered green around the small blue 
boat. Her mother stood on the shore in her yellow-polka-dotted sundress. Her 
hair was tied back with a white scarf. The red hair sparkled against the white 
like jewels. She smiled and waved to Nina, calling out in her lovely deep voice 
- "Nina, Ninacska, come quickly, hurry!" Nina jumped into the shallow 
water and ran towards the shore as fast as she could. 
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JOAN LONDON 

The Girls Love Each Other 

The girls love each other these days. That's what I told Bet in the shop last 
week. She'd just got back from Bali, and we were having one of our catch-up 
sessions; Bet comes into the shop at a quarter to eight and we talk our heads 
off while I give her a shampoo and brush-up before work. Marie, my junior, 
gives us some funny looks when she comes in at a quarter past, and there's 
cold coffee and cigarette ash and photos all over the bench. We're always 
frantic - that's our word - but it's our only time to really talk since Bet 
moved in with Douglas and I've got Morveen at home hanging around most of 
the time. With friends. 

That's what I was trying to talk about with Bet. That was my news. After 
she'd shown me most of her tan (she was worried she was too dark), and given 
me my carving and the batik for Morveen and gone on about all the fighting 
off she'd had to do of the tourists who were after Mardi's body and even hers 
- I told her how I'd been sharing my house with three unemployed teenage 
girls. 

"Jan you're too easy-going", Bet said, for about the thousandth time. Two 
weeks alone with Mardi (her daughter, Morveen's age) had been enough for 
her, thank you, though they'd had their good times too, some good talks. I 
started to say that yes, so had we, it was interesting in a way. 

"Actually", Bet went on, bending her head away from the blower, "it's not 
the girls so much I mind, it's all the boyfriends hanging round." 

"There's no boyfriends", I said. I was standing over Bet, layering up her 
left side, she's got lovely hair, ash-blonde, coarse, comes up like a cocoon. 
Then I found myself saying it, as if it had been on my mind all this time: "The 
girls love each other these days." 

These was just that moment when Bet looked up and caught my eye waiting 
in the mirror, and looked down again. Ticking back over ten years like I'd 
been doing. 

"First I've heard of it", she said. 
Morveen and Mardi practically share a birthday - they're both Leos - but 

it took Bet and I quite a time in the old days to give up on pretending they were 
friends. They learned ballet and tap together until Morveen just wouldn't get 
into the car one day. And there were all those outings in the school holidays 
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when Bet and I would take the day off and drag the girls around town to lunch 
and a matinee. "Go on your own", they told us in the end. Then by the time 
Mardi was fourteen you'd have thought she was twenty; now she's working 
out at Channel 9, and the trip to Bali was the prize for the Beach Queen heat 
last year. 

Morveen's like me, no show pony, she doesn't even try. But up to now 
there's always been this little thing between Bet and me, that our girls were in 
the same race, only Morveen was shy and young for her age. 

I suddenly remembered how different Bet and I were. How when we used 
to work together at Max's she wouldn't talk to any of the clients she thought 
were 'weirdos', and called old Max 'the poofter' behind his ba.ck. And how 
she just doesn't say anything about Morveen going on the dole when she could 
have got a place in the Teacher's College. Morveen had said she wanted a 
break to think things over, and I know what she means. I'd wanted that too 
once, and then when Johnny my son left, I'd had to have it - Morveen's had a 
lot to handle, one way or another. There are some things Bet doesn't under
stand. 

"You know", I started, though I didn't know what I was going to say. Then 
Marie walked in, and Bet jumped up, she had to rush, she was frantic, she had 
to be in Perth by nine (she's a cosmetic rep these days) and Douglas had asked 
all these people over for drinks that night. 

"Sure you won't come?" she asked, patting her hair in the mirror. "Bring 
Bradley? How is he these days?" 

"I haven't seen him for a while", I said, "since the girls came." 
"Take care", she said (it's one of Douglas's expressions). We kissed each 

other at the door. 

Friday is our busy day at the shop, and we had half a dozen perms in the 
book. But every time I turned on the blower, I was taken back to what I'd said 
to Bet, and I'd think about the girls. How they just seemed to appear in my 
life, sitting round the kitchen table. I'd been to a movie with Bradley, and 
asked him in for a coffee afterwards. We nearly fell over a couple of duffle 
bags in the hall, and then we saw these three cropped heads like convicts, turn
ing towards us in the kitchen door. And Morveen had that little glittery catch 
in her eyes that she gets when she's pleased about something. 

It turned out that Deb is a sort of cousin by friendship; Lily Carson, her 
grandmother, was my mother's best friend. I just remember Lily, though I 
was ten or so when she moved to Sydney, but something about Deb's neat 
sharp face and her quick way of talking reminded me of her. 

"Yeah, everyone says that", Deb said. She was pretty non-committal about 
her family in Sydney, but they'd given her my name and when she'd rung that 
evening, Morveen had told her to come round. It seemed that Lorelle, Deb's 
friend, who's got a soft baby face and looked like she'd been crying, had been 
having hassles with the Youth Hostel, and they wondered if ... So I said they 
could have Johnny's room. 

Bradley didn't stay long. It didn't feel right somehow, to go into the lounge 
with the whisky, and close the sliding doors, and put on John Denver like we 
usually do when Morveen's in her room. 
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He stood up and straightened his sports jacket and said: "Goodnight. 
girls." 

"Night", they said, hardly looking at him. 
At the door, giving me one of his mouth-freshener kisses, he said: "Be care

ful Janet. Don't let them take advantage of you." We didn't make any plans 
for next weekend. 

It soon became clear that the last thing those girls wanted was to take advan
tage of a fellow woman. "Right on", as Lorelle would say. Lorelle had a few 
of these expressions which she'd trot out when we were talking or watching 
T.V. "Baaad trip" was another one, with her head shaking and her cheeks 
sucked in. This often seemed to annoy Deb. Deb was as sweet as pie to 
Morveen and me, but she'd give poor old Lorelle some hard looks from time 
to time. 

They decided that since I was the worker they would do all the shopping and 
cooking and washing-up. 

"That's how a co-operative works", Lorelle explained to me. 
"In some circumstances", I said, "it's also called marriage." 
"We're not asking you for sexual favours", Deb said with a little smile. 
But it worked out pretty well, though nobody seemed to think of running 

the vacuum round the place, and shopping and cooking seemed to be about all 
they did do. 

"It's such lovely weather", I said, "and you've hardly seen anything of 
Perth. " 

"We came over to check out the scene", Deb said, "and it's right here." 
She smiled at Morveen and me. She's got a lovely smile. 

Some nights they borrowed myoId Torana and went to hear some music in a 
pub or see a film in Fremantle. Mostly they sat around talking. They always 
seemed to be explaining things to one another, with their voices going up, for 
agreements, at the end of everything they said. They'd talk all round the 
house, in the bathroom, in each other's bedrooms, right up the front path if 
they were leaving, and their mouths would still be going as Morveen jerked 
the car up the drive. 

On nights that we were all at home I seemed to be expected to join in. I must 
say there was something about the way Deb gave you all her attention, with 
her big nods at everything you'd say, that really got you going. I'd never heard 
Morveen talk as much either. I like a drink after work and they were pretty 
quick to fill my glass as well. 

After a few nights Deb tackled me about my job. How did I feel, she asked, 
that as a hairdresser, I basically "exploited the beauty trip" that men laid on 
women? I said that most of my clients at 'Janette's' were older women coming 
in for a trim or a perm. "Nobody wants hair down to their ankles", I said. 

"Come on Jan, I'm talking about fashion", Deb said. 
"Look at you three, that's a fashion isn't it? Who cuts your hair anyway?" 
"It's not a fashion, it's anti-fashion", Deb said. "And it's cut by a friend in 

Sydney who's dropped out of the straight hairdressing scene." 
"And it feels really good", put in Lorelle. 
"So does my hair", I said. "And I can blow-dry it in a few minutes." 
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"Whether you know it or not", Deb said, "you wear it like that to attract 
men." 

"Yeah", said Morveen. 
"Live and let live", I said quickly to Morveen, like I often have. "Well who 

are you trying to attract with your hairdos then? Each other?" 
They seemed to think this was a huge joke. 

"Right on", said Lorelle, starting to clap and spilling her drink over Deb's re
cord. 

"By the way", said Deb, grabbing the record off Lorelle and wiping it with
out looking at her, "I need a trim. You wouldn't ... ?" 

"No I wouldn't", I said. 
It was good for Morveen and me, having the others there. Morveen was 

happy. It was a relief not to come home and find her sleeping with five apple
cores beside her bed. Or hear the fridge door open and close all evening while 
Morveen ate as if she had to save her life. 

When had I last h~ard her hum like she did when she was cooking the co
operative meals? I guess it was when she was about thirteen and she'd come in 
after Johnny had taken her for a ride on his bike. She's never been one for smi
ling much - she was all chins and frown as a baby - but when we'd all been 
talking and it was getting late, she had this sort of sleepy soft look about her, 
and she'd sometimes rest her head on the nearest shoulder. When it was mine, 
I wanted to stop talking, everything, and put my arms around her, but I'm not 
that silly. 

I found out that all this time she'd never liked her name. 
"It was your grandmother's name", I said. "It's Welsh." 
"So?" said Morveen, "I don't like it. Mor - Veen. "She beat her fist on the 

table in time and glared at me. "Mor - veen - Cox." Bang, bang, bang. 
"I never thought of it like that", I said. Lennie had wanted it, and then I'd 

stopped hearing it as a name, it was part of a sound, it was part of 'Johnny and 
Morveen', the sound that kept me going. 

But the next time I came home I heard Deb say quite casually as she put on a 
record, "Do you know this one Veen?" From then on it was "Veen this" and 
"Veen that". No one said a word about it. 

I suppose in a way they were being very nice to me. It was "Hi Jan!" when I 
came in the door, even from Morveen, and we were building up quite a little 
stock of jokes and habits. Deb said I didn't "lay anything heavy on them" and 
she "appreciated that". 

The story of my marriage went down very well. Bad trip! They sat there 
shaking their heads through the saga of Lennie Cox and his disappearing act. 
LoreHe jumped up and started massaging my neck. Not that their own family 
histories sounded much better. Though I must say it surprised me that a son of 
tough old Lily Carson would be a 'mental wife-beater' and an 'alcoholic cap
italist exploiter' (he runs a refrigeration business in the Western Suburbs). 
And Deb's mother's only sin seemed to be that she 'freshened up before 
hubby came home'. One of those types. I don't suppose I came off any better 
when I'd gone to work. 

Then the last Saturday before they went, I was lying out the back in my bi
kini, soaking up the lovely late summer sun. Even my face, though Bet's told 
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me off about that often enough. I still get a kick out of my backyard after all 
those years in the flat. It's just a big square of brown grass sloping down to an 
old peppermint tree by the back fence. No terrace or anything. One of these 
days. 

Then I heard the crying. It was coming from Johnny's room, which is basi
cally a sleep-out on the back verandah. Not just crying, but an awful rising 
wail that seemed to curl around my stomach. I picked it out, like you do with 
little children, as Lorelle's voice. I sat up, and everything went blurry. Then I 
heard the other two running in to her. She screamed "You!" Then there was 
talking and the crying dropped away. 

It was all over in a minute. I lay down again, but my stomach kept on tight
ening, and it was suddenly unbearable there, I was covered in sweat. When I 
sat up again, all I could see was our washing dancing at me on the line, the 
girls' big clown clothes flapping against my uniforms and panty-hose and bras. 
After a while I made my way inside, sun blind, and the house seemed dark and 
secret. I just kept thinking, I don't know, I don't know anything. 

I took the girls out to the bus station on Saturday afternoon, as soon as I got 
home from work. The co-operative had been winding down that last week, the 
girls had gone out a lot more. I was glad, I was tired; even at work I seemed to 
be hearing their young voices all day, back and forth with mine. 

They didn't talk much in the car. Every time I'd say something to Morveen 
next to me, she'd say "What?" She kept looking out the window, humming. 

At the bus station Deb fished out their tickets from the little purse she wears 
looped around her waist, and Lorelle queued with their bags. There seemed to 
be a rhythm going round between them all. I watched Miss Deb, standing 
there with her head just nodding and one foot tapping away in its old tennis 
shoe. I thought, she's so sure. She's dangerous. 

They stood waiting for the call then, the three of them, with their arms 
around one another. When it was time to go there were big serious hugs all 
round. 

"J an, thank you" , said Lorelle through tears. I watched them darting off be
hind the other passengers, like children. When I turned, I found that Morveen 
had already set off. I saw her striding ahead of me, towards the car. 

It seemed so quiet at home that afternoon, you could hear the old pepper
mint tree tossing about in the wind. Morveen went straight to her room. I 
couldn't settle to anything. I put a few things back to their old places in the kit
chen. I did my nails. In the end I jumped in the shower. Then Morveen stuck 
her head round the door and said: "It's the big B for you on the phone." 

Bradley's voice seemed to come from another world. I stood there watching 
the mist spread out from my hot toes over the polished boards. Then I under
stood he was trying to let me know how busy he'd been these past weeks. I 
made sympathetic noises. 

"Are you all right? Bradley asked. 
"It's good to hear from you", I said. "I've missed you." 
There was a pause. Then very gruff he said: 
"Pick you up at eight then - sweetie." 
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Morveen came into the hall. 
"Are you going out tonight? she asked. The same old question. 
"Yes", I said. "Are you?" 
"I'm not into socialising, just for the sake of it", she said. 
"Some of us actually enjoy a man's company from time to time", I said. 

"Drinking aned talking like you've been doing every night." 
"We had real talk", said Morveen. "But Bradley's a shit-head. They've all 

been shit-heads, you know that." 
"Don't you think", I said at last, "that there's any good men around?" 
"Well one thing's for sure" she said, going out, "I don't need them." 
I headed outside then and sat on the front steps, still in my dressing gown. 

There are no houses in front of us. just a lovely stretch of sky over the railway 
line. The street lights had come on and the evening traffic was starting up. I 
watched the cars following one another, joined up by headlights, going to
wards the subway. 

Saturday nights. The city. Morveen always hated me going out in the old 
days. She'd scream and scream so Johnny'd have to take her for a piggy-back 
round the block while Bet and I drove off. "She's just jealous", Bet would 
say, accelerating. "You deserve a bit of fun." 

Morveen hated me talking on the phone too, those long sessions picking up 
the pieces after all the fun. Every two minutes one of us would have to break 
off to hiss and slap and bribe with biscuits, just to stay on that life-line, just to 
say: "Do you know what that bastard said to me?" 

And now here was Morveen saying she could do without all that. You could 
hardly blame her. I think her view's lopsided: she thinks mine is. We were op
posite each other like a set of scales. But my side carried the weights for a long 
time. Maybe Morveen had been pushed out of balance, right from the start. 

I had learnt some things. Not enough for Morveen now, not enough to even 
up. I mean, I learned to pay my own way. In the beginning, when I married 
Lennie Cox I thought that from then on I'd be taken care of. Seems incredible 
now. Then Bet came along and she taught me: you always pay your own way. 
So all I asked for now was my own place, and a chat with Bet, and Bradley 
turning up from time to time. Was that all? 

Bradley's a shit-head. Well I know what she means. You think he's good
looking, so clean and even-chinned, till you get up close and there's something 
missing in his face, he has to practise looking you in the eye. The way he only 
ever talks about himself, and cracks his knuckles and says "My shout" when 
he finally pays for some drinks. And he straightens everything, his knife and 
fork, his clothes on the hanger, even his body has to lie dead parallel to the 
edge of the bed. He's like a great big shell, and so's his house that his wife 
walked out of; they look good, but inside there's just a little person in a cor
ner, twitching back a curtain quickly. 

So why do I bother? I suppose you could put it down to what Bet calls 'the 
hormones'. And just sometimes, out of the blue, driving home late, or having 
breakfast, once when we were standing in a queue, I start to tease him, just a 
little bit, I can't stop myself. I'm laughing like he's tickling me. And he bends 
his head to me (he's very tall) and calls me a terrible girl, and keeps looking at 
me, sideways ... So I hang on in there, while the weeks build up again be-
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tween us, work and the telephone, dinner and a show, playing the game the 
way he thinks we should. Waiting for those real times again. 

Morveen was sitting beside me in the dark. 
"Jan", she said, "I'm going to Sydney." 
"When?" I said. The stars seemed tiny above the lights on the road. 
"As soon as I can get my act together.". 
"What'll you do there?" 
"Live with the others. They've got a big place, there's six of them." 
"Six girls", I said. 
"I'll look for work of course. I'm not going to bludge forever." 
"Six girls, in a house. Don't you think that's a bit ... narrow?" 
"People come and go a lot, Deb said. Anyway, what are you trying to say?" 
"I dunno love. It's not my way I guess." Live and let live. "But Morveen .. 

you pay for your choices", I said. 
Morveen had put her arm around me. 
"Mum, why don't you come over when I'm settled and have a holiday? 

We'd have a good time I know. We could look for Johnny ... Deb and Lorelle 
reckon you should." 

"Thanks love", I said. "I'll think about it." 
Morveen jumped up soon and went inside. She couldn't keep still for long 

that night. 
I felt very tired out there. Too tired to get ready for Bradley. It was getting 

cool. I put my arms around myself. 
The phone rang. It was Bet. 
"I know this is an awful time to ring", she said, as usual. "It's just that I'm 

feeling so flat. " 
"That makes two of us", I said. 
Then she was off. Douglas hadn't come home yet, he was on his high horse, 

he said she drank too much when she was with his friends. Who were so boring 
anyway ... 

"Honestly Jan", she said, "sometimes I miss the old days. When you and I 
used to hit the town. I think I'm a romantic at heart." Also her tan was peel
ing, and Mardi was off looking for a flat, she suspected it was with a married 
man. "I think the hormones are getting the better of that girl", she said. 

In the kitchen Morveen had switched on the light and the radio. I smelt 
scrambled eggs and I felt like a glass of wine. This was something that seemed 
to stretch right back to Mum and Lily Carson. A kind of talk. I'd been speak
ing it for years now at the back of all the heads of those faces in the mirrors. 

"Hold on a sec Bet", I said. I whipped into the kitchen and filled up a glass 
from the cask with a wink at Morveen. 

"Anyway, how's things with you?" Bet asked. You always have to remind 
her that you've got a life ticking away there too. "How's Morveen and the 
girls?" 

"The girls have gone back to Sydney", I said, "and Morveen's going to go 
over there too." I took a deep sip while Bet went on about how they all leave 
us and how we'd probably end up in a Home together. 

"Morveen wants me to come over for a holiday", I said. 
"Yeah? said Bet, listening. 
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"I dunno, I'd have to get someone in at the shop, and it might put Bradley 
out a bit, and I'm tired, there doesn't seem much point ... " 

"Well hang it all", said Bet, out of the silence. "Hang it all, why don't you 
go?" 

BARY DOWLING 

Pea Paddock 

Sixteen acres sloping gently to the north and east, 
in early winter men and mouldboard leave unbroken furrows 
in the tractor wake, the slowly somersaulting green turns 
umber, gulls and plover supervise in number, 
the repetitious curl of wave is sharp enough for persian 
or for cartographic sea, spiders cast their nets, 
it fallows frostily for weeks till stirred 
by tynes harsh fingered, the rotting turf is disinterred 
as tractor voice hits winter sky and gulls rejoice with plover 
men confer on haunches, reddened glances join the sky and earth, 
they bring the drill. 

Sixteen hollow tynes now gently probe the bed 
pea seed lies two inches beneath the chocolate red 
now scored with ceremonial lines and whorls 
drill wheels leave rhythmic loops and swirls 
contours purl and isolate the single massive gum, 
island in a japanese garden, 
they've got them in before the rain, the tractor stops. 
Men close the gate then lean in silence. 
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Sixteen days before the error's known, 
scabbard, sheath and naked blades of swords and bayonets, 
not peas but dragon's teeth they've sown! 
Sixteen more before these spears are grown to living tips 
young leafy lips drink sun and dew and rain and thirst for more 
unsatisfied as youth which seeks to raise itself by bootlace 
pulling, these plants wind tendrils round sunbeams 
and raise themselves upon each other like revolutionaries 
till gentled by a little age they sway together 
in wind currents, like a crop of seaweed, and offer cover 
to mice and speckled chicks of plover and all other such 
that quail before the hawk. Men grunt, are satisfied. 

Sixteen weeks since sown and rain is short 
pea plants flower white, roots have sought in depth 
for moisture long since gone, some wilt 
but others set, good rains would fill these pods. 
It doesn't come, the pods are few and thin 
but still a rain will cover costs, say men. 
It comes won't stop, two inches in two hours 
the crops bend beaten, leaves are stripped, rain scours 
gutters gouged to hardest clay, white roots exposed 
net drowned quail chicks, soil covers roads, 
enters rivers, men weep and when it stops 
cart topsoil back with trucks, tum in sheep 
to clean up ruined crops, and start again like ants. 
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ROD MORAN 

20 

Single Mother 

A languid stroll in straight sun, 
the transistor dangles, prattling on her wrist 
public secrets of our Good Life; 
she knows the story is more tangled though, 
or someone is lying; that mornings, 
full warm and blossomed as this, are rare, 
purchased (so to speak) at a certain risk 
of expectation; knows, too, her quota of pain, 
the common currency, is our one true 
continuum - even her child is transient, 
hanging from the other hand, squinting forward. 
But she has foundations, of a sort: 
a patch of anonymous part-time work, 
the Hire Purchase man's cold leather lips. 
The liability of happiness never intrudes. 
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CAROLYN BELL 

Space Invaders 

The Alien is De-Based 

I play. Regularly. I usually end up the alien. The alien is a small, blue, oval
shaped thing that flies across the screen. Everybody fires at it. 

Once, the cartridge went haywire and the alien stopped flying. Everybody 
complained bitterly. They missed hitting the alien. They missed being able to 
earn quick points. I thought at the time, They'll never change: 'Get the alien': 
that's their aim. I should swap swap my celestial exile for their terrestrial 
squalour. Then I thought, Bugger it, why should I? 

This morning, soon as I got out of bed the firing started. Why didn't you get 
my black shorts ready for footy? When will you read me a story? Where's the 
muesli? 

They close in. Near. Nearer. A hit! BLIP BLIP BLIP. 
They get 200 points every time they get you. 
They want nothing less than total annihilation: disintegration. 
They usually get it. 
And you don't have any ammo, let alone fire back. You wouldn't want to 

get them anyway, but it all makes you pretty bloody mad. 
For about three weeks now I've being going along, you know, normal. Un

alienated. Fitting into my size 13 jeans; cooking their favourite jelly and 
custard; talking with HIM, quite calmly. 

Then, presto. This is the time of the month when you find you can't do up 
the zip of your 13's. When you run out of jelly crystals and custard powder. 
The time too when HE becomes an expert on everything. This morning it's on 
how to make grilled cheese. I'd like to grate him into little pieces, then stick 
him under the griller. 

I've been bewitched. I mean, how can I love him yesterday and hate him 
today? It's irrational. I hate being irrational. I hate hating him. I hate my 14's. 

This other me, this irrational one, carries a sign: 
TODA Y I HA VENT GOT MUCH SELF-CONTROL, SO WATCH 
OUT 

The normal me, the unrelentingly rational one, carries a sign: 
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YOU'VE GOT AS MUCH SELF-CONTROL AS YOU WISH TO 
EXERT, SO DON'T TRY AND BULLDOZE ME. 

You can see the problem. For the Rational one to survive I have to be high
ly conscious of every choice I make. And the rational me always wins. My 
mind has got very rigid, very tight control. There is never a moment for relax
ation. Relaxation would mean the end of my celestial exile. And anyone can 
sink to terrestrial squalour. All you have to do is hit out at anything that stands 
in your way. It's quite simple. 

So, here I am, trying to do everything possible to avoid battle. What hap
pens is this: I watch carefully to see where he is and then off I go in the op
posite direction. You can imagine the chaos this causes: half-made beds every
where, washing-up only half-done. But it's Safe. You've got to give me points 
for trying. 

This morning the alien got real made. Everybody had been firing. She 
picked up a china plate and hurled it onto the tiled floor. It shattered. The 
enemy hardly noticed. ("Invisible Invaders" is just a variation of the original 
game). He pretended she wasn't there. BLIP BLIP BLIP. Down went an half
empty cup of coffee. China, coffee, all over the floor. The enemy said to the 
alien: You silly bitch. BLIP BLIP BLIP. Then the alien picked up the toaster. 
She didn't throw it though. She put it down, carefully, and threw the plate of 
grilled cheese the expert had made, instead. Now: Toast, china, coffee. BLIP 
BLIP BLIP. 

Disintegration. 
Now if you're thinking that all that junk I threw was ammo, you're wrong. I 

suppose if I'd actually aimed at the enemy it would've been. But I aimed at the 
floor. The truth is I couldn't hurt a flea. I think that's all I am anyway, a flea. 

When I think about it though, I didn't really feel like a flea. Physically I was 
the oversized, grotesque bear at the kids' Pizza Fun Time Restaurant. And my 
mind was fuzzy too. I thought he could see how I felt. You know? I suppose 
the only thing that cheered me up was all that puffiness would go. Some time. 
Some consolation. 

When I'm like this I'm caught in an odd position. I feel quite strong, even 
confident, as long as I'm by myself. Then, if I happen to confront the enemy, I 
feel like a victim. Trapped. Like that blue thing whose most positive action is 
moving in and out of range of attack, or its disintegration. The alien is so in
effectual, it's laughable. 

And it was his laughing that actually did it. I couldn't bear it. I picked up my 
keys and purse and flew from the room. You can only get the alien three times 
in anyone round of the game. He'd earned himself 600 points. But at least he 
couldn't do anything more to me. I yelled out that I wouldn't be back and he 
yelled, Good. 

The Alien at the Supermarket 

It was one of those close, grey Saturday mornings. Heavy clouds hung 
around. They couldn't make up their minds whether they were going to dump 
the lot on us or move on. They kind of spat around, doing nothing in par
ticular. All the people shopping seemed to have grouchy looks on their faces. 
Little kids in those wire trolleys were being told to shut up for Christ's sake. 
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But they just kept right on yelling and dribbling sticky red all-day suckers over 
the trolleys so the next person would wonder why the muesli was stuck to the 
raspberry jelly. 

One of the wheels on my trolley kept getting jammed. I'd look slyly around 
to see if any of the staff were about and if the coast was clear I'd give it an 
almighty kick. But that didn't seem to fix it. I just had no control over the dam
ned thing. I kept bumping into displays. Then I dropped a tin of Pal. Down 
went one of those pyramids. Shit. I left. 

You know what I mean? Sometimes those islands of tins and packets seem 
to enclose you. The ceiling is only a foot from your head and you can't seem to 
get a deep breath. On those days you see corps of the enemy. They all come 
over to see you and have a chat. And then there's a traffic jam of trolleys, the 
enemy and bawling kids and you're stuck right in the middle. Where bloody 
else? You feel like ramming right through the lot of them. 

At about this time you begin to wonder whether or not it mightn't have 
been more peaceful at home. Home. Home? Christ, no. Maybe you'll stay out 
all morning. Maybe you'll stay out all day. Maybe you'll even go to the footy 
this afternoon. Maybe not. Last time you went, two players collided: one 
broke his arm, the other his collar-bone. It made you sick. Ever since then, 
you've walked around with a head-set on, listening to the game. 

The Alien at the Art Exhibition 

It was nice at the art exhibition. The ceilings were high and the walls way, 
way apart. There were only a few, disinterested enemy about. I wandered 
around for an hour and when the enemy began to arrive in large numbers, 
when it started a serious assault, I made a quick exit. 

By now my hands had stopped shaking. They were still puffy like the rest of 
me, but at least they'd stopped shaking. And my head? Well I wasn't exactly 
thinking rationally but I was beginning to think in phrases instead of mono
syllables. Those BLIPS really take it out of you. 

The Alien at the Tavern 

The tavern was huge and almost empty. Bliss. I'd been to it once or twice 
before with you-know-who. I don't usually go to taverns by myself. But he'd 
said, Good. You can't go home when someone says Good like that. Oh no. So 
I crept into this place. The enemy was all lined up along the bar - in their ter
restrial squalour - but I found a spot, way across the other side of the room. I 
sat there, my back to them. After a glass of dry red the sharp edges become 
fuzzy. I got a plate of cheese and biscuits and another glass of red. They were 
good. J was still facing the wall. A small window high up let a few streaks of 
pale light smudge the table. 

Then I started to think about this morning and how I was in the kitchen fix
ing up after the kids. I didn't head in the opposite direction when he came into 
the kitchen. In fact, I didn't realise I should head in the opposite direction. I 
thought I was still normal. Rational. So there we were, in the too small space. 
We were chatting away. I was washing dishes and he was grating cheese. Then 
suddenly it started. I don't know how. He's such a smart-arse. He was telling 
me that if you grate the cheese before you stick it under the griller, it melts be-
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tter. And I said Well that's O.K. if you're grilling cheese for the Queen and 
your only job is cooking, but slicing cheese suits me fine. That's O.K., he says, 
I'm only trying to help you. Help me? Help me! It was about that time that I 
started throwing stuff. While I was throwing, I was still hoping, still expecting 
that he would take control. But he didn't. Wouldn't or couldn't. So I left. 

I'm staring into space when this stranger comes over and says, Hey, can I 
buy you a drink, angel? BLIP BLIP BLIP. I close my eyes and say nothing. 
Then he sits down, pours himself a beer and places his half-empty jug on my 
table. BLIP BLIP BLIP. 

I'm becoming monosyllabic again. Piss off, I say, without looking at him. 
He doesn't move. He says, So, what's new? BLIP BLIP BLIP. 

Disintegration. 
I pick up his jug and jerk the fluid at his chest. Beer dribbles down his 

yellow T-shirt and black Stubbie shorts. You stupid bitch, he says, standing 
up. I slam the jug onto the table and leave. 

The Alien at the Footy 

The playing area has become obscured by grey, misty rain. My eyes won't 
focus. In the distance two opposing players are fighting. I don't know how HE 
comes to be flat on his back. And I don't care. I kick him with my football 
boots. The hard metal sprigs sink into the soft skin of his face. I grind my foot. 
Blood mats the dark hair. I can't look at his eyes. I kick and hit until I don't 
hurt anymore. 

Back at Base 

It is almost dark. I can barely read the note sticky-taped to the front door. 

HONEY, 
HA VE TAKEN THE KIDS TO GET PIZZAS FOR DINNER. 
BACK SOON. LOVE AND X X X X 

I go inside. "Space Invaders" is set up. I sit on the floor in front of the 
screen and press the ON button. I jerk the control lever from left to right, 
avoiding shots being fired at me. At the same time, I press my firing button 
and shoot at the enemy. Then I hear the familiar space sound and from the top 
left comer of the screen flies the blue alien. I look at it for a moment, unable to 
fire. Then I move the lever hard to the right and chase it. When I'm in the 
exact position, I press my button and the bomb races up to the top of the 
screen and hits the alien. BLIP BLIP BLIP. Disintegration. 

I can hear the car pulling in to the drive. I switch off the game and stand up, 
ready to face them. 
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SILVANA GARDNER 

PEAS MAKE THE MAN 

Every second year, the cadavers are distributed according to the customary 
ritual. We leave our homes to gather in a specific place on a specific date and 
we must all wear white. I take it very seriously and think of myself as an Init
iate into the Mysteries of the Human Body though the idea sometimes frigh
tens me. 

I can't forget the pregnant cats and rats. The pregnant prawns, dogfish, 
cockroaches and toads were already dead when I began training. 

The rats and cats were still alive. 
Sometimes toads were still alive, but eggs aren't as shocking as kittens or 

pinkies. 
My colleagues didn't appear to be effected by the experiments. They never 

said how terrible it was. I never said how terrible it was, either. Scientists 
don't say these things to each other. I trained to be unshockable and passed 
the small animals' test with a fair ability in handling carving tools. 

Some students speculate whether they'll get a male or female cadaver. I'm 
above this chicanery and don't think at all. 

We were briefed, brainwashed and threatened that dissection of human 
cadavers, despite its common practice, is of enormous importance, not only 
for our learning but also for the exorbitant cost involved. I can't remember 
whether each cadaver cost twenty dollars, two thousand or two hundred. 

But even at twenty dollars, the cost seemed extravagant and I scientifically 
deduced that I was very important or very expensive. 

El Supremo (the secret name of the Chief) doesn't trust us at all. He looks 
at us as if we repel him. Suspicion is written all over his face. I try to avoid his 
presence as much as possible because he's suspicious of me, more than anyone 
else. I always try to hide behind my colleagues. Somehow he singles me out for 
one pretext or another and questions me scientifically. This makes me feel a 
fool which I disguise with a serious demeanour. 

He knows and I know that I don't know anything. 
Otherwise, why would I have suffered for the rats and the cats? 
He knows my weakness and I bluff my constant embarrassment with outer 

coldness. 
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On the first day of the roll call he addressed me as Madam would you be so 
kind as to leave the room? Two hundred and fifty faces turned to look at who 
dared to arouse his wrath. Intimidated, I nervously stubbed out my cigarette. 
Prolonging the public humiliation, EI Supremo accused me of being a deviate 
contaminator of the social quota of oxygen. Worse ,still, I had no self control. 

Some people thought it amusing (EI Supremo smoked in secret) but I was 
crushed as a potential scientist. The lack of self control doomed me. From that 
time onwards, I officially felt apologetic for even daring to enrol. 

Total inadequacy had already begun unofficially with the cats. I was no 
good. But who was going to throw the bad apple out? Certainly not me! 

On the day of the cadaver initiation, I steeled myself to act scientific. I 
didn't joke or laugh like everyone else. I was surprised at my coolness. 

The laboratory rat I smuggled away from an electrical experiment often 
told me I was a misfit. (He learnt to speak my language in gratitude for saving 
his life). I told him in the depth of one midnight, when no one could hear us, 
that I was going to be a scientist. He wrinkled his nose in disgust. He was most 
offended that I could lie so blatantly to him. I confessed that maybe I was a bi
scientist? He said I was wrong but wouldn't say what I was. 

I challenged him that I would succeed as a scientist and if succeeding meant 
chopping up a cadaver, I would do it! 

A slice here, a jab there, slap, slap, turn over. Meat is meat! 
The dissection room is very beautiful. It shines with chrome and stainless 

steel. One could say it's made of silver. Everything is very clean, polished and 
tidy. We wear white to match the decor. 

It's like living in Paradise except for the odour and huge refrigerator doors. 
They're like bank doors to the mint. As high as the walls. No one is permitted 
to go near them except the attendants. They told us it's a crime to open the 
vaults ourselves. They're probably thinking of our professional ancestors: 
once a body-snatcher always a body-snatcher! Maybe our ancestry will make 
us dynamite the doors and run off with the bodies. They really don't trust us. 
The odour is pungent. No one seems to notice it and I make a foolish mistake 
to ask what the smell is. Formalin, of course, with raised eyebrows. 

I keep forgetting what the smell is and have to train myself not to ask what 
is the foulness in the air that makes me want to stop breathing. 

On the first day the cadavers were laid out on stainless steel tables. Unusual 
tables with a hole in one corner. I asked another stupid question regarding the 
function of the hole. For drainage, of course. Drainage of what? 

Everything was covered with white sheets. Snowy mounds set out neatly in 
rows, about fifty of them. If one was inclined to be happy, one could have said 
it was like a Swiss snow scene. I didn't feel happy or sad. I felt numb. 

Properly identified, I looked for other identifications to show me the num
ber of my snow mound. 

I wish I could remember that number (4 kittens in the ginger cat, 2 kittens in 
the black, 6 pinkies in the rat), they have a bearing on one's life but I suppress 
such notions in fear of EL Supremo's disdain. 

I remember his number, too. It's fifty because he was 50 years old and I fea
red these years I would spend in science. I also feared him when he could 
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spend 50 years in a dissection room. But to be fair: he must have been a child, 
once. 

As a proper fifty year old chief, El Supremo stood near the vaults and sen
tentiously informed us we should all have our numbers (how I cringed! For I 
hadn't, never had, refused to keep identity numbers and I didn't know where 
to go and all the mounds looked alike and my redness must have blazed like a 
beacon in all the whiteness and no.50 knew it, knew it and smiled sardonically 
to watch how lost I was becoming, lost in the snow of cadavers, lost in a snow
storm of dead bodies, spinning; spinning till I hit a table. I was diseased. He 
knew it. 

Everyone grouped into fives and circled their mound. The blizzard was still 
raging when someonetold me my number. 

I've lost that number ... it must have been below zero to freeze my mem
ory to perdition. I wish I could remember the number as well as I remember 
the cadaver. 

It's a male because of the genitalia. Otherwise it could be an Egyptian 
mummy. I'm amazed how indifferent I've become to our dry mannequin. 
Even his dagger tattoo doesn't conjure a personality. He's a thing. He's a doll. 
A dessicated, acrid doll. There is no fear whatsoever that I'm touching a de
funct human being. 

My rat will be shocked tonight. He was wrong about me. 
I am a scientist and my scalpel is the first to be raised for the slicing of the 

hand. 
My colleagues are impressed with my businesslike manner and a little en

vious of my eagerness to learn. They look at me in disbelief when I say that to 
sell one's body to science is the most honourable act a human being can do. 

And I will sell my body when the time came. 
No. 145 sniggers that I might need the money a lot earlier. He's well known 

for such uncouthness. I tell him he has no soul. 
And we bend over our dissection like five white vultures over precious car

rion. 

Weeks go by. You can tell how quickly time goes by the degree of dissec
tion on the corpses. Of course, some keen students like to work in advance 
and they're already up to the head when we still dawdle on the arm. 

One arm is allotted a couple of weeks and when the blood vessels are identi
fied and learnt, the peelings are padded back around the bone. The torso 
takes four weeks. The more tattered the body is, the more they know you've 
been working. 

I never flinch at the weeks. The head, neck, arms, the torso. But I shower a 
lot. 

I can't wait to get home to wash, wash. Scrub, scrub, The formalin must 
have crystallised in my nostrils because I smell it all the time. 

I've stopped eating corned beef. The colour reminds me too much of the 
cadaver. 

One night I vomited after dinner when I realized I hadn't been scrupulous 
enough to lift bits of flesh from under my finger nails. I ate an infintesimal bit 
of him and I spewed months and months of dissection. 
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I find it difficult to touch food with my hands. I'm never sure if my hands 
are clean enough. 

But I am hardy. I keep going back to sharpen my scalpels. 
My group decided to give our cadaver a name. Like his number, his name is 

a total blank. It could have been Tom. Or Dick. 'Or Harry. 
Maybe his name varied from Tom to Dick to Harry. 
I resented their silly sentimentality because he's a thing. And the reason I 

get nauseous is that he's fast decaying. Rotten meat. That's all. Anyone can 
be nauseous by something rotten. 

I pretended not to hear when I was asked if I would work some more on 
Tom-Dick-Harry. I made up my mind that "he" was an IT. 

Till we reached the anatomy of the stomach. 

Half of it is nearly cut off. Degrees have plummeted below zero and I wash 
obsessively. People ask me if I'm sick. 

The stomach laid bare looks like a shrivelled chicken gizzard. Everyone is 
getting a little bored by the monotony of it all. After the stomach it will be the 
reproductive system and after that, the legs ... No. 145 asks whether I'll go to 
a Scottish Dance. No. 

EI Supremo stalks us. He's getting more and more suspicious of me every
day. 

And ... and then ... then ... I found peas in the stomach. PEAS. Form
alin hardened peas. Eight of them. I counted them in the palm of my hand. I 
counted them again, in disbelief. 

I don't know where I am except in a vast silence. I can't even hear my own 
heartbeat. The silence is oppressive. 

My colleagues' lips move but I'm deaf. I am dumb. Deaf and dumb. 
With eight peas in my hand I look at the remains of a great Egyptian 

pharaoh who ate a last meal of peas. 
In the silence, there are thoughts. Peas take a short time to digest, so he 

must have died soon after eating. 
Was he happy? Where? 
Was it sudden? Was he alone? 
Why do I see him falling over on the waterfront? 
The dagger tattoo. 
Was it night? Is he alone? Silently eating peas and silently dying. A sailor .. 

When sound slowly crept in my vacuum I heard laughter. Laughter at his 
last meal of meat pie with peas. An Aussie, right to the very end. 

And then the laughter became a scream, a rage to wipe an army out. 
To kill, kill the disrespectful ones. To annihilate myself for having dis-

membered a man. A person. 
Who ate peas shortly before he died. 
And the peas were eight in number. 
And they sent me home. Someone took me home. 
It could have been El Supremo's orders. Did I hear him say I knew she 

would crack! But I wasn't afraid of him anymore. 
He was only No. 50 and what's fifty years compared to eight peas? 
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PETER LOFTUS 

The Long Cloud 

The vast colourings looked like stormclouds rising, and the mist could only 
follow. She wanted to urge herself forwards, as if the rooms were no longer 
challenges, but peaceful partners, perhaps sleeping until she revived them. 
One pot had been clumsily placed by the lounge-room door, and this was like 
a signal, placed at the entrance to a tunnel. But the depths had been plum
meted, and she had to draw more. 

She wanted to know if there was some fluidity, some inner wisdom that had 
never been charted by her, and if so, what sort of signs would that produce for 
others. Now, in the comparative stillness, as she lounged there, trying to imag
ine the completed result, she would have known, by the way they drew back, 
or the way they pranced slowly towards her, if this had been worthwhile, or 
not. 

The outside, which looked as though it was waiting, silently, for this in
domitable will power she'd sprung on everything, might be the lodestone 
she'd thought of, as she sat there, that morning, watching him with his spoon, 
indifferent to everything but the monotony threatening him. 

She sat back, tossed a fringe or two of hair from her brow, and then ... 
began to move slowly forward, to inspect the ranges, the summits, the flowing 
clouds, the pinnacles that seemed to show more of the promised land. There 
were some deep hollows, and she wanted to skirt these, for a while, in silent 
contemplation, as if she might be a mere novice, after all. 

The actual flood of inspiration, which she knew she'd been about to encour
age, long before they'd parted, might have to be regarded, like some nestling, 
which she had to look for a place to ... hide. But then, in the event of having it 
all flung back into her face ... She reasoned, as if she was some ballerina, 
about to try a forward leap, into the ... unknown. 

A spacious, restful, gleaming ... mansion. She picked herself up, once 
more, and then ... inched her way slowly along, as if trying to come to terms 
with the range of expression, like some sort of guide taking his first look at the 
wonders he was expected to explain. 

There were one or two ... inconvenient, shabby ripples in her mind. 
These, though, were suddenly swept away by a plain. A calm, high place, 
where clouds wandered, and in this freedom, she knew, she was like one of 
those priestesses, in ancient times, in charge of all the secrets of a race of men. 
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She washed her hands, in advance, so carefully she might be able to present 
all this ... as if someone else had been there, and had just finished. But the 
artist is a mass of compromises ... Surely not? 

The fact that she felt . . . so empty . . . as if one word might have been 
enough, that morning, to divert her from this unusual plan . . . made her 
stiffen, straighten up, and hold a silent meditative conference with this ... 
masterpiece. The ceiling had swung around, as she set to, as if it was a threate
ning dome, one of those monumental upper storeys covered with frescoes. 

She bent, to adapt herself to the facts that had been waiting, all this time, 
and then ran her fingers through her hair. In one sense, standing, with a pout
ing lip, and a furrow appearing across her brow, gave her a kind of power. As 
if she could nod curtly, and ... perhaps ... allow the others to creep round the 
rim of this wonderful ... cataract. 

But the sunlight, pervasive, because of the new. attitudes of the furniture, 
looked as though it was lighting up one or two highlights, and she looked at 
them with a critical expression. The next time she placed herself at a disadvant
age, she'd throw the gauntlet down in a different kind of way. 

She saw him, kissing her, preparing to leave, without the slightest idea what 
was simmering inside her mind. And she knew all his practical instincts would 
have prompted them ... into some mammoth discussion, in which she'd have 
to be as sulky, indifferent, in the end, as she would have been if they were dis
cussing ... high finance. 

The arrow-like tributaries of some of her ... adventurous loops ... could 
have been residual torrents of rain. She walked around, at one stage, holding 
her eyes shut, until she dared to open them, waiting to see if this billowing mas
sif could have been constructed without natural timing. By that, she realized, 
she must have been referred back to the nestling. 

It was true that the protective feeling she'd had to encourage, as she stood, 
shivering inwardly, before she'd got properly started, had been ... vague, al
most illusory, because she'd come to the conclusion that there was something 
destructive about the concept in the first place. 

And yet, it had been, in a way, simply like trying to mirror all the favourite 
scenery that she'd been charmed by. And now, as she swung her head, and 
managed to see it, if possible, in a new light, she thought of those objections, 
that firm fist, with a sly smile of inner encouragement. 

He'd been the first to look, askance, at some of the small creepy mists, the 
mouldy bacteria-like growths, that seemed to be sprouting overhead. She 
moved into a kind of trope, a counterpoint, that made her try and balance all 
the forces at work. 

The heavy, initial strokes, which she'd made with her lips taut, watching 
her own wrists, had been smoothed away. The signals, the faint dots, had been 
masked by the growing confidence she felt as she began to feel ... inspiration. 
It was something so unexpected, she'd almost swooned, when she began to 
see the complexities, the nuances, the new impressions that might be absorbed 
... spreading around the whole environment. 

Now, the fact that she'd been on the verge of ... irresponsible decisions, 
prompted her to come into the middle of the room, and try to see everything, 
from the beginning to the end, from his point of view. Sadly, though, she still 
looked at the arch leading into the kitchen with a faint ... trepidation. 
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She looked around ... and she saw herself, like some caveman, creeping 
along the walls of his shelter, as light flickered, and the massive shadow of 
some behemoth outside, with its head raised, darted along the ceiling that cur
ved above his head. 

She stood, now, waiting for the sounds from the driveway. But in the end, 
she knew she'd launched herself on a new path. This colourful, diplomatic in
terlude didn't last. 

She maintained, with a stiff upper lip, that this sense of independence was .. 
. natural. The force that had propelled her, from one bristling set of ideas to 
the other, had been there all the time. 

And she reasoned, not without some sense of self-justification, that if this 
was allowed to meander along on its own ... like the caveman ... sooner or 
later it would strike a defensive pose. And then ... she brushed away those im
ages of the two of them huddling in that way, in their bed, as if some canopy 
divided them. 

All the same, she knew what his self-respect was like. It could expand, and 
in the same moment hers would have to dive ... for shelter. 

She tiptoed once more towards the arch, and saw ... the bare kitchen, the 
shell where that original idea, like distant billows tramping with a measured 
beat along some foreshore she'd never reached, had suddenly come to her, a 
faint soundless reality. She stared at the table, and then marched resolutely in
side. 

If she opened the door, and greeted him with flashing self-assurance, to 
guide him to a world that would, likewise, flash across him, perhaps like a sear
ing sword, she'd see in their relationship that humility, that source of wonder, 
that mutual trust, kept alive by the simple fact that she'd ... undone a resolu
tion never to cross him. 

And as she waited, tense, her heart hammering, for the sounds that might 
never be repeated, with exactly the same meaning, she heard something fall, 
some great wave, crashing into the shadowy receptacle of that room, and 
there, they would be like voyagers, standing, with a faint, but undivided sun
set between them. 
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CHIN WOON PING 

32 

Malacca Song 

Khoo Cheng Kim, old Malacca friend, 
I remember the house 
Your father built in Tranquerah, 
The seashore kampong 
With custard apples lumpy and odorous 
Pomegranates plumping to the sand, 
With guava wind in high branches 
Where we perched to watch 
The tide slide over dark silt, 
Mudhoppers scattering like startled hooligans, 
And the sound of the neighbour's pestle 
Pounding, pounding 
Her noonday spice. 

There where starfruit fell and bicycles leaned 
We were lazy princesses, 
Humid afternoons, raindrops on zinc roofs 
Played a gamelan, 
What stirrings and sorcery in gossip, 
Hard knobs of breasts bruising 
Under starched school uniforms, 
Your fierce servant grumbling 
In her kitchen of soups 
And your mother taking off 
Her spectacles to scold us 
For thinking only of boys. 
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CHIN WOON PING 

Grief 

that day the straits 
breeze blew as usual 
same gaudy colours 
shrill swallows dipping 
mirrors draped 
mother sitting 
in an unfamiliar room 

at his last dying 
hour not to be 
with your father 
is to carry dead deer 
in your heart 

and i coming 
twelve thousand miles 
ten hours late 
to fuichew hakka cemetery 
found a mound 
of loose red dirt 

paper money i burnt 
blew up among rubber trees 
disappearing through branches 
and broken sky 

they told me his last words 
"tien-ah, is this all?" 
and i ask you what 
can grief teach you 
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SARAH DAY 

34 

Museum Attendant 

A young man once, 
he saw himself 
as keeper of history; 
a watcher of polished windows 
into polar explorations, 
ancient landscapes 
and butterfly collections. 
Briskly conversant I 

he moved between 
colourful mythologies 
of dead and living. 

Today amid dusty glass 
and fossicked spirits 
he sits immovable 
unseeing, whilst Sunday visitors 
flicker in like flies 
out of the rain 
to settle on the underside of leaves. 
Wrapped, bound, 
now he looks inwards only. 
A relic 
he listens for the clock to clack 
each digit past the hour next door. 

WESTERLY,No.2,JUNE,1985 



BETH SPENCER 

The Purple Flower 

She's not dying this time, just sick. But one day she will be dying; there'll 
be no escaping it then. I'll have to go back, and sit by her bed in that room, and 
watch with her, and hold her hand. All the things a daughter is supposed to do. 

But, for now, a reprieve. 
If I close my eyes I can see the room, down there at the far end of the house. 

It won't have changed much. A cool room, the light soft and gentle. Shroud
.ed. The old patina of walnut, the milkiness of bevilled glass. The double bed 
always made up straight and tight first thing in the morning. Such a chaste bed, 
modest in its smooth silk. 

Once when I was very young I cried in the night and my mother brought me 
in here to sleep. My head fitted neatly in the hollow between their two pillows, 
their bodies warm on either side of me. Bliss. A rare family moment. Cherish 
it. 

Later I would sit at this dressing table, looking at myself in her mirror, or 
looking through the photos in her cupboard. Packets of photos: all the per
mutations of a large family, dozens of innocent moments caught and held de
licately in crisp greys, cupped in clean white borders. Fragile moments, stuffed 
randomly into yellow Kodak envelopes. 

There were photos before any of us were born, too. It was hard to think 
that this woman in the floral bathing suit with the black hair, this slim young 
man beside her, his arm around her waist: that these were my parents. The 
photos were all taken on my grandmother's box brownie. That, too, fascina
ted me: the way you peered down onto the top and there was the image, up
side down, locked in glass, tiny waving back at you from somewhere, no
where. 

There's another image, and I can't remember whether this was a photo
graph or a memory: it's my sister holding me up to look at some horses with 
long curved hooves. It was way up in the hills somewhere - I remember ferns, 
we'd driven for hours. Just the three of us, my sister, my mother and I. We 
stopped the car and watched them, these strange horses. Placid things, chew
ing grass and plodding clumsily with their long toes. Strange, beautiful, and 
useless. Freaks. But they seemed to me like the cousins of horses with wings. 
No less fabled anyway, no-one remembers them. 
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It's strange to think of her lying in that room. So much revolves around it in 
memory, yet it would have been the least entered room in the house, certainly 
the least lived in room. Paradox. It was the centre of the house, the nexus, yet 
it was also the untouched, the un lived in. It was the, centre ofthe house, yet it 
itself had no centre, no heart. It was cool and never untidy, the dust had that 
clean undisturbed smell of long sleep. 

Part of this feel came from the fact that although of course my parents slept 
there together, they didn't live there together. Their life was divided like their 
wardrobe was divided: on one side dresses and bags, on the other trousers, 
shirts and belts; a dividing panel kept the two sets of clothes from touching or 
carelessly merging. 

I remember that the door to my father's side always stuck and was hard to 
open, and it had a different faint smell. My father smelt of horses and hay, but 
his work clothes were kept somewhere else. This smelt like sitting in the car be
side him on Sunday School Anniversary Day, or going to a wedding. A nice 
smell, like shaved cheeks. A rare smell, cherish it. Move up closer and feel the 
texture of his shiny suit. 

My mother's side smelt like she did on Sundays, of soap and perspiration, a 
variation of her weekday smell. Her side was bigger with an extra cupboard. 
The drawers of this were packed full. In one, bits of wool and knitting and 
needles and patterns: nesting materials. Another drawer held school reports 
and bills and Christmas cards and the Woman's Doctor book with rainbow 
spotted edges that we weren't allowed to look in, because it showed pictures 
of women's breasts. It was from this book, surreptitiously, that I learnt that 
my mother bled once a month; something, like her body, that she kept well 
hidden from us children. 

Scattered here and there, or tossed in the shelves behind the jumpers, were 
the plastic bags full of photos. I was obsessed by those photos: like I was obse
ssed by my reflection in the mirror, by that room, by my childhood. I've spent 
hours looking through them, looking into their eyes. I never had those fan
tasies that some children have, of being given to the wrong parents at birth. 
You only had to look at the photos: we all had the same eyes. 

Then why did I see such different things with mine? - But that was later. I 
felt good then, looking at the photos, because I belonged. 

It was during one of these searches that I found the diaries. They were in a 
metal biscuit tin, with warratah on the lid and gold edges, wedged at the back 
of the cupboard. They were very small diaries, and they seemed rather old. I 
put them back without looking: I was a very good child. And I believed in sec
rets. Having discovered one horrible secret about my mother, that she bled 
like a cow every month, I was careful to allow her this other one, because of 
course the diaries were hers. 

That was about the time that I was promoted an extra grade at school. 
School at last took on a meaning, I was busy learning new things and keeping 
up. But I'd think about those diaries. I'd look at my mother - exhausted, 
bent over the stove on gusty days when it wouldn't catch "and" us late for 
school- and try to imagine her as a young woman. Before the floral bathing 
suit. Before the big, always made-up, double bed. Before my father; before 
porridge and the smell of old boot polish melting on the edge of the stove, and 
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tomato or banana sandwiches day after day and once a week a treat a meat 
pie. My mother as a young woman like all the beautiful heroines named Meg 
and Rose and Adelaide in the books that filled the shelves beside the fireplace 
in the loungeroom. Writing dreams, secrets, sighs in a fine close hand on fine 
white paper. 

I was the last of six children and I had never seen her write so much as a 
shopping list, or read even a newspaper. But I had to believe in that girl inside, 
somewhere inside the smell of soap and perspiration, or later, as we got old en
ough to buy presents on our own, the faint dust smell of Coles talcum powder. 

Those diaries, kept safe all those years, were proof that this girl existed. 
And my secret. Like the small purple flower at the bottom of the garden, hid
den under the hydrangeas, which bloomed once a year. They'd all yell mum 
mum, can't find my shoe, can I buy my lunch, the bus is coming the bus is com
ing, and I'd go out early and on my way to the bus stop check to see that the 
flower was there. 

There were those purple flowers that grew along the naturestrip, too. 
When you picked them the sticky white sap ran all over your hands and dried 
to a greeny dirty brown. But they were part of the outside, the farm, the sheds, 
my brothers: long purple-topped sticky-semen plants: we never picked them 
for the house. They grew wild, weeds; like all the other tough ugly plants that 
grew year-long in our garden, without love or water or anyone to come and 
whisper secrets in that secret moment before the door opened and the others 
came rushing out and the school bus ground to a halt, kicking up dust, sleepy 
heads, soft children's heads at every window, like bean sprouts. 

It was hard at school that year. Children can be so cruel. So can adults, even 
if they don't mean to be. That's the worst of being a child, you are immune to 
nothing. Little purple flower, are you there? Yes, and you are so beautiful. 
Stay safe, stay safe. 

I can't remember what season that would be, but it bloomed for a long 
time, safe and hidden under the hydrangeas and cottoneaster in the lumpy 
black earth. 

Well at the end of that year I came top of the class. Dad picked me up in the 
truck after school and when I told him he dug in his pocket and said open your 
hand, luv. When I counted the coins later there was almost ten shillings. I put 
it with the other money I'd been saving. I wanted to send my parents to New 
Zealand because they had never had a holiday together. Not even a honey
moon. Dad was sent to the war and then the babies came. He didn't mind so 
much, he didn't like going on holidays with us, he'd always make an excuse to 
stay behind or leave early. 

Even though he could swim. Breast stroke: carving through the green 
yellow water towards you like a big puffing seal. I loved him then, even though 
I was scared. His legs were white and ugly but you couldn't tell in the water. It 
was like in the photos. But he'd only stay for a day or two, and then go home 
to work. 

So maybe he didn't mind so much never having been anywhere, but mum 
did. And I wanted to save up and give her a holiday. It was different the way I 
loved her. I loved her intensely. There was no reason. 
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I knew I'd need a lot of money. I wondered whether, when I had saved en
ough, I should buy a calf to raise. But if it died there'd be nothing. My brother 
told me that calves died very often. 

They used to drown sometimes in the manure pit at the bottom of the dairy, 
where all the cow shit and muck got washed down. It had a fence around it but 
if they were very little they'd get in and drown. I used to imagine their little 
bones in there forever. Like fossils in stones but stacked on top of each other. 
And when they'd be almost enough to reach the top a new one would come 
and fall in and crush them down to the bottom again. So hot and crowded in 
there.So alive. Dead cow manure and dead bones and all the little living things 
that nest in death. Even the little bones, alive in the way they'd try to reach the 
top. 

It was that holidays, I think, or maybe the next, that we didn't go away any
where. Not even to Rosebud for the day. We were too busy because my sister 
was getting married. She had to. I didn't know that part of it then. All I knew 
was that mum didn't seem particularly happy, even though marriage is what 
she had always talked about. 

Everyone was a bit funny that summer. My brothers avoided mum a lot. 
And they were different towards my sister, they treated her different: some
times they were sort of rude, and other times almost deferential. 

I thought she looked even more beautiful than ever. She would let me get 
into bed with her some nights, we shared a room, and then she'd draw numb
ers and words on my back with her finger. If I guessed right she'd let me sleep 
with her all night. Not much of a prize though, it was hot and she took up most 
of the room. 

But I stayed if she said I could. I liked her body. It was big and smooth and a 
nice dry warm like the inside of a rabbit's burrow. It was especially like that 
during the day when it was too hot to stay outside; she'd call me in and we'd lie 
on mum's bed and make up stories. 

We'd do it this way, she'd ask me questions: How's Mrs Poo been lately? 
Has she recovered from her operation? And who's been looking after all the 
little Poos while she's been sick? 

She'd say it in a posh voice and make me giggle till I was sick. She was 
wonderful and beautiful and I loved her and loved her. I didn't want her to go 
away to Queensland when she got married, but she said she had to, he was get
ting a job up there. He was studying to be an engineer and she didn't get to see 
him much. 

Things come back: things I haven't wanted to think about for a long time. I 
remember, now, coming inside one day after I'd been playing over the road in 
the truck graveyard. 

The truck graveyard was where all the old car bodies and truck parts and 
some really old wooden carts and things were dumped. The weeds were thigh
high, door-high on the cabins. It had that hint of danger that most of my life 
lacked. Danger from what? - Ghosts? Spiders? Snakes? Who knows. The 
wind lived in those trucks. I was trespassing on some bolder life. Tall dead 
men with cigarettes on their breath. I'd find butts in the ashtrays and wet 
broken boxes of matches. Everything covered with the dust and grime of 
strange roads, strange far away towns. Perhaps even other countries. Maybe 
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this rock was a New Zealand rock, a New Zealand dried leaf blown up here 
under the dash. It was one of those places that you purposefully forgot about 
except for about twice a year so that it would stay exciting. 

When I came inside that afternoon, all the blinds were down and it was 
warm and still with the smell of furniture polish and ironing. My mother was 
out, so I had some biscuits and some cold water from the bottle in the fridge 
for the boys. I decided to go and pass some time looking at things in her room. 

I didn't make any noise, so I saw my sister but she didn't see me. She was 
standing in front of the mirror with her wedding dress on. It wasn't ready yet, 
and was still held together in places with pins and tacking. You could see her 
bra strap at the back where it fell away from her shoulder. She was so brown; 
her black hair hung down a huge heavy tail against the white silk, her hair was 
matted and glossy like horses' hair. She was crying. The material was tight ac
ross her stomach where the bulge was. I guess I did know about the baby, even 
then. But I pretended I didn't. It was easier that way. 

I sneaked back out of the house before she could see me and went down to 
the sheds where the cows were getting ready to be milked. I stayed there until 
tea-time, and came back with my brothers on the tractor. 

The wedding wasn't long after that and I stayed away from the house a lot. I 
went walking or rode my bike, or hung around the sheds watching the milking 
or them fixing the cars. The night before the wedding my sister asked me if I 
wanted to get into her bed and play the numbers game, but I pretended I was 
asleep. 

Little flower, little flower ... But it was the wrong season for that. I dreamt 
of those calves in the manure pit. 

In the photos of the wedding everyone looks a bit tired and flustered, and 
so, I suppose, we were. Only my sister looks placid and beautiful. The rest of 
us look rather like dressed-up country hicks, hands raised to shoo off the flies. 
Far too cramped and uncomfortable in that tiny grey square where before 
we'd all fitted so well. 

Well of course my parents never got that trip to New Zealand. I kept saving 
my pennies - although they weren't pennies anymore, decimal currency 
came in somewhere there - but it was a typewriter, for myself, that I was sav
ing for. Things had changed. I spent a lot of time planning: weekends I would 
lie on the couch and read the ads in the Trading Post and dream of being a fa
mous writer. I didn't tell anybody though. It was my secret, my purple flower 
that might die if anyone but me knew about it. 

And most of all I didn't want mum to know. I guess it all had to do with 
adolescence and stuff. I got my period that summer. I felt she knew too much 
about me already. But it was more than that; I went back one day and looked 
inside those diaries I'd found in the cupboard. There was nothing in them. 
Nothing - weather reports, that's all. Today it rained. Today was sunny. My 
mother's secret, her secret other life before the floral bathers and the young 
thin man, before us kids, it was just a series of weather reports. And yet it was 
so important to her that she kept them saved in that tin, for all those years. 

I felt so ashamed of her. How could I have loved her so much? I loved 
nobody that year; I worked hard at school; I came top of the class, I didn't 
bother to tell them because anyway they never cared about things like that. 
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When the baby was born my sister sent photos. She had her hair cut short 
when she was in labour because it was so hot and drove her crazy she said. She 
felt better now. Mum said it was sensible because anyway babies always pulled 
your hair if you had it long, and she would be too busy now to- look after it. She 
sent us a piece of her old hair. I suppose it's still kept in the cupboard with all 
the other old junk. 

Dear Diary: the weather's hot. But I've cut off my hair and it doesn't 
bother me any more. 

I still planned to be a writer. I was going to live in a house in the hills. My 
heroines would all be called Adelaide and Margaret and Irma. They'd have 
long black hair, matted and glossy like horses'. Men would court them and fall 
in love with them but they'd never give in until the very very best, and maybe 
not even then. They'd never let anyone file down their long curving toes. 
Never. And then maybe one day their wings would grow back. 

I have this dream, it's always the same: my mother and father are standing 
in a field of horses, horses with long curving toes. He has his big black farrier's 
apron on and a file in his hand. My mother stands beside him. She doesn't try 
to stop him. 

Well she's not dying. The letter says she's not dying so I have another re
prieve. For now, at least, I don't have to go back to that room, I don't have to 
go back and stand by her bed, and be forgiven, finally, for daring to grow 
wings. 
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NICHOLAS HASLUCK 

Cri De Coeur 

The book they published is not 
the cn de coeur I dreamed of. 

The masterpiece I dreamed of 
is not the book I wrote. 

The pages of the book I wrote 
have disappeared now -
into the wastepaper baskets, 
into the suitcases 

bits and pieces surviving 
in the old, green folder. 

The book I wrote was never 
what I thought it should be: 
the book I had inside me. 

The cn de coeur I dreamed of 
slowly disappeared into 
remnants of the book I wrote. 

The woman who struggled with me 
to produce the masterpiece 
has taken another lover now. 

When we meet, we smile. 

We remember the 'cn de coeur' 
the book I should have written. 

And yet, when I think of what 
we dreamed of for so many years, 
and when I think of the woman, 

and the pages disappearing -
into the wastepaper baskets, 
into the suitcases 

the bits and pieces surviving 
in the old, green folder ... 

it sometimes seems to me 
that what they published was 
the cn de coeur I dreamed of : 
the book I had inside me. 

What appeared is what survived. 
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D.J. WRIGHT 

42 

Reflections 

it is 12 o'clock 
the world didn't blow apart tonight 
just the exploding thunder of bodies 
with liquids running down from the sky 
streetlights reflect people in puddles -
the many affairs they have. 
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JOHANNES AMBROSE 

Man Beaten To Death by Gang 

There was a woman who walked through the park as if she were picking 
spaghetti off her lap in an expensive restaurant. She saw him. There was a man 
wearing a pink headband, jogging with his dog. He noticed. Another man, in a 
fawn overcoat, saw him and walked faster. none of them said anything as they 
went past. Just the noise of their feet on the gravel path, the lingering echo of 
the jogger's snorting breath. 

Nobody else walked past. The day faded slowly. He didn't want to be left 
sitting in the dark so he stood up and limped towards the traffic lights. His leg 
wasn't broken. They'd tried to break it by kicking with their big boots, but 
they were only children really. He was glad of that. Still, they'd smashed his 
teeth and his nose. He wasn't sure what to do about it. Sunday afternoon, 
where were the doctors? How was he to find a doctor? Would there be forms 
to fill out, would we have to be registered? Perhaps he had to be a ratepayer in 
the area. 

He knew he couldn't ignore things for much longer. 
They'd taken his money. Even the twenty cent coin in his shirt pocket. 
He got to the traffic lights. There weren't any people around, just cars. 

Headlights. Traffic lights. He waited till the changing colours became a blur 
on the wet asphalt. 

He knew he was fainting, falling, sliding down to the footpath, and as the 
soft concrete dropped up toward him he hoped he would wake up in hospital 
and all the worry and embarrassment would be over. 
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R.G. HAY 

Worth all your laurels 

I remembered the road north as okay but narrow 
with a bad bit on the range just past Marlborough: 
so I wanted to be there while the sun was still high, 
since thereabouts the road goes west more often than 
the other directions. Safer to wait for dark, but I recalled 
the view from the top as worthwhile - I like to see bush 
stretching to a distant horizon like a grey-green ocean -
and took the risk. I was in time to get some spectacular 
silhouettes of trees, rocks, ridge-tops against the brilliance 
of a setting sun. Luckily on curves and crests I met no 
stubborn bullocks, fallen trees, stalled caravans, and reached 
the top with light enough for the forty-mile panorama. These days, 
though, when I go north, I think the spectacle worthwhile 
at noon, and the sharp blind bends safer without the 
sun in my eyes. Since I survived, I'm glad I was once 
foolhardy enough to drive up those steep slopes towards 
the glorious blaze of a setting sun: my slipper and 
pantaloon days will need such memories. 
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RICHARD DOUGLAS JORDAN 

Adam Lindsay Gordon: 
The Australian Poet 

Adam Lindsay Gordon is the only Australian poet to have been mem
orialised in the Poet's Corner of Westminster Abbey, where his bust was un
veiled in a cermony in 1934. Nearly two years before that, his statue had been 
set up in Spring Street, Melbourne, where it still stoically surveys the madness 
of that city. More biographies have been written about Gordon that about any 
other Australian writer. His works have appeared in an exceptionally large 
number of editions, selections and anthologies. His poems have been set to 
music by Elgar and other composers. His lines were once part of the stock of 
proverbial wisdom of every Australian (as, to some extent, they still are). He 
has been the subject of fiction and drama. Cottages where he lived have been 
preserved as though they were holy shrines. The 1930's, 40's and 50's wit
nessed regular pilgrimages to Gordon's grave and to the Ballarat cottage. Soc
ieties were set up to honour his memory and his work. Seeds from the wattle 
that stood above his grave in Brighton cemetery were distributed to school 
children for planting. Yet the writer who was then memorialised as "the Nat
ional Poet of Australia" is now signally without honour in this country, or at 
least such would appear to be the case from the slighting mention or total neg
lect given him in recent Australian criticism. J believe his poetry still survi
ves among non-academic readers of poetry. among the majority of Australian 
readers who - contra John Docker - are totally uninfluenced by what uni
versity lecturers place on English courses or write about in their journals. His 
poems continue to be reprinted and, presumably. sold; but even on the popu
lar level his poetry seems to have had a falling off, taking at best a third place 
to the verse of Paterson and Lawson. 

This last phenomenon is perhaps the easiest to explain. The kind of popular 
reader who seeks narrative excitement, sentimental romance, and memorable 
formulations of wit or morality in poetry, finds much more of what he wants, 
and finds it more often in Paterson than in Gordon. Gordon is a more literary 
poet than Paterson or even Lawson. That is, he is much more consciously 
aware in his poetry of the traditions that have made it possible for him to be a 
poet. Even his so-called "bush ballads" and sporting rhymes allude to literary 
traditions (the Scottish ballads, medieval romance) in a way that the more un-
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pretentious verse of his Australian followers does not. And much of what he 
wrote is simply not "popular" poetry; it is intended for a learned, even a class
ically educated audience. 

Yet it would seem to have no such audience today. Checking ·the Australian 
Literary Studies annual bibliography for the past decade turns up only two list
ings under Gordon's name: a three-page non-academic article and Geoffrey 
Hutton's 1978 biography of Gordon. 

The account given of him in the Oxford History of Australian Literature 
(Melbourne, 1981) evidences a complete reversal, not only of older tastes but 
also of what had once been the normal perceptions of the very nature of 
Gordon's poetry. Where earlier critics had praised the immense energy of the 
poetry, its sensitive responsiveness to the Australian landscape, and the pre
sence within it of a distinctive individuality which was identified by readers 
with the heroic horseman poet himself, Vivian Smith now tells us that "there is 
little sensibility in Gordon's work, and not much sense of poetic personality" 
(p. 289). The proverbial element in Gordon, which had been the element that 
more than any other made him a popular poet, is dismissed here as "facile pro
verbial moralizing" (p. 291). The literary, allusive nature of his work is re
cognized, but not allowed to carry any weight because of what Smith describes 
as "his simplicities of attitude" (ibid.). And Smith finally dismisses Gordon as 
an exiled Englishman who belongs primarily to his own time. But Smith's atti
tude is not a totally new one. There have always been critics prepared to de
bunk Gordon, as there have been for any poet who is given the kind of inflated 
worship which Gordon once had. But while such an approach to Gordon 
might have been useful when he was being over-rated or valued for the wrong 
reasons, what was once a radical view of Gordon is now nothing more than an 
unneeded hindrance to any student who wishes to form an accurate picture of 
the history and the essential nature of Australian poetry. If such a picture is 
ever to be drawn, if a true history of Australian poetry is ever to be written, 
the immense significance of Gordon will once again have to be recognized. 

As an initial contribution toward achieving that end, I wish in this article to 
do three related things: (1) to consider some aspects ofthe history ofthe reput
ation of Adam Lindsay Gordon's poetry with a view to correcting some cur
rent misconceptions about it; (2) to briefly suggest something of my own per
ception of the significance of Gordon's poetry and its relationship to 
Australia's literary history; and (3) to make some suggestions about possible 
directions for future investigation. 

Gordon's reputation has been surveyed twice by literary historians, once by 
Leonie Kramer in the inaugural issue of Australian Literary Studies in 1963, 
and again by C.F. MacRae in a chapter of his book on Gordon for the 
Twayne's World Authors series in 1968. MacRae's chapter is based heavily on 
Kramer, and where it differs, differs mainly by offering digressions comparing 
literary reception in Canada and in Australia and by considering the burning 
question of whether or not a poet who dislikes bushrangers can really be called 
an Australian poet. Kramer's article, then, remains the only extended history 
we have of how Gordon's works have been regarded in Australia, yet it is a 
highly selective study basing its conclusions on far too few sources and, with re
gard to one major period, that of Gordon's lifetime and the decade after, 
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quite wrong in what it claims. 
Because I am convinced by my own research that Gordon's poetry is central 

to the Australian poetry of his period and was itself influential upon it as well 
as upon later Australian poetry, I wish to take up this last point in some detail. 
Professor Kramer tells us that "there is very little material about Gordon in 
the 1860's and 1870's" (p.44); but there is, in fact, more than enough material 
to demonstrate the way in which Gordon was received. However convenient it 
may be to trace a reputation that rises and then falls, and however much such 
an assumption may support the myth that Gordon thought of himself as a 
failure when he put the rifle to his head on Brighton beach in 1870, the notion 
that Gordon was ignored during this period is simply not true. Gordon was re
cognized in his own lifetime as an important poet by both learned and popular 
audiences, and when he killed himself he knew about this reputation and per
haps even realized that his standing as a poet was as high or higher than that of 
any Australian Poet who had yet published. 

Like many modern Melbourne poets, Gordon found the city's newspapers 
hospitable to his work and his verses obtained wide circulation, particularly in 
the Australasian and in the sporting paper Bell's Life. His poem "The Sick 
Stockrider" first appeared in Marcus Clarke's Colonial Monthly and was im
mediately reprinted in the Australasian and in several country newspapers. 
Critical discussion of his work began in 1867 with the publication of his first 
two major volumes Ashtaroth and Sea Spray and Smoke Drift. The first not
ices, in the Argus and the Colonial Monthly were brief, slighting ones. 
"Evelyn", in the Colonial Monthly, described Sea Spray and Smake Drift as 
"one of the oddest literary curiosities issued from the colonial printing-press" 
(1 1867,240). But these easy dismissals had the effect of bringing about pro
test and serious discussion of the poetry. "J.H." wrote to Bell's Life to attack 
the notice in the Argus. The Colonial Monthly itself published a second re
view, probably by the editor, Marcus Clarke, taking a completely different 
line; Gordon is here praised effusively, and praised particularly for his Austra
lianness (the one quality recent criticism is unanimous in denying him). He is 
called "the most Australian of our literary aspirants" with the possible ex
ception of Kendall. His poems are said to have the spirit of the bush in them. 
"In no land but ours," says the reviewer, "could such be written" and he 
goes on to claim credit for having discovered the genius of this new Australian 
poet in 1868 (3, 265). Bell's Life also published two reviews, both, in this case, 
highly favourable ones. The first and the slighter of the two, praised Gordon's 
ear for rhythm and the combination of strength, sweetness, and simplicity in 
his verse (5 October 1867). The second, more substantial review spoke, like 
the Colonial Monthly, of the particularly Australian nature of Gordon's 
poetry, which it saw to be "in perfect accord with nature and with our pursuits 
and wants", these wants being "different from those of older countries" (19 
October 1867). This view of Gordon's poetry was in part confirmed by the re
ceiption of "The Sick Stockrider" which, during the last years of Gordon's 
life, became widely known, giving Gordon claim to the title of originator of 
the Australian bush ballad. Gordon knew how well it had been received, 
though he claimed, in a letter to John Riddoch, not to think much of the poem 
himself. Less than a month before his suicide, however, Gordon received a 
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copy of an English magazine with a highly favourable review of Seas pray in it, 
and he was proud of the fact that he had been recognized as a poet in the coun
try of his birth. 

Gordon took his own life the day after the publication of his third major vol
ume of poetry, Bush Ballads and Galloping Rhymes. On the evening of his 
last day, he had a long conversation with Henry Kendall, during which Ken
dall showed him the review of Bush Ballads which he had written for the next 
morning's Australasian. Aside from some reservations about Gordon's abil
ities as a dramatic or a meditative poet, the review offers high praise. The 
book is described as "a rich addition to the permanent possessions of English 
literature". Gordon's skill in describing nature in Australia, a constant theme 
in the early criticism, is discussed here. Kendall predicts a lasting popularity 
for the work. "There are few things of the kind published now-a-days," he 
says, "concerning which we could express such confident anticipations" (25 
June 1870). When this review reached the streets, Gordon was dead on 
Brighton beach. . 

The reviews and obituaries which followed continued the same themes as 
the earlier criticism. The presence of great energy and deep melanchology is 
repeatedly cited, the Age speaking of the "dashing, manly spirit" of the 
poetry and the "traces of sadness almost approaching to despair". The Argus 
spoke of "his acute sensibility, reckless carelessness of life, and strong poetic 
temperament" and particularly praised his ballads. The memorial poem that 
Kendall published in the Australasian on the Saturday following Gordon's 
death speaks of him as "A shining soul with syllables of fire, Who sang the 
first great songs these lands can claim To be their own". It notes his adher
ence beneath the "ringing major notes" of his poetry, of "The mournful mean
ing of the undersong Which runs through all he wrote, and often takes The 
deep autumnal, half-prophetic tone Of forest winds in March" (2 July 1870). 
Before coming to Victoria, Gordon had lived in South Australia, and the 
South Australian Register reported his death, describing him as a poet who 
had "succeeded in achieving some amount of reputation in this field, in which 
so many fail" (28 June 1870). On the basis of this evidence, it would seem 
clear that, by the standards of the Australia of 1870, Gordon was a recognized, 
well-received poet at the time of his death. His fame was enhanced, to be sure, 
by the fact that he was simultaneously a hero of the sporting world, and his 
feats and reputation as a rider figure as largely in the obituaries as does his 
poetry. But the evidence of this double fame means that the causes of his sui
cide must be sought in places other than failure in his public life. He died at 
what he had reason to believe was the height of his success; and he is reported, 
in the Age of 25 June 1870, to have remarked on the night before he killed 
himself "that he had achieved as much frame in the sporting and literary world 
as he would ever attain and he might as well go out of the world before he be
came a burden to anyone." 

He was, of course, wrong. However great his fame at his death, it continued 
to grow, climaxing in the Westminster Abbey memorial and continuing for 
many years beyond that. Australian critics have forgotten most of this. Geo
ffrey Dutton, in his recent (1984) Snow on the Saltbush has only a few words 
to spare for Gordon and uses them to describe the Westminster Abbey mon-
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ument as evidence of English hypocrisy toward Australia and of English ignor
ance of Australian life and literature. Some research by Dutton would have 
revealed that the English men of letters who supported this monument - Kip
ling, James Barrie, Sir Philip Gibbs, Professors Nichol-Smith and Quiller
Couch - did so because they were asked to do so by Douglas Sladen at the re
quirement of the Dean of Westminster, i.e. they endorsed it was an act of gen
erosity rather than hypocrisy, accepting Sladen's claim that Gordon was the 
poet of Australia. In support of his claim, Sladen had cited the way in which 
lines and passages from Gordon constantly appeared in the ordinary speech of 
most Australians - Gordon's success as a writer of proverbs; he cited the her
oic image created by Gordon in his poetry, an image which he claimed had not 
simply reflected but actually helped to create the image of the Australian as an 
active, energetic, daring figure; he saw Gordon as a literary father-figure for 
all that which is distinctly Australian. He did not perceive how in three de
cades Australia would come to reject that father. Sladen, who had come to 
Australia as the nephew of the premier of Victoria and who had been the first 
academic to lecture in modem history at the University of Sydney, had strong 
Australian backing in his campaign, including the financial backing of the 
Australian government, which paid for the monument. Indeed, though 
Gordon has had a higher profile in England than most Australian poets, it is, I 
believe, his very Australianness which has kept him from being absorbed 
there into the canon of English poets. The response of Oscar Wilde to 
Gordon's poetry may perhaps be a typical English response, i.e. that Gordon 
would have been a great English poet if he had never gone to Australia. 
"Australia," Wilde wrote, "has converted many of our failures into pro
sperious and admirable mediocrities, but she certainly spoiled one of our 
poets for us." 

The designation of Gordon as the Australian poet, then, was not the result 
of British ignorance and hypocrisy, nor, on the other hand was it by any means 
an eccentric position on Sladen's part. He had, in fact, over sixty years of 
Australian literary criticism to support his views. 

Serious consideration of Gordon's position in Australian literature after the 
70's begins with the preface Marcus Clarke wrote for the collected edition of 
Gordon's poems in 1880 (not in 1867, as described by Professor Kramer). It is 
a seminal essay for Australian literary criticism generally, and is sometimes 
cited without reference to the fact the Clarke's influential view of what char
acterises Australian poetry is based on the work of Adam Lindsay Gordon. 
Clarke is fully aware of the influence of British poets on Gordon, the influence 
of Browning and of Swinburne in particular, but, unlike later critics, Clarke 
finds nothing in such influences to keep him from seeing in Gordon what he de
scribes as "the beginnings of a national of Australian poetry". And the thing 
he finds most Australian in Gordon is the same thing he finds to be "the dom
inant note of Australian scenry ... Weird Melancholy." How many critics 
after Clarke have seen that same melancholy at the centre of Australian 
poetry? And how few have traced it back to Gordon. 

In 1885, Francis W.L. Adams made an important contribution to defining 
the Australian character of Gordon's poetry in an article in The MeJbourne 
Review. (The article has been discussed previously by Professor Kramer in 
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her article.) In it, Adams attempts to counter the unthinking worship of the 
poet that seems to have developed by this time; though Kramer tries to treat 
this as negative criticism, it is mainly an attempt to substitute judicious praise 
for unthinking worship. Adams builds on Clarke's v.iews, which he shares, and 
goes on to consider the personality, the individuality in Gordon's poetry, 
which he describes as a representative individuality, representative of the indi
viduality of modem, colonial Australia. "Here, then, is the first charm in 
Gordon, and his work: they are modem, they represent the main-current of 
the age, not some side-water or back-water." Gordon is seen as a representat
ive of, indeed, a victim of, the "terrible period of transition" from an old 
world to a new one which Australia was going through in Gordon's lifetime. 
Finally, Adams takes Gordon to be "representative of what I have taken to be 
the distinctive marks of this Australian, this Melbourne civilisation, its general 
sense of movement, of progress, of conscious power." Adams repeated these 
views in an article published in 1890 in the Centennial Magazine in response to 
what he sensed to be a rising anti-British prejudice toward Gordon. 

In 1904 ?, a major critical study of Gordon (noted in MacRae's book) was 
issued as a pamphlet by the Catholic Truth Society. It was written by the Rev. 
J.J. Malone and begins by offering the testimony that" Adam Lindsay Gordon 
is far and away the most popular of all the poets of our island continent." This 
study could act as a corrective to those later critics who, like Judith Wright for 
example, deny Gordon's verse the right to be called Australian because he 
deals so seldom with specifically Australian subjects - there are only a few 
gum trees, kangaroos and bush rangers in Gordon. What Gordon's poetry has 
instead of Australian local colour, says Malone, is "the genuine spirit of the 
bushman ... the elemental character of its robust human life." He points, 
with remarkable tolerance, to another element in Gordon that we might also 
choose to see as typically Australian, his "blank and cheerless agnosticism." 
"The only philosophy he professes to teach," writes Malone, "is the phil
osophy of a defiant and resolute despair." And he credits Gordon with having 
sparked in this country "the first authentic accents of its sturdy southern 
songs." 

Dissent from this line of thought before the 1960's seems to have been gen
erally the product of a narrowing conception of Australian nationalism or of a 
moral rectitude which could not tolerate the bleakness of Gordon's vision. Jos
eph Furphy was not prepared to forgive Gordon for the sin of having been En
glish, even though Gordon came to Australia as a young man and wrote nearly 
all of his poetry here. Walter Murdoch found Gordon's view of life distinctly 
unwholesome; while recognising the melancholy, he saw it not as particularly 
Australian but as evidence of "a lack of that splendid sanity which dis
tinguishes the greatest poets" (in an introduction to Gordon's Sea Spray and 
Smoke Drift, Melbourne, 1909). Working from more of a literary basis, A.G. 
Stephens criticized Gordon's derivativeness and the simplicity of his poetry 
(Poems of Adam Lindsay Gordon, Sydney, 1918). In the 1960's the dissenting 
views became dominant and when Gordon is discussed at all, he is attacked as 
being more English than Australian (e.g. by H.M. Green in his History of 
Australian Literature Melbourne, 1961, Judith Wright, in The Literature of 
Australia ed. Geoffrey Dutton 1964, revised 1976 and J .S. Mani-
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fold in Who Wrote the BaJJads Sydney, 1964). He has thus been effectively 
dismissed from the place he once held as a representative figure in Australian 
poetry; and as a result of this attitude it would appear that he has been denied 
serious academic consideration by Australianists. 

Yet he clearly deserves such consideration. I am not attempting here to 
make a case for Gordon's greatness as a poet; I leave that to those critics like 
Professor Kramer who see it as their job to determine the hit parade of poets 
who died over a century ago. I am arguing for his significance both in himself 
and in his place in Australian poetry. The history of his reputation, which I 
have just sketched, is one aspect of that significance. It needs to be followed 
up in much more depth. Gordon was imitated by minor poets who followed 
him, sometimes so closely that their poems have been claimed by over
enthusiastic lovers of Gordon as belonging to Gordon himself, and there is 
still a good deal of sorting out to be done to establish a reliable canon of his 
works. In addition, we have yet to have a study of the influence of Gordon on 
those Melbourne poets who knew him or on those major Australian poets who 
grew up during the years when Gordon's reputation was at its highest. A.D. 
Hope, in The New Cratylus (Melbourne, 1979), says that when he was a teena
ger his family library contained no Australian poets and that "Apart from a 
poem or two of Kendall's, I knew none of them in those days except Adam 
Lindsay Gordon, whose poems I recall giving my mother for her birthday, 
mainly with a view to reading them myself' (p. 9). Unfortunately, Hope has 
nothing more than this to say about Gordon here, but one cannot help but 
think that, when he read the volume, this future Australian neoclassicist poet 
must have been in some major ways moulded in his tastes by the presence and 
nature of Gordon's classicism. 

Not only Gordon's influence, but the influences that worked upon Gordon 
himself need to be studied more thoroughly. Since he was such a consciously 
literary writer, Gordon offers the scholar an excellent opportunity to examine 
and assess the literary influences which were operating on Australian poets in 
the 1850's and 1860's, influences which were by no means confined to Gordon 
and which in many ways determined the future direction of Australian poetry. 
The repeated claims that have been made about Gordon's indebtedness to 
Swinburne, Browning, Byron, Tennyson, etc. have never been followed up 
with detailed analysis of these debts; at best, critics have pointed to similarities 
in subject (swimming, riding) or in rhythms, or to the Byronic image of 
Gordon, which is as much a product of his life as of his poetry. The very multi
plicity of the names that are invoked to account for the phenomenon of 
Gordon's poetry suggests that he was not the kind of plagiarist he is sometimes 
accused of being, but rather, a synthesist like Jonson and Shakespeare and the 
whole range of poets who have recognized the inter-relatedness of literary pro
ductions. He is an allusive rather than an imitative poet, and the purpose of a 
poem like "From the Wreck" is not to reproduce Browning's "How we 
brought the good news," but to use the techniques Browning had developed 
in a new, in an Australian context; and the subject, the scenery, the char
acters, and the language of that poem are all distinctly Australian, as is the 
love of horses and racing that characterises this and so many other of 
Gordon's poems. ( G.A. Wilkes, in The Stockyard and the Croquet Lawn 
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Melbourne, 1981 claims to have been struck by the fact "that the importance 
of horse-racing in ordinary Australian life is not registered in Australian lit
erature" p. 5. He finds some exceptions to this but never mentions Gordon 
- nor others, like Vincent Buckley, who has also written memorable poetry 
about racing.) 

The redeployment of English models in an Australian context, which char
acterises the poetry of Gordon and of his period generally, is, however, only 
one aspect in the complicated history of this transitional stage in Australia lit
erary history. The American influence on Gordon and his Melbourne con
temporaries has never to my knowledge been seriously considered, even in 
Joseph Jones' study. Yet it is clearly there. Gordon cites Edgar Allen Poe dir
ectly; there is solid evidence that he and his fellow Melbourne poets knew 
Longfellow's works well and loved reciting them. American books seem to 
have been easily available in the Melbourne of the 50's and 60's. The new
spapers of the period reprinted poetry from American journals - on the Sat
urday before his death Gordon would have read Whittier's "My Triumph" in 
the Australasian, where it had been reprinted from The Atlantic Monthly. 
One wonders how much of the present shape of the Australian bush ballad 
came about under the influence of the narrative poetry of Longfellow; at any 
rate the place to begin looking for an answer to such a question is in the poetry 
of Gordon. 

As for Gordon's classicism, not only the influence of it, but its very nature 
requires study. The poet who, as a mounted trooper, rode through the South 
Australian bush with a copy of Horace in his pocket, created in his own poetry 
an image of stoic, fatalistic heroism that came to be recognised as a distinctly 
Australian image, but one that has clear origins in classical literature and phil
osophy. This is, of course, most obvious in the translation from Horace, and in 
the poems with Latin or Greek titles or incorporating classical phrases or char
acters. It is at its strongest in a poem like "Sunlight on the Sea" with its com
bination of two classical themes, carpe diem and ubi sunt, and its example of 
the feast before Thermopholae: 

Make merry, comrades, eat and drink, 
(The sunlight flashes on the sea;) 

My spirit is rejoiced to think 
That even as they were so are we; 

For they, like us, were mortals vain, 
The slaves to earthly passions wild, 

Who slept with heaps of Persians slain 
For winding-sheets around them piled. 

Throughout the poetry, a classically conceived stoicism and fatalism give ex
pressive form to the poet's melancholy and provide a means of putting into 
words the absolute ignorance the poet feels about any future life. The relocat
ing of this ancient model in an heroic Australian context is a purpose evident 
even in the arrangement of the first two poems of Sea Spray and Smoke Drift, 
which opens with "Podus Okus", a dramatic monologue in which Achilles pre
pares for death: 
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I am ready, I am willing 
To resign my stormy life; 

Weary of this long blood-spilling, 
Sated with this ceaseless strife. 

Shorter doom I've pictured dimly, 
On a bed of crimson sand; 

Fighting hard and dying grimly, 
Silent lips, and striking hand; 

But the toughest lives are brittle, 
And the bravest and the best 

Lightly fall - it matters little; 
Now I only long for rest. 

This poem is followed by "Gone", Gordon's poem about Burke and Wills, 
and Burke's death is presented in full heroic and stoic proportions: 

With the pistol clenched in his failing hand, 
With the death mist spread o'er his fading eyes, 

He saw the sun go down on the sand, 
And he slept, and never saw it rise; 

'Twas well; he toil'd till his task was done, 
Constant and calm in his latest throe, 

The storm was weathered, the battle won, 
When he went, my friends, where we all must go. 

The poem ends with a toast to this "brave man" who not only went where 
we all must go but went in the way that Gordon would at that time probably 
have chosen for himself. The refrain of "Gone" is echoed in the "The Sick 
Stockrider" when the speaker resigns himself to his life and his death, saying 
"I should live the same life over, if I had to live again; And the chances are I 
go where most men go". And this poem, so thoroughly and typically Austra
lian a ballad, echoes as well the concepts of mateship and heroism, the love of 
death, the celebration of the life of adventure and action, and the melancholy 
and fatalism that Gordon elsewhere presents in classical or mock-medieval lit
erary forms. 

In addition to Gordon's transformation of European ideals and forms 
within an Australian context, Gordon's whole perception of Australia, its 
landscape and language in particular, needs reconsideration, perhaps within a 
discussion of why a writer who in his own time was praised for getting it so ex
actly right is today condemned as having been blind to Australia. I do not 
think the meaner aspects of anti-British nationalism provide the whole explan
ation for this, though they may be a large part of it. It may be perhaps that per
ceptions of Australia have changed so dramatically that modem Australians 
do not see the same things that men and women of the mid-nineteenth century 
saw when they looked at this country. Nevertheless, I would suggest that in 
Gordon there is far less superimposition of English attitudes toward nature 
onto the Australian landscape than in most poets of his period, including nat
ive-born poets like Kendall. The harshness of the Australian landscape, which 
he perceives clearly, is only slightly tempered by the romantic personifications 
of Summer and Winter in "A Dedication", where Gordon describes: 
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· .. lands where bright blossoms are scentless, 
And songless bright birds; 

Where, with fire and fierce drought on her tresses, 
Insatiable Summer oppresses 
Sere woodlands and sad wildernesses, 

And faint flocks and herds. 
Where in dreariest days, when all dews end, 

And all winds are warm, 
Wild Winter's large flood-gates are loosen'd 

And floods, freed by storm, 
From broken up fountain heads, dash on 
Dry deserts with long pent up passion -
Here rhyme was first framed without fashion, 

Song shaped without form. 

Through Gordon was as attracted to elevated poetic diction as any other 
mid-nineteenth-century poet, he also had an excellent ear for the colloquial 
language of the race track and the sheep station. Sometimes he used this fac
ility to produce sporting doggerel, but he was also capable of the powerful sim
plicity of the dialogue passages in "From the Wreck": 

"Be quick with these buckles, we've no time to waste;" 
"Mind the mare, she can use her hind legs to some tune." 

"Make sure of the crossing-place; strike the old track, 
They've fenced off the new one; look out for the holes 

On the wombat hills." "Down with the slip rails; stand back." 
"And ride, boys the pair of you, ride for your souls." 

Finally, I would suggest - though it might seem a strange suggestion to any
one familiar with the quantity and nature of the existing biographical studies 

yof Gordon - that the relationship of Gordon's poetry to his life should be re
examined. Literary criticism is now generally beyond the point where the sort 
of naive autobiographical readings that have been given to Gordon's poetry 
in the past can be repeated. The literalism, combined with hero worship, 
which attempted to argue that, because Gordon wrote so effectively about the 
ride to bring aid to the sinking steamship Admella, he himself must have been 
the rider, is now no longer credible. What would repay further study, how
ever, is the nature of the psychology revelaed in the body of Gordon's verse 
and the relationship of that psychology to the social and cultural conditions, to 
the social and cultural condition's time. 

One thing I believe such a study would quickly reveal is that the characteriz
ation of Gordon's dominant attitude as that of an exiled Englishman is mis
taken. Except for the poems writen as he was leaving England, and the open
ing stanzas of "Wormwood and Nightshade", Gordon's poetry about home is 
remarkably free of the exile's longing to return. The sense of exile in Gordon 
came from a far deeper source, and it would have governed his life and poetry 
wherever he lived. The dominant note of melancholy which Clarke recognized 
is in large measure the result of Gordon's unceasing longing for death, of his 
desire to leave this world of "froth and bubble" behind for a state that he 
found both absolutely inconceivable yet absolutely attractive. It characterises 
nearly all of the heroes of his dramatic verse: Achilles, Burke, the Sick Stock-
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man, the knight in "Confiteor" who tells the priest: 

"I've nothing now to hope or to dread, 
And with fate I can fairly cope; 

Were the waters closing over my head, 
"I would scarcely catch at a rope." 

His lyric poetry, like his dramatic, continues the theme. "Wormwood and 
Nightshade" ends with a prayer that his days might be few. The fall of the 
horse, which necessitates the speaker shooting it in "The Last Leap" is des
cribed as the truly fortunate fall. The swimmer, in the poem of that name, has 
heard the siren song of death: 

I would that with sleepy, soft embraces 
The sea would fold me - would find me rest 

In luminous shades of her secret places, 
In depths where her marvels are manifest; 

So the earth beneath her should not discover 
My hidden couch - nor the heaven above her ... 

and he wishes at the end of this poem to go "To gulfs foreshadow'd through 
straits forbidden, Where no light wearies and no love wanes." 

It is this longing for death that underlies the reckless sense of adventure, the 
desperate energy, which was characteristic of both Gordon's poetry and of his 
life. Indeed, his fame as a horseman seems to have been not only a product of 
his skill at jumping, but also of his propensity for having spectacular accidents. 
His eyesight was so bad that he could not see beyond the ears of his horse; and 
the image of Gordon recklessly leaping over an obstacle he could not see into 
an impenetrable mist is an image suitable as an emblem for the poetry as well 
as the life. The energy of the poetry comes from a reckless, desperate fatalism 
that seeks death with all the excitement of a lover and all the courage of a clas
sical hero. Life for Gordon is a mad race "that gains not an inch on the goal" 
but which must be run at top speed. 

At the inquest held following Gordon's suicide, the coroner ruled that 
Gordon had been temporarily of unsound mind when he took his life, but 
aside from some testimony about Gordon's excitability, the only evidence he 
had for that seems to have been the fact of the suicide itself. The events them
selves suggest that it was a very deliberate act. His final conversation on the 
night before his death, according to the report in the Age, included a discus
sion of suicide "which was stigmatised by our informant as an act of co
wardice. Mr. Gordon objected to this view of the case, contending that it re
quired a great deal of courage to commit self destruction." He may perhaps 
have been drinking that night, but he waited until the next morning to take his 
rifle, kiss his sleeping wife, and walk to Brighton Beach where he placed the 
muzzle of the gun in his mouth. It was the act that he had been preparing for 
throughout his life and throughout his poetry. 

That he took this inevitable action when he did has a number of possible ex
planations. Certainly the constant physical pain he suffered from his riding in
juries as well as the failure of his hopes for a Scottish inheritance at a time of 
severe financial hardship had much to do with it. But there was something in 
Melbourne life in 1870 that contributed not only to the melancholy of its poets 
but to the self-destruction of a number of educated inhabitants of that city in-
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cluding Gordon. Brian Elliot has noted that there was one other suicide the 
night Gordon died, but no biographer seems to be aware that in June of 1870 
Melbourne was in the midst of what the newspapers were then suggesting was 
"an epidemic of suicide." This rise in suicides had been the subject of an arti
cle in the Australasian on March 12th of 1870, which pointed to six recent 
attempts, four of them successful, and which had predicted more to come; it 
speculated on the causes of suicide, recognizing psychological and physical 
motivations and also the effects of drinking, the last of which it described as 
particularly dangerous because "the climate of these regions furnishes so pow
erful a stimulus to the nervous system." The climate of these regions, with or 
without the added stimulus of grog, produced four suicides within the month 
before Gordon's own: a chemist named Day, Thomas Parsons, a barrister 
with literary pretensions who left a letter to Queen Victoria complaining 
about the corruption of Melbourne, Mons. D' Aloustel, a French language tea
cher with a mysterious background, and Henry Walstab who jumped, or 
perhaps mercly fell, off the Brighton jetty while Gordon was preparing his 
own last journey to the beach there. The Age for the 25th of June takes all this 
as confirmation that "the mania for suicide and murder· is indeed on us." In 
calling attention to these events, I am not digressing from literary history to bi
ography or local history, but suggesting that even in his death, as in the poetry 
that he wrote about death, Gordon is representative of the Australia of his 
times, representative of the sum of natural, social and literary forces that det
ermined the shape of Australian poetry then, and remained influential upon it 
for at least a century after. 

Gordon cannot be dismissed as an English exile. Rather, he is, like his con
temporaries and like most Australian poets after him, an Australian exile, a 
man attempting to give form, to impose civilised structures, on an uncivilised, 
alien landscape. Melbourne is the 1860's had already become a replication of a 
thriving European city, intensely urban and supporting a strong literary cen
tre. Yet in Collins Street and their club rooms, the writers of Melbourne felt 
themselves still to be somehow identified with Burke and Wills, lost in the sil
ences of the Australian bush, and the one poet who had been a bushman
but who was also a gentleman's son with a love of the classics and of the sport
ing life - captured the essence of their confused response to what Adams 
rightly called "a terrible period of transition", a period which, for European 
man in Australia, has never really ended. For these reasons, then, Gordon de
serves something better than the critical neglect he has been given. His import
ant place in Australia's literary history needs to be recognized again, and the 
nature and influence of that which is specifically Australian in his poetry needs 
to be reconsidered. Even his Englishness needs sympathetic re-examination, 
because his English characteristics are not alien to his nature as an Australian 
poet but are, in fact, essential parts of it. Australia will never finally cease 
being a colonial nation until it can accept its British heritage without resent
ment. Its writers and critics no doubt needed to cut as many ties with its old
world parent as they possibly could in order to find their own voices, but in the 
recent treatment of Gordon, not only have important aspects of Australia's 
colonial heritage been rejected, Australian critics have cut out of the canon a 
major Australian poet. 
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ELIZABETH JOLLEY 

Over the Escarpment: 
Horace in the Southern Hemisphere? * 

A title is a shop sign. It brings the customer in but does not always reveal 
what is within. 

For this talk the escarpment means the range of hills which rises up quite 
steeply from the plain to the east of Perth and about twenty miles from the 
coast. In a passage which I shall read to you later Professor Bolton plays down 
the importance of the escarpment. The hills, he remarks, are after all not 
much more than a thousand feet high. We may grant that the Darling Ranges 
cannot compete with the Blue Mountains but even now they draw a very sharp 
line between the flat lands and the hills. Before the road was sealed wagons 
or horse riders would find the long climb difficult, especially in winter rains. 
The approach to the hills must have always presented the foot traveller with a 
weary stretch. At the present time foot travellers on Greenmount are not a 
very common sight. A road-side tap is thoughtfully provided for the radiator 
which comes to the boil half way up. Problems may arise when coming down 
either when deliberately descending or running back without meaning to. 
Hardly a year passes when the newspaper reader is not made aware that it is 
only the combination of the skill and courage of some truck driver together 
with remarkably consistent luck which has prevented a disaster. 

Over the escarpment the traveller is in a different land. The sea and the city 
are both cut out. 

There are two kinds of place. This is not a strikingly original comment but 
what is generally accepted is too often overlooked. There is external space and 
internal space. External space is the space which can be measured and record
ed; the space which, I think, a marxist would say - "we come to know in act
ion", the space which is recorded by the appropriate satellites circling at uni
maginable heights above and unmoved by an approximation to emotion. 

Internal space is the space which we create from our own attitudes, 
imaginations and emotions. In this talk I am speaking not as a botanist or a 
geologist or an historical geographer but as an imaginative writer, one of those 

* From a talk on 'The Language of Place' at the Literary Festival, Festival of Perth, February 1985. 
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who may be grouped under the old use of the word poet. Wordsworth stated 
that "the poet is concerned with the world not as it, is but as it seems to be." 
Those who know Wordsworth only from the short histories of English lit
erature may find this remark puzzling. They will find it in the 1815 Preface to 
Lyrical Ballads. We shall have occasion to draw attention later to Word
sworth's other statement that 

this is the world of all of us and where we find our happiness or not at all. 

Obviously external space and internal space flow into one another. To take 
an overseas example: well-heeled Australians, especially if travelling on ex
pense accounts, may take the train on a summer evening down to Surrey and 
permanently raise their social status by being able to claim that they have 
heard Mozart at Glyndebourne and been back in their comfortable hotel for 
the night. They would find it hard to understand the fierceness of William Cob
bett's detestation of that desolate wilderness of Hindhead. He had travelled 
over all of Southern England and parts of the newly settled United States of 
America. 

It may be convenient at this stage to define more closely the external space 
we intend to deal with. Western Australia is a large area. Professor Geoffrey 
Bolton's A Fine Country to Starve In opens with an account of the parade 
which, on the 2nd of October 1929, celebrated the hundredth anniversary of 
European settlement in this state. He describes the inhabitants of the city: 

They were incurious about the world beyond, and almost as incurious about their 
neighbours to landward. It was easy to feel physically cut off from the rest of 
Australia. Anyone who looked eastward down St George's Terrace faced a land
scape bounded by a barrier fifteen miles distant. This barrier was in fact more ap
parent than real, for the Darling Range was a blue scarp of hills scarcely a 
thousand feet in height, from which on spring mornings the land-breeze carried 
the scent of numerous wildflowers into the city. Beyond the Darling Range were 
the old established sheep farms of the Avon valley, and beyond them the more re
cent wheat lands, two hundred miles of windswept, yellowing paddocks 
intersected by straight, red-earth roads from which, at this time of the year, the 
dust was beginning to rise with every passing buggy or model T ford. 

Bolton outlines the content of the parade which had been planned in detail 
by the local committee. 

The committee overlooked no aspect of the pioneering past or present economy 
of the State. Past and present both emphasized the theme of rural production. 
Western Australia's proudest achievement was the growing of wheat and wool, to 
feed and clothe the Empire with the produce from what had been until so recently 
a million square miles of nothing. Yet the native environment was not despised. 
To head the parade the committee chose none of the works of man, but "a tableau 
representing the flora of the State". This was not just a pretty piece of sentiment. 
The wildflowers of Western Australia were many and varied, in springtime a sur
prisingly generous scatter of colour on otherwise harsh and angular landscapes. 
Bush and city were still relatively close to each other so that most Western Austra
lian children could soon identify donkey orchids, kangaroo paws and les
chenaultia, and learned to take them for granted as part of their background. 

Here we have internal and external spaces which seem to reflect one a
nother very nicely. But both spaces are creations of the human mind. It is re-
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mark able how Professor Bolton, in this passage, (not in the book as a whole) 
simply leaves out the greater part of the state - no forests of the south west, no 
apple orchards, no vineyards and nothing of the thousands of miles which are 
between Geraldton and the northern boundaries of the state. 

This is perhaps as good a place as any to ask the question where does one 
space with one language end and another space with a different language 
begin? Put in this form the question is unanswerable. There are always those 
who will tell you that the Australian landscape is monotonous and that one 
part of the bush is indistinguishable from another, even though separated by a 
few thousand miles. From thirty thousand feet, or whatever height the new 
planes fly at, the different parts of Australia, seen through the cloud, may well 
look alike. 

The whole world can be seen to be reduced by a sameness of design in con
crete and glass, covered with nylon foam to become any universal hotel in any 
universal city. Wherever the traveller goes in the world, Singapore, Sydney, 
Bangkok, London, Paris, Berlin, Rome, New York - and even here in the 
wheat belt - all motor hotels have a sameness so that it is hard for him to re
member where he is when he wakes up inside the concrete. 

Here, on the ground (and away from the motor hotels) and travelling slowly 
there is a constant and subtle variation - The township seems to be a desolate 
scattered poverty, a shabbiness of weather blistered little houses, stacks of 
poles and empty drums gathered near a closed petrol station. There is a wheat 
silo alongside the deserted overgrown railway. Generators reverberate in a tin 
shed up against the hotel. Suddenly a different landscape is revealed after leav
ing the township. Turning out of the high street to rejoin the main road there 
are, on both sides of the road, endless paddocks with far off patches of gold 
where the sun, shining from between distant clouds, catches with its brightness 
the curve of the land as it falls towards the horizon. All these miles of wheat in 
all directions, folded and mended in places, pulled together as if seamed by 
little dark lines of trees. It is as if they are embroidered with rich green wool or 
silk on a golden background. In the design of the embroidery are some silent 
houses and sheds. Narrow places, fenced off and watered sparingly, produce a 
little more of the dark green effect in the picture. 

At intervals, sometimes as if they do not belong to anyone in particular, 
there are unsupervised windmills turning and clicking with a kind of solemn 
and honest obedience. But the landscape is not always wheat. 

There are strange things about driving alone on long lonely roads through 
the bush and the forest. Old grey bent men and women wait indefinitely on 
green misleading corners becoming part of the scrub and the roadside under
growth as soon as the helpful travellers stop to investigate. Comfortable invit
ing tracks in the twilight, lined with soft sand and leaves, appear to lead off 
easily to the right as the main road curves to the left. And, as dusk advances, 
more gnarled old men march in formation, keeping up a remarkable speed, 
alongside in the shadows of the saltbush. 

Emerging from bush and forest and travelling once again through land 
which has been cleared for farming occasionally the solitary driver has been 
known to pull off onto the gravelly shoulder of the road to allow a ship to 
cross, in front of him, from one moonlit paddock to another. 
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Sometimes a gravel road, with many twists and turns, turns finally and, like 
a river without any water, reaches the sea. There is an excitement about any 
place where land and water meet. The bay may be endlessly wide and the light
ly breathing water green and shallow. Or the meeting might be in a wild place 
scattered with enormous rocks as if some enormous children, the sons and 
daughters of a pair of happily married giants, suddenly tiring of their play
things, have hurled them into the sea. The dark waves, running and rising, 
wash endlessly over the rocks from both sides giving an impression of two 
oceans meeting in conflict - There is a town by the rocks where a sea meets 
another sea. Some of the rocks dropped by the little giants rest on the sand 
where they have fallen, making cliffs along the coast. 

Perhaps after approximately two hours more of sedate driving (one hour for 
the reckless) there is positively a forest of television aerials. Another town, lar
ger, with suburbs and within the range of television. The aerials are very tall, 
taller than any other aerials in the world, probably because of some geograph
ical and unchangeable error in the choice made by the first settlers who, nat
ually, would not have had television in mind when selecting and clearing their 
new land. 

There is a language of place which is silence. Silent sunflowers with heads as 
big as dinner plates growing raggedly in tufted grass by the road sides and in 
the corners of old buildings and by crumbling walls. 

At times in this silence the traveller is tempted to stop the car with the idea 
of walking. To get out of the car and to walk. The road between empty pad
docks, apparently empty of human life, is quite deserted. When walking it 
would be possible to accept a different view of time and journey. The occup
ation of a small fragment of the earth is known only to the person who is alone 
on it. It is possible to imagine the feeling of being unseen and not known about 
while standing alone in one isolated place. It would be possible to feel small 
and safe, walking and pausing to stand still, low down under the immense 
clear blue sky. It might even be possible to think that all anxieties and fears 
will disappear. They might dissolve, dissipate themselves into the light, gently 
moving air, into the silence. ' 

Language changes of itself and of course it changes as place changes. In his 
White Stag of Exile, the Queensland poet, Thomas Shapcott has his central 
figure Karoly Pulszky, who has been forced to flee from his native Budapest, 
seeing a June day in Queensland: 

A morning of varnished light, each hill reveals its purpose like a landscape by 
Giorgione ... we see by associations. I once loved Italy. But having seen, we in
habit a land. I could become lost here truly, taking this into me, transmuting the 
mornings of ocean-drenched light. The sun shakes its salty limbs out of the 
world's largest ocean. The ocean itself calls through white teeth like naked boys 
on the Lido, as carefree. I could become these hills that only an artist might unveil 
to his fellows. No photographer will ever uncover the stillness of mornings like 
this, the feel of air with its sea wash, the blue and gold I am drenched in. This is a 
miraculous country . . . 

... Those born here must find their own names: ... 

This passage is the more poignant when one realizes that Pulszky finds his 
final refuge in the lonely graveyard of an Australian town far away from his 
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dream and far away from fashionable Europe. 
I have approached the language of place in this part of Western Australia 

mainly as an imaginative writer but I will refer to some stages in its develop
ment. Those who have studied the letters and diaries of early settlers have 
drawn attention to the strength of the writers' perceptions that this is a strange 
country. Some seem even to suggest that it was arrogance or some other moral 
flaw that gave strength to this impression. But, after all, the country was dif
ferent and it takes time to learn that the vegetation has its own subtleties and 
variations with the seasons and, of course, for a long time the picture of the 
landscape is overshadowed by fear. 

Salvado writes; "Bishop Brady was weJJ aware that if a European ventured 
into the bush and lost contact with the towns or with the outlying settlers' 
homes he had no hope of coming back alive. " 

The sense of alienation and fear, perhaps a fear which is more spiritual fear 
is described in a passage by a popular English novelist who spent some time in 
his search for better air in the Darling Ranges of Western Australia. (This is a 
passage from D.H. Lawrence.) 

· .. The sky was pure, crystal pure and blue, of a lovely pale blue colour: the air 
was wonderful, new and unbreathed: and there were great distances. But the 
bush, the grey charred bush. It scared him. As a poet, he felt himself entitled to all 
kinds of emotions and sensations which an ordinary man would have repudiated. 
Therefore he let himself feel all sorts of things about the bush. It was so phantom 
like, so ghostly with its tall pale trees and many dead trees, like corpses, partly 
charred by bush fires; and then the foliage so dark, like grey-green iron. And then 
it was so deathly still ... 

· .. And then one night at the time of the full moon he walked alone into the bush. 
A huge electric moon, huge, and the tree trunks like naked pale aborigines among 
the dark-soaked foliage, in the moonlight. And not a sign of life - not a 
vestige ... 

· .. But the horrid thing in the bush ... It must be the spirit of the place. Some
thing fully evoked tonight, perhaps provoked, by that unnatural West Australian 
moon ... 

· . . the roused spirit of the bush. He felt it was watching and 
waiting ... 

The Western Australian writer, Peter Cowan, acknowledges the fact that a 
man can perish quickly if he is lost and alone in the external space. But, in 
spite of this, many of his characters find their solace in the solitude. The im
ages of rock. gravel, dust, deserted mine-head poppets, endless scrub ringed 
with conical hills and split by ravines and gulleys are the places where his char
acters come within the possibility of making some sort of deep self-discovery. 

Kevin, in the story Canary is at one with himself and the ocean. In the story, 
which deals with the ugliness of certain human behaviour in our society, 
Cowan gives Kevin all the images of the sea and the places where land and 
water meet. 

"To the south was the curve of a bay and the clean sweep of beach edged 
with water that, even in the late afternoon, was clear and vivid in colour." 

Kevin, in order to survive, works for half the year shark fishing. He spends 
the rest of the time out on a surf board on the water which "deepened quickly 
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from the clear green of the shallows ... The waves near the rocks long rolling 
scarcely breaking . . ." 

Sue, the girl (dressed only in a rag of a bikini), the property of an interstate 
Bikie Group always on the move is forever "the small figure on the beach" 
asking for food, warmth and for what she understands to be love; "That little 
island out there, we could get out to that and then we'd never need to go 
back -" 

Kevin has no intention of being the other half of a couple and tells her 
they'd starve and that "the island is round the next bay," unreachable for her. 

Cowan often seems in his writing to bring about a kind of reconciliation be
tween external space, "the space we come to know in action" and internal 
space, that of the attitudes, imaginations and emotions; The one seeming to 
offer some release for the realisation of the other. 

Closer to the city is a partly inhabited bush country, a partly rural area 
which holds both spaces in close proximity in Cowan's writing. In such a place, 
Michael, in the story The Empty Street comes upon the possibilities of eva
sion, of escape, briefly putting off what he must ultimately face. He is a stran
ger, an intruder but is kindly received and there is an extraordinary sense of 
comfort in the surrounding wilderness. 

"He worked without haste, there was only the new soil he had prepared, the 
feel of it beneath his fingers, friable, the slips of the thin greyish stems as he set 
them, the slow change of light as the trees along the rise grew deeper in col
our." 

This place though it is the same place described by Lawrence "so ghostly 
with its tall pale trees ... the roused spirit of the bush. He felt it was watching 
and waiting" is, in Cowan's view, even if only for the time being, a place of re
treat, a place of sanctuary. 

The retreat the sanctuary, the place to conquer, the place for creation - for 
farming and for family and for the making of myth and legend. It is also a place 
for suffering and hardship, for bitterness and disillusionment. 

Many of my own characters reflect the need and the wish for territory. 
They, (the characters), save to buy land, they fasten onto people who have 
had land, they pretend they own land and one makes a marriage for the sake 
of ownership: Adams in the story Adam's Bride is in court: 

'Your Honour,' Adams continued, 'five acres of land and a house went with this 
bride.' He spoke slowly. 'I wanted some land! There's people who are born with 
land and others who buy it or sell it, and there's yet others who never have the ch
ance. Well, I wanted some land more than anything I've ever wanted.' He looked 
all round the court, holding up his head proudly. 'Five acres and a house came 
with her!' he said. . 

Adams has his hopes with pigs and poultry with beans, com and potatoes: 

'I tried,' he said, his voice breaking. 'I tried with sweet corn, a summer crop. 
Sweet corn,' his voice became pleasant, 'sweet corn's a miracle when it comes. 
Sweet corn talks and whispers while it's growing, but I had trouble with the water 
... In summer the whole place goes bald ... 

Adams soon realises the bitterness. He has no money. During the rains he 
inspects the place on his five acres where he would have liked to have a dam 
made - if he could afford it: 
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The rain, just as he thought, was washing down the slope, and water actually 
swirled as if laughing in places as it poured and ran on beyond the boundary of his 
land to the grateful creek bed. As he stood, wet through in the rain, he imagined 
what it might have been like to be on the steep slope of a newly excavated dam, 
the rough white clay slippery with the water as it flowed down to fill the deep 
rough basin. As he stood sinking in the salt mud flats of his land he tried to picture 
the change in the landscape such an excavation could make, the great white 
turned-back mounds which would form the walls of the dam, and the water itself 
stored to be used to make his land useful instead of the ache of disappointment it 
had become ... 

The little triangles of colour crowding the wide and gentle Swan river on Sat
urdays and Sundays are yet another indication of the idea of escape which 
seems to cause the city and suburban dweller to compulsively set out at week
ends for either the coast or the hills or to seek some mysterious idyllic paradise 
over the escarpment. 

My character Weekly or The Newspaper of Claremont Street, as she is cal
led, cleans houses and saves all her money in order to achieve a life long wish. 
She is in her seventies (I imagine) when she, after disposing of an obstacle in a 
most sinister way, does finally own, in peace, her own land. Her first view of 
the place is tinged with disappointment and reflects the timid approach a land
less person makes towards the possession of land. 

At last she arrived at the place. It was more lovely than she had expected and frag
rant ... A great many tall old trees had been left standing, white gums and red 
gums and jarrah, and the tin shack turned out to be a weatherboard cottage. She 
was afraid she had come to the wrong place. 

'It must be someone's home,' she thought to herself as she peered timidly through 
the cottage window and saw that it was full of furniture. Disappointment crept 
over her as she turned away stepping on the purple pigface which was growing 
everywhere. She climbed the broken steps at the back of the cottage and, from the 
high verandah she looked down the sunlit slope of the land and across a narrow 
valley to a hay field between big trees. It was like the things she had read about, 
only far more beautiful because of the stillness and fragrance. These are not put 
into the advertisements. There was such a stillness that Weekly felt more than 
ever that she was trespassing, not only on the land, but into the very depths of the 
stillness itself. 

It is the right place and she is able to buy it. 
Later she plants a pear tree, it looks so wizened she wonders how it can ever 

grow. It is the final act of the claiming of territory and she dances a dance of 
thanksgiving perhaps as part of a ritual of fertility which goes with the owner
ship of external and internal space. 

So Weekly firmed the soil, treading gently round and round the tree ... 

For the first time in her life the Newspaper of Claremont Street was dancing. Step
ping round and round the little tree she was like a bride dancing. She imagined a 
veil of lacy white blossom falling all around her. Round and round the tree, dan
cing, firming the softly yielding earth with her bare feet. And from the little foil 
label, blowing in the restlessness of the evening, came a fragile music for the pear 
tree dance. 

I said at the beginning of my talk that a title is a shop sign not an inventory. 
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But even a title must not attract an audience by false pretences. Horace in the 
Southern Hemisphere? Where is he? He is here but more as the spiritual pre
sence of a modern theologian. In mid 1984 an ingenious English writer pro
duced a novel on Jane Austen's life in Australia. I do not aim to cause my poet 
to cross the equator and, sadly, I have not uncovered a fifth book of the Odes 
at Meekatharra. The aspect of Horace I have in mind is far from the whole 
Horace but it is an aspect which is reflected in the whole of European lit
erature over five centuries and particularly in English poetry. It is Horace the 
moralist of moderation. 

Abandon wearisome plenty, the pile 
that approaches the soaring clouds: 
leave wondering at the smoke, 
the money, the din of wealthy Rome ... 
(Book III, Ode 29) 

... He lives well on a little whose family 
salt cellar shines amidst a modest 
table, whose gentle sleep is not dispelled 
by fear or base greed. 
(Book II, Ode 16) 

And perhaps finally in his advice to his friend not to try to emulate the ex
pensive sacrifices of the wealthy -

. . . you can assuage 
your small Gods with rosemary crowns 
and delicate myrtle garlands. 
(Book III, Ode 23) 

Constantly this theme of moderation is reinforced with intimations of in-
eluctable mortality -

Be wise, decant the wine, prune back 
your long term hopes. Life ebbs as I speak: 
so seize each day and grant the rest no credit. 

(All these quotations are from Penguin Classics. Translation by W.G. 
Shepherd.) . 

How is this Horation vision connected with the landscape I have been con
sidering? When I was first asked to contribute to these talks I had intended to 
restrict myself to a smaller area. I have spilled over to the edge of the wheat 
belt and returned to the ocean because the works I have looked at required 
this. The heartland of my picture is an area beginning at the top of the escarp
ment and extending in a northerly and southerly direction about ten miles 
from the Toodyay road and from the Great Eastern Highway. By the time 
Wundowie is reached the country is changing and by Northam it has changed. 
It is above all a modest domestic landscape. There are no peaks but small hill 
succeeds small hill so that the horizon is always limited. It escapes the ex
tremes of the unchanging plain. The blue at the top of the next slope suggests 
the forest but when the slope is climbed the forest dissolves into scattered 
woodlands .. The properties are not large. Thirty years ago it was a region of 
poultry keepers, orchardists, and small farms with one or two little townships. 
The roads are not the straight lines Professor Bolton refers to but rise and 
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twist following lines of forgotten needs or underlying soil changes which mod
ern road building technology has made irrelevant. 

A country a reckless driver could cover in well under an hour. 
I have never seen the Sabine Hills. Horace is not a landscape poet so if I see 

this land fostering the qualities which are proclaimed in his poetry this is what 
I see but cannot demonstrate. It should not be overlooked that Horace's 
ideals are also a literary convention. The second epode gives the most un
restrained praise of country life but the last lines reveal that this praise is utter
ed by a money-lender who having called in all his money in order to live the 
simple life lends it out again at higher interest. 

Whatever this land may be it is rapidly changing. Urban expansion and road 
engineering destroy, each day, more and more of the former landscape. It is 
this which makes the theme of the language of place so important at the mo
ment. 

There have been poets who have maintained that there is no such thing as 
the language of place. There is only the language of men and it is only in this 
language that the external world can be perserved. In a moment of despond
ency, Coleridge wrote to Wordsworth; 

Dh William we receive but what we give 
And in ourselves alone does nature live. 

But surely what we give is formed by what we have received. 
On a less abstract level it is essential that all who care should proclaim their 

vision of our natural world. In this country the preliminary to destruction is 
disparagement. The near metropolitan countryside is not undistinguished. 
The Swan River is not just a chain of puddles. If we open more eyes to this sim
ple truth perhaps the Australian Bicentenary will marked by more than a suc
cession of enormous roads leading from nowhere to nowhere. 
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ERRON ADAMS 

Telephone 

Grey, it squats at the edge of the desk, facing me, 
the government at arm's length. 

Has a coil cord that knots like red tape, 
I can't quite get the ear of government 
to my ear. 

The technician flips it over like a crab, 
levers the gut flap open. 
I see into the almost empty room 
a brain ticks in. 
The bluff of carapace. 

He fiddles a bit, says it's fine, 
I can turn the bell down. 
Perfumes the mouthpiece. 
Through this I reach loved ones, 
finger numbers for a face. 
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BARY DOWLING 

Expatriates 

It's difficult to make peace with the new, 
it pushes us to exile. Expatriates, 
the definition widens on reflection, 
you've only to hold your sense of loss to 
the point of grief to qualify. 

The joys observed by eyes so young 
they never could expose like that again 
leave minds dowered with such wealth we search 
the clouds for shapes that can't exist except 
as invention, and the world for lovers 
we'll never find - we exiles don't have supple 
minds we have a sense of values and rush 
quickly into flames to free our fettered 
lives then stand by charred and burnt out frames 
our mouths and eyes black holes, we grip the family 
photo album its fading images 
betrayed by age and unremembered names. 
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ANDREW LANSDOWN 

68 

Why Giraffe Hormones 
are Not Suitable as a 
Cure for Squatness 
- for Darryl and Toni 

i 

"Afternoon Your Squatness," 
said jolly Jim with a grin, 
" 'avin' a spot of 'otness 
aint we? an' this 'ere but barely Spring." 

Oh Gloria Pugnacious 
brooked neither pleasantries nor jest! 
"You are," she cried, "audacious 
and your sight is not the best. 

"There are some things I am 
and many more I'm not: 
though I'm less than long and lithely, 
one could hardly call me squat!" 

But jovial Jim was fearless 
of this Lump of Sizzling Fat. 
With the Panache of the Peerless 
he laughed and tipped his hat: 

"Oh Gloria, sweet Gloria 
lift up your voice again; 
bark out another aria 
and pickle me with pain." 

Gloria glanced at him dumbly 
as if her tongue had lost its cheek. 
She hung her head and glumly 
stared at her spreading feet. 

ii 
"I has the cure for squatness -
not sayin' as you is squat-
oh no your precious Pugness 
we all knows as you is not! 
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"But just s'posin' you was a fug 
who 'ad a 'ankerin' t' be a vase
well I could 'elp you, 'pon me mug! 
and 'ave you reachin' for the stars! 

"Giraffe 'ormone with neck in'ibitor 
will set things right with you." 
Thus answered the doctor his squat Inquisitor 
and gave her a dose or two. 

III 

Now Gloria Pugnacious 
is no longer short and squat. 
She's long of limb and spacious; 
but is she happy? She is not! 

"I'd rather 'ave the Squats," 
jibed jolly Jim with a grin, 
"than 'ave all those nasty Spots 
a-blotchin' up my skin!" 
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ROSS FITZGERALD 

70 

She, 17 he, nearly 40. 

"How is it then, 
That you can keep all, of my lust contained. 
Unless you be, akin to bird, beast, mountain, tree 
Of wide creation an epitome?" 

Whenever I conceive you 
It is of golden marigolds and lions. 
Those flowers are hardy creatures, 
Require little attention and transplant easily 
Their buds are hard to open. They thrive on any soil. 
True carnivores, lions all have claws 
Pursue their prey with stealth are blind at birth 
Those without offspring are much to be feared. 
This connection, though, is simple. 
There are, I'm told, delicate golden lions 
Even common plants require nurturing 
Their strength deceptive, both need room to breathe. 
With creature sense you stalk me 
Weaving rhyme and metaphor lure me in 
Animal youngness holds my manhood firm. 
Reaching out, I see terror in your opened eyes . 
. . . and flight. 
The balance then is intricate. 
Don't you see the giveaway: 
I fear your freedom in my bones. 
If orchids kill 
What dangers can a golden flower hold? 
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ELIZABETH LAWSON 

'A Rather Prosaic Australian Wife', or 
The Fortunes of Mary Mahony 

"In the shaft of the Gravel Pits, a man had been buried alive". This sombre
ly comprehensive first sentence of The Proem to Australia Felix I tells us that 
Henry Handel Richardson's huge trilogy is to be a man's story, a lament for a 
male hero. 

The gold Richard Mahony seeks from the novel's opening is the dust of 
death. We sense from the directness of the Proem's images that the mud of an 
earthly suffocation will eventually close about his face and that he is destined 
to struggle with decreasing effectiveness against the mud walls he erects 
around himself in his retreat from the life that surrounds him. It is a simple but 
erroneous step from this awareness to assume that Mary, as the 'feminine' 
principle of 'earth', must represent what Mahony himself comes desperately 
but petulantly to see her, that stifling wall of death. But some readers have 
seen it simply so. 

Documenting her argument about 'A Sexist Culture', Anne Summers 
writes that Henry Handel Richardson 

was obliged to transpose her own cultural and psychic alienation onto Mahony, a 
man, and as convention demanded, to portray him as married to a rather prosaic 
Australian wife. The critical result was inescapable: Mary Mahony became equ
ated with the pedestrian Australian culture which impeded Richard Mahony'S 
soaring imagination and Richardson was responsible for, if not creating, then at 
least providing a powerful reinforcement to the idea that women as wives are im
pediments to male self-realization. Since Australian society has not permitted 
women to be anything else, this literary creation became yet another of the cul
tural deadweights denying women individuality and self-determination. 2 

Summers is sadly right here, both in her observations about the novelist and 
Australian culture. Even so, she ignores Mary's briefly dramatic moral and in
tellectural ascendancy at the novels' close, an ascendancy, as I hope to show, 
of an 'individuality and self-determination' too strategically devised and part
icularised to amount merely to a loosely romantic finale. Despite dubious for
tunes both in the fiction and its criticism, Mary Mahony's vigorous assertion of 
self at the close of Ultima Thule is not lightly to be dismissed. Its carefully nar
rated details are not, after all, necessary to most familiar readings of the novel. 
If our only concern were Richard's pathetic demise, we could have that with 
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out change, let alone relatively spectacular change, to the 'prosaic Australian 
wife' to whom we have become almost wearily accustomed. The 'change' in 
Mary, that is, 'changes' the novel. 

Critical writing that attends to Mary's role in the novels at all includes, on 
the negative side, A. Norman Jeffares' unsubtle, paraphrasaical, hero
centred account of the trilogy as a study of 'a man's life and death'. 3 Jeffares' 
essay notices Mahony's 'wife's inability to understand him' and is dotted with 
gems like: 'even ... seeing it through his wife's eyes does not detract from the 
scope of the vision'; of Mary, that 'after years of marriage she has still not 
learned to understand this Anglo-Irish habit of speaking in order to discover 
thought'; she understands Cuffy's temperament, his nervousness, and pride, 
as little as his father's, and that this is a novel 'constantly exploring the inad
equacy of Mary's matter-of-fact, unimaginative, physical efficiency to meet 
the needs of the wayward vagrant spirit of this self-torturing exile'.' 

The birth of Mary's still-born child in Australia Felix casts some doubt on 
her 'physical efficiencY', but in any case, the novel's critically revelatory irony, 
as it frequently exposes Mahony'S 'inability to understand' his wife, ensures at 
least an ambivalence of response to the respective claims of wife and husband. 
In this passage, for instance, Richard muses sentimentally over Mary's preg
nant condition and drifts characteristically to thoughts of his own desires: 

Over the top of book or newspaper Mahony watched his wife stitch, stitch, stitch, 
with a zeal that never flagged, at the dolly garments. Just as he could read his way, 
so Polly sewed hers, through the time of waiting. But whereas she, like a sensible 
little woman, pinned her thoughts fast to the matter in hand, he let his range freely 
over the future. Of the many good things this had in store for him, one in part
icular whetted his impatience. It took close on a twelvemonth out here to get hold 
of a new book. 

(Australia Felix, pp. 134-5) 

There is waiting and waiting, it seems: Mary's nine months are for a stillborn 
child and her own near-death, a contrived irony perhaps, but nicely unobtrus
ive. Through the relation of Richard's self-centred musing and over-ready 
adaptation ofthought patterns (worthy, surely, of Mahony's heir, Samuel Pol
litt) it points gently to Mary's confined lot and perilous future. 

Dorothy Green is one critic who gives the character of Mary a fairer atten
tion, arguing that she represents earth and flesh, stability and permanence, 
the great 'feminine principle of the earth' as this is opposed to Richard's 'mas
culine' destructiveness, his pursuit of movement that becomes enslavement to 
movement. Green also sees Mary as a 'conserver of life' who, in contradistinc
tion to Richard's 'death of the visible world' , represents the 'life of the visible 
world' .s 

Green's Jungian projection of this masculine-feminine opposition and its 
implied acceptance that the individual soul can reach completion only through 
the union of anima and animus is especially illuminating. It leads, however, to 
an over-optimistic resolution of her argument and of the fiction, in which all 
oppositions are seen to meet in the 'harmony'· of Richard's and Mary's re
union. It seems to me that the long drawn-out conflict between the couple, 
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echoed and parallelled in other thematic explorations of their plight 
(Richard's retreat from social life, his house-building and home-dismantling, 
for instance) makes even a death-bed 'harmony' seem unlikely. 

More importantly, even as the final reunion is enacted, its marital nature is 
negated, for Mary and Richard meet as mother and child. Richard's last 
arrival 'home' is to the death that is the 'womb' and it points only to his even
tual wilderness grave beneath indifferent stars. The use at this stage of the 
voice and perspective of the child Cuffy underlines this point, that Richard's 
last movement to home and death is through an ironically restored infancy. 
Pathetically, father and son are made to meet briefly at one psychological age; 
then Cuffy becomes big 'brother' and then, pitifully, 'father' and ashamed es
cort to the large child who is menawhile mercifully retreating to the cradle 
from which he had once lifted his son. 

The maternal rather than marital 'harmony' represented in the last few 
chapters of ultima Thule against the backdrop of the children's hardship and 
Mary's sufferings and humiliations in the Post Office hardly endorses a full 
Jungian harmony and completion of spirit: Richard's rest and peace are ach
ieved at the expense of infantilism; Mary discovers together an anquished hard
ship and the unexpected 'heroism' critics either find puzzling or take for gran
ted as part of the 'natural' backdrop to the scenes of Richard's death. Readers 
who do attend to the emphasis given Mary's access to heroic stature find it 
either simply noble and stirring or see it as a romatic solution which runs in the 
face of the novel's otherwise overwhelming fatalism. 

This latter point of view is represented in an interesting essay by Veronica 
Brady.7 While the chief intention of Dr Brady's essay is to argue for a pre
dominantly sceptical rather than tragic reading of the trilogy, it sees the 
work's close as inconsistent. Brady reads the novel as always latently divided 
in purpose, that for most of its duration a 'strain of scepticism' effectively 
counters the novel's impulse to a tragic vision, but that in the closing episodes 
Richardson allows so strong an emotional sympathy to attach to Mary that this 
sceptical vision is disrupted, its prevalent tone unsustained and its conclusion 
becomes an intrusion which 'rings hollow' with its 'tired Romantic impli
cations, its echoes of Shelley's Adonais, whose spirit is made "part of that 
loveliness he once made more lovely" '." As Brady sees it, Mary's capacity for 
pragmatic realism, for the heroism of sheer survival has been transformed 
here to a disruptively romantic heroism of spirit like that Richard has always 
proposed for himself but never attained. This projection of a closing heroism 
of the spirit, Brady argues, betrays the novels' determinism and sceptical 
tone. My concern here, by contrast, is to argue that Mary's heroism (and it is 
that) is multi-faceted, resolving a number of the novels' themes: that while it 
does have a romantic element which shows the trilogy's fatalism as partial, at 
an important thematic level, it fulfils rather than betrays the text's sceptical 
tone. 

Mary's career in the novels twines inextricably with Richard's, serving as 
foil and counter-foil to his. This fugual pattern reaches a final emphatic coun
ter-point, however, with the role-reversals Richard's intensely harrowing 
journeying finally makes inevitable. Thus, the physician who could not cure 
himself makes of Mary nurse and physician; the quester for knowledge who 
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could not know himself makes of Mary the late pragmatic scholar. That is, and 
unsurprisingly, the qualities Mary discovers in herself to perfect a 'heroism' 
that can meet the world are exactly those the novels" aspirant but self-deluding 
hero could not find. 

This dramatically effective use of role-reversal is, however, not crudely un
prepared. Many of the novels' incidental but accumulative ironies, for inst
ance, expose failings in Richard in such a way as to reveal contrasting streng
ths in Mary and thus to establish an interest in her that the final chapters are 
richly to extend. An early example of this (the earliness confirming the tri
logy's commitment to such an autonomous interest in Mary), is the scene 
already mentioned where Richard contemplates Mary's first pregnancy. An
other strongly defined example, useful also in showing how The Fortunes is 
able to sustain reader sympathy for characters exactly as they are distanced by 
negative judgment, involves one of our more painful realizations about 
Richard in his growing illness, that he becomes at least marginally responsible 
for the deaths of several patients including, most painfully of all, that of his 
small daughter. While we are never in the entire trilogy allowed to forget 
Richard's gentleness, his cry over his dead child: 'Mea culpa, mea maxima 
culpa!' (Ultima Thule, p. 796), in its resort to self-conscious Latinism, its hint 
of the sin of pride (the repeated 'mea' and the claim of 'maxima') draws both 
our sympathetic anguish and our judgment of his egoism. Further, this par
ticular judgment is chiefly defined by its contrast to Mary's unselfish abnega
tion of her grief. Just a few passages earlier, Mary's grief has collapsed into an 
anguished plea for her child's release from suffering through death. The plain 
English of her simply realistic lament throws Richard's answering Latinate 
rhetoric into critical focus and directs our consideration to strengths in Mary 
the trilogy is later to use and fulfil. 

The novel's final dramatic foregrounding of Mary is not only anticipated in 
these ways, but it is also integrated with the whole thematically. Its structural 
use of role-reversal (child-bride of physician becomes physician to a child) is 
fairly apparent. Less apparent is the extent to which Mary's life illustrates a 
course parallel to Richard's. 

Richard's career, especially if it is read in the light of its clear symbolic iden
tification with the prolonged death-bed suffering of the character John Turn
ham, can be understood as a condition of sustained death-throes. Just as Turn
ham's 'faultless constitution that had been so great an asset to him in life stood 
him now in ill stead' (The Way Home, p. 643. My italics), so Richard's phys
ical constitution, conspiring with his intellectual masochism, is too strong to 
end his sufferings. Worn down though he is, he lingers in a self-inflicted tor
ment, a long dying whose enemy is his own spark of physical life. In this con
text, the sunstroke that presages his clinical stoke in Ultima Thule seems 
merciful in its gift of brief unconsciousness. As Richard's life seems, then, a 
prolongation of death-throes, so Mary's long married life of relative passivity 
and inactivity is shown finally to have been a kind of living death. The follow
ing examination of the closing chapters of Ultima Thule elaborates this theme 
and shows how at an important level it endorses rather than negates the tri
logy's scepticism. 
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It is true that for much of the course of The Fortunes, the reader wearies of 
Mary's pedestrian banalities, her social pretentiousness and the sentimental 
evasions of speech she shares with her husband: these last, the tut-tutting and 
tch-tching so characteristic of the couple become in effect linguistically 
thematic. If, however, Mary has indeed been a 'rather prosaic Australian 
wife', the book's close is explicit as to why, confirming in certain terms Anne 
Summers' observation that Australian society has 'not permitted women to be 
anything else ... ' Mary's last adventures begin where, forced to step down the 
social ladder and become the kind of public servant and working-class woman 
a sane Richard would refuse to meet or acknowledge, she sets about the task 
of learning to become a postmistress. 'Close on two-and-forty years old' and 
'an object of unending curiosity' to a staff of young male clerks, Mary's dif
ficulties in learning the telegraph point undeviatingly to wasted years: 

The telegraph it was that baffled her. Oh, this awful morse code! It was like going 
to school again to learn one's alphabet. Her memory was weak and undeveloped: 
She floundered and was hopelessly at sea amid the array of dots and dashes ... 

(Ultima Thule, p. 938. My italics.) 

Tilly's unhelpful letter puts a like awareness: 

women of Mary's standing (let alone her advanced age, her inexperience) did not 
turn out of their sheltered homes and come to grips with the world. Impossible, 
utterly impossible. . . (Ultima Thule, p. 935) 

and Mary has confided to a friend that: 

'There seems literally nothing a woman can do. Except teach - and I'm too old 
for that. Nor have I the brains. I was married so young. And had so little schooling 
myself. No, the plain truth is, I'm fit for nothing. ' 

(Ultima Thule, p 935. My italics.) 

Mary, of course does master the telegraph. Earlier, in the face of Richard's 
growing self-isolation she has maintained contacts through letter-writing. 
Now at the Post Office she becomes an active as well as symbolic link between 
people of the world at large, and exactly by so doing, comes at last to grips 
with her own world, now fast widening to coincide with that rought world at 
large. After a sheltered and confined life, this is far from easy: Mary sees her 
pain as 'calvary' and, more significantly, traces her initial repugnance to work
ing quite directly to her long life with Richard: 

What calvary this was to her, none but she knew. She would never have believed 
she was so sensitive, so touchy. A host of prejudices (many of them no doubt imbi
bed from Richard) ... awoke to life in her. 

(Ultima Thule, p. 938, My italics.) 

Despite the disadvantage of which she is so acutely aware, much else now 
wakes to life in Mary and significantly, she actively kindles it within herself. 
However, the novel stresses the lateness and the waste of this access of life and 
persistently points its cause in and coincidence with the twenty-six years of 
marriage to Richard. Thus the long drawn-out presentation of Mary's charac
ter as suppressed and passive has not been without its point of thematic sad
ness. While Richard has struggled through this period toward death, Mary too 
has been 'dead'. Her career is shown not only as foil and contrast to Richard's 
then, but also to parallel its theme of death, though at their shared crisis as 
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Richard collapses, Mary is released into life. Too many readers, concerned ex
clusively with Richard's fate and Mary's role as wife-opponent and nurse
mother have failed to observe that the trilogy makes a daringly negative state-
ment about marriage as social institution.' . 

Even a casual glance at Richardson's presentation of marriage in the novels 
shows it to be an unremitting social failure as it affects and determines the lives 
of individuals, especially the lives of women (but also, of course, of Richard 
himself, though he uses his view of it to shift the blame for his collapse to 
Mary). The catastrophic inadequacy of marriage for the women in the novel is 
calmly sketched in over and over again - in no case in the entire trilogy is mar
riage shown to be beneficial at all. The women in the novel, especially those 
married, are depicted as prey to social constraints ranging from the pettiest of 
manners, etiquettes and societal humiliations, to financial distress, to resort to 
alcholism or to pronounced suffering or death in childbirth. Turnham's first 
wife suffers the 'death in life' of being made a mere symbol of beauty, virtue 
and 'motherhood'. Actual motherhood kills her. Her successor Jinny shares 
her fate. The 'slip of a girl' and child-bride, Polly (later Mary) does not live to 
learn but learns to live only as she is released into life as her marriage closes. 
And yet the novel's women conspire with the fate which Richardson, and later 
her character, Tilly, suggest that marriage must bring to them. The point is 
that regular society offers them no alternative, unless, or until, catastrophe in
tervenes. Only at such a stage, at her personal 'Ultima Thule', can Mary ac
tively forge a new possibility for herself. 

That Mary's rebuilding often appears to show her continuing 'to put 
Richard first' as she assumes his care, cannot, in this carefully detailed and 
highly charged context, be assumed to confirm her in the role of stereotypical 
Victorian motherhood. On the contrary, the painful results of Richard's re
turn home for Mary's children, the excruciating scenes before the committal 
as well as those later at Gymburra, highlight a wilful stubbornness in Mary. 
She seems no simple 'angel in the house'. While a pure sympathy for 
Richard's needs dominates her actions, his presence at Gymburra is hardly in 
the interests of the children, and the more one considers the lengths to which 
Mary goes in her struggle against the bureaucratic powers of the state on 
Richard's behalf, the more one can see that, for the first time in her life she is 
simply acting from a sense of her own autonomy. There is then a new sense 
here that Mary acts for her own sake. Her son's resultant suffering, a cost she 
is willing to pay, is eloquent witness to this fact. 

In this fascinating close to The Fortunes, there is an intricately persistent in
tertwining of the narrative of Mary's emergence with aspects of the anti
marriage theme. A crucially important episode is that where Mary confronts 
Henry Ocock in her bid for help to regain Richard. Driven past all limits of em
otional endurance in her dealings with State, politicians and lawyers, Mary 
here resorts to an open emotional blackmail, charging Henry with his un
scrupulous treatment of his alcholic wife, Agnes. Henry has farwelled his ill 
wife to a 'terminal' sea-voyage. Mary's indirectly presented speech to Henry is 
crucial because it brings to a dramatic end the long-sustained verbal repression 
that has characterised her life with Richard, for Mary's earlier verbal protests 
against Richard's tottering 'wisdom' have actually decreased with the novels' 
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progress. Thus, in the gathering episodes of strain and bewilderment in Ul
tima Thule, Mary has been more and more likely to turn away from Richard 
and 'bite her lip', a habit which clearly signals a tide of suppressed but po
tential speech. This tide is at last released against the hapless Henry Ocock, as 
Mary, passing J effares' test of Anglo-Irish oratory, speaks as much as any 
character in the trilogy ever has, 'in order to discover thought': 

It was of herself and Richard that she had meant to speak: of the tie between them 
which no living creature had the right to break. But Ocock's presence seemed to 
bring the whole past before her, and the past brought Agnes, and memories of 
Agnes - 'The dearest, truest little soul that ever lived!' - and of the murk and 
misery in which the poor thing's days had ended. And under the influence of this 
emotion everything came out. Not only, lost to shame, did she throw in her list
ener's teeth all she had done for Agnes: the expense she had been put to when she 
could ill afford it; the pains she had been at to save Agnes from herself: she also 
stripped the veneer off his own conduct, laying bare his heartlessness, his egoism, 
his cruelty, yes, even brutality: how, in order to keep up his dignity, save his own 
face, he had wantonly sacrificed his wife, abandoning her when she most needed 
love, pity, companionship: shutting her up to drink herslef to death - even bar
barously shipping her off to die along, among strangers, in a strange land. Not a 
shred of self-respect did she leave on him: he should see himself for once as others 
saw him: and she went on, pouring out scorn on his hypocrisy and pretence, till 
she had him standing there as morally naked as he had come physicalJy naked into 
the world, and would one day go out of it. 

(Ultima Thule, p. 966. My italics.) 

After the revealing hint of the first sentence of this powerful passage, it is al
most too easy to see that, in berating Henry and without diminishing our sym
pathy for Richard, Mary at long last berates Richard for the waste of her life. 
Much of the passage, certainly all its general import, describes, through 
Henry, Richard and all he has imposed upon Mary. At the moment of this in
terview, Richard has been reduced to the naked infancy the passage points to. 
The anger so long held back in Mary bursts forth and with it an honesty which 
will spare no feelings, though in projecting these truths upon another, perhaps 
for the first time Mary spares her own. Even Richard, for all his complaint and 
plangent moralising or speculation, has never been allowed such speech. 
Mary's tone of angry desperation and straight-forwardness also declares her 
view, conscious or not, of the years of her married life (twenty-six of them; at 
this period, nearly a life-time). Here anger trenchantly condenses Mary's and 
Richard's lives together into a launching, like that of Agnes, on a voyage of 
death. At the end o(Australia Felix, when the young Mahonys embark for En
gland, while Richard paces the deck refreshed and excited, Mary is described 
as actually lying below 'encoffined' in 'her narrow berth' (Australia Felix, p 
404). Ocock's startled, generously admiring response to Mary's tirade: 

A staunch and loyal friend indeed! - My, friend, a great fighter has been lost in 
you ... 

(Ultima Thule, p. 967) 

is as wondering, direct and undiluted as Mary's speech, though judging by 
most readings of the text, his second point has been conventionally submerged 
in an easy response to his first. Like Shakespeare's Hermione who returns to 
life and love after fifteen years of living death or sleep, Mary is now shown not 
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only to have lost the precious years of her youth and prime, but to have been a 
positive loss to her society. 

More depressingly perhaps, at this point Mary marks another particular 
stage of personal learning: 'This was then how ... stand up to him, bully 
him ... ? (Ultima Thule, p. 967). She learns at last, that is, that the oppressed 
must take on the weapons of their oppressors, her new awareness, including 
therefore, a consciousness of her right to act assertively, to effect change. 
Most important of all however, from the scarifying pressure of enlivened out
rage, Mary has here learnt her right to speak and to put off lying. She can now 
freely fire words of forcefully generalised anger or contempt even in the public 
places from which class and propriety have so long excluded her. So, of the un
couth male bus passengers who misuse a fellow-traveller, she asserts with loud
voiced anger: 'I'm glad I'm not a man'. (Ultima Thule, p 956). This is not, sur
ely, the figure of proper Victorian motherhood some readers would make of 
Mary's final depiction. 

A second major dramatic episode at the close of Ultima Thule which sup
ports my sense of Mary's rebirth as completing the opposed movement to 
death in Richard, but which argues against Dorothy Green's view of the novel 
as endorsing the completion of the individual in the harmony of marriage, is 
that in which she fights her way step by courageous step into the lunatic 
asylum in pursuit of news of Richard. The scene is interesting not only for its 
description of a courageous opposition to the rules and brick walls manifested 
in the State, but also for the active hostility Mary shows toward the warders 
and men she encounters. 

Mary's experience of the asylum radically changes her perception and judg
ment (her critical appraisal of Henry Ocock is one result of this experience). 
Watching through Mary, the reader is also able to watch her performance as 
she confronts the attendants who 'blocked her path', as she feels herself 'fob
bed off by a fellow with 'cod's eyes and a domineering manner [to whom] she 
took an instant and violent dislike' (Ultima Thule, p 958). The force of the 
volte face in Mary's perception here us underlined by our awareness that she 
has never before taken an instant dislike to anyone: her stubborn capacity to 
see the sentimental best in everyone has in fact long been a point of irritation. 
But here Mary quivers with outraged dislike, repulsion and contempt: 'He 
stood while he spoke ... and kept her standing. . .. His fish eyes bulged still 
more' (Ultima Thule, p. 959). When, a little later in the interview, the official 
refers to Richard by number, thus provoking in Marya sharp new sense of the 
petty ways of the institutionalised degradation of human beings, she is no lon
ger at the simple mercy of her always human sympathies. Her pain for Richard 
is now modified by an angry readiness to see her tormentor as brutal. The con
frontation comes to centre, then, in Mary's sense, not simply of Richard's 
abused humanity, but of her own humanity and her conviction, less of her 
duty, than her right to fight inhumanity with personal strength and decision. 
This compressed scene thus shows a life-time's habits of retreat behind Vict
orian proprieties and sentimentalities swept away as Mary acknowledges a sys
tem which endows men with licence to use aggression, obscenity and contempt 
against their victims and those who plead for them. It is significant that Mary's 
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remarkably independent response here become possible exactly as the disabl
ing constraints of Victorian marriage drop away, her husband reduced to State 
victim and child. 

Mary Mahony's fictional 'death and resurrection' are thus suggestively iden
tified with her commitment to and release from marriage. The radical implica
tion is that in marriage Mary has been a victim not unlike the victim Richard 
finally becomes, though his deliverance, unlike hers, is luckily not dependent 
on the vagaries of fate. 

While this analysis of the trilogy's short but impressive coda hardly claims to 
represent all aspects of the Mahony marriage, it nonetheless opens up a new 
perspective on the trilogy. In Richard's case, the marriage is seen to become 
scapegoat for his difficulties. In Mary's, the three novels act out its meaning of 
death-in-life and accumulated learning through suffering, both of which reach 
narrational clarity and completion only as author, text and character demand 
of Mary's central action, in this movement so accurately reflecting the con
temporary social patterning of women's lives. For both Mary and Richard, the 
marriage shows a progressive movement to degeneration and estrangement 
and these in turn reflect Richard's critical rejection of all human contact be
fore his collapse. If the work is fatalistic and sceptical in most of its patterns of 
thought, it seems to be so then, in its depiction of marriage as one aspect of the 
society with which Richard fails to live. If Richard is allowed some tranquillity 
towards the close of the work, it is wholly Mary's achievement and won exac
tly as she triumphs over and rejects the constriction of her life as wife. She acts 
on Richard's behalf as an independent individual, entering upon her living ex
istence as her marriage closes. Unlike her husband, Mary Mahony has been 
neither quester nor wanderer. Yet, while Richard's journey is circular, Mary's 
movement is across the vast psychological space imaged in the difference be
tween the goldfields shack and inner room where Richard myopically confines 
her in Australia Felix and the outer room of public exchange and communica
tion which is the Post Office at Gymburra. 

My account of Mary's late history here, especially its unexpected fem
inism," hardly dampens critical judgments of the novel's closing heroic or 
'romantic' element. However, in a fiction whose chief structural image is a 
long marriage, the sustained, sombre discrediting of the value of that marriage 
in a context of general marital disruption and decay supports an acceptance of 
the trilogy's profound social scepticism. It is important and I think textually 
clear in the scenes I have discussed that Mary acts for Richard, not because he 
is husband but because he is loved and human, and the breath and energy this 
action kindles within her, teach Mary for the first time the value of her own 
humanity. 

Thus Ultima Thule ends with a complex blend of heroic positivism and 
ironic negativism. And even Mary's 'romantic' outbreak of love and spirit is 
sadly qualified by the story's insistence on her loss of many years. Even so, as 
Christina Stead does ten years later in The Man Who Loved Children, at the 
close of Ultima Thule Richardson presents a female character just stepping 
out, however handicapped by a lifetime of lies, for 'her walk around the 
world'. The scene of Richard's common wilderness grave is also a crossroad. 
The roads leading toward Mary's Gymburra post-office home are bleak, tree-
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less, uncompromising and, like the trilogy's unremitting view of all 'fortunate' 
life, threatening. (Mary has to withstand the day-time leering of a wholly male 
population and the night-time danger of bushrangers.) But these crossroads, 
as crossroads always do, lead also away and in four possible directions, ways 
Mary has already hazarded in her journeys to the sea and to Melbourne on 
Richard's behalf. In finding and accepting living possibiliity, Mary, however 
late, has found her fortune. 

1. The Fortunes of Richard Mahony, William Heinemann, London, 1930. All page references are to this edi
tion of the trilogy and occur in parenthesis in my text. 

2. Damned Whores and God's Police, Penquin, Ringwood, 1975, p. 41. 
3. 'Richard Mahony, Exile', Readings in Commonwealth Literature, Oarendon Press, Oxford, 1973, pp. 

404-19. 
4. Ibid. These quotations occur on pp. 404,417,409,410 and 418. 
5. 'The Pilgrim Soul', Meanjin Quarterly, XXVIII, 334. 
6. See 'The Pilgrim Soul', 328 and 334-5 apd Ulysses Bound, (ANU Press, 1973), p. 385. 
7. ' "A Thick Crumbly Slice of Life". The Fortunes of Richard Mahony as a Cultural Monument', Westerly 

III, September 1977, 47-56. 
8. Ibid. These quotattons occur on pp. 47, 49 and 51. 
9. Richardson's work actually anticipates feminist expressions of the seventies. Compare the strikingly parallel 

narrative sequence of events of the Mahony asylum scene with the episode where the militant Val tries to de
fend her raped daughter from the tormentmg harassments of male police in Marilyn French's The Women's 
Room (Sphere Books, London, 1978). 

WESTERLY,No.2,JUNE,I985 



BOOKS 
In a Critical Condition - Two Responses to 
John Docker 
1 

The critic is not radically different from 
the journalist. Both work with a few facts; 
both include and exclude detail to convince 
or persuade an audience of the "truth", 
"the whole truth"; both reduce the com
plicated and minimize the complex to give 
us that story; and both 'lie', creating! 
fabricating fictions which often reveal more 
about themselves than the texts they are un
packing. The critic, like the journalist, re
constructs an experience or an event; the re
construction does not recreate the original, 
and, at times, it misconstrues it. The reading 
that results, thus, evidences a curious blend 
of the desire for power and the fear of differ
ence. These days, we are aware of this: the 
deconstructionists are having their impact; 
and lots of sacred cows, as well as a few 
myths, are dying at the expense of a clean 
slate. 

This is the context in which I read the text, 
In A Critical Condition, by John Docker 
(Penguin, 1984). His is an historical reading, 
as well as an interpretation/evaluation, of 
the "struggle for control of Australian lit
erature". In one sense it is Docker's own 
story: "How 1 became a teenage Leavisite 
and lived to tell the tale". And a tale it is, 
perhaps even a tall one. Still, it is a readable 
story, aiming to dismantle the monuments, 
and to challenge the accomplishments, of 
those Professors of English (and History) 
through this century who regulated how 
Australian literature was to be defined, de
termined which writers were "serious", and 
described which texts were inscribed with 
those values this society should perpetuate. 
Docker's thesis involves the now unstartling 
claim that Australian literature, the corpus 
or the canon (and by their metaphors, ye 
shall know them) is incomplete, that it is de
fined in a fashion which is too confined. In 
other words, throughout, Docker attacks 
monism and absolutism (or "the insti-

WESTERLY,No.2.JUNE,1985 

tutional dominance of formalistic text
centric criticism"), the myth of Australian 
literature constructed by the happy few with 
their politically conservative prejudices and 
their concealed "culture" - laden leanings. 
It is anti-establishment stuff, and the es
tablishment is principally the University of 
SydneylMelbourne. (Other universities, old 
or new, go unmentioned.) And the uni
versity is the department is the Professor (a 
title Docker capitalises only when referring 
to Howard Felperin). Docker's desires, 
then, are to challenge the hegemony, to de
mistify the myth, and to "unman" the 
mythmakes, from Professors Goldberg to 
Kramer. 

To my mind, his reading of the readers is 
most readable (and most suspect) when his 
anti-establishment alienation is fore
grounded and intense, when he argues that 
the people who have the power are not nec
essarily the ones who should wield the con
trol. (I suppose Docker's career moves are 
noteworthy - even telling. According to the 
Penguin biography, "he has taught at the 
University of Sydney, Macquarie Uni
versity, the University of New South Wales, 
and most recently, in media studies, at Can
berra CAE".) He states, for example: 
"Perhaps the real knife at the throat of 
Australian literary criticism is the particular
ly oppresive effect of the professorial system 
in a very small field of study". The "men" 
in charge, after all, control the selection of 
names for inclusion in university courses. 
Docker suggests that he knows whose 
names have been "actively suppressed and 
silenced". In A Critical Condition, thus, is 
not only a tale of academic alienation, but 
also a story of professional paranoia. Still, 
conspiracy theories are usually engaging, 
and scapegoating, in the long run, is all too 
human an activity. It is always comforting to 
lay the blame at the feet of Mum, or to place 
it on the shoulders of Dad; that exonerates 
us from responsibility and exorcizes the de
mons within us. (I understand the ritualising 
process is cathartic.) 
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In typical Marxist fashion (although 
Docker is not a card-carrying Marxist - as 
far as I can gather), he maps the gaps and 
traces the presence of absences. Those syl
labi, the stuff that Lit. scholars are made of 
(and that which constitutes "literature"), 
are shown to be a stacked deck. So much is 
left out, either because it's left wing, or be
cause it does not fit the scheme, or support 
the thesis or the political status quo. There 
are those, for example, who propound the 
"gloom thesis"; they include Manning 
Clark, H.P. Heseltine and Leon Cantrell. 
Docker takes issue with their vision/version 
of Australian literature. He forcibly states 
that they offer only "rough signposts" and 
hardly a proper map of, say, the 1890's land
scape, a domain which Docker himself is 
knowledgeable of (the 1890's is the subject 
of his doctoral dissertation from ANU). 
Docker, then, suggests that the omission of 
figures like Louis Becke and Alex Mon
tgomery from, say, Cantrell's vision/ 
version, makes it parochial at best. 

It is this spirit which informs his personal 
and provocative story/history. He charts the 
rise of the "metaphysical" orthodoxy es
tablished in the 1950's and early 1960's, con
structing an overview (like the "gloom the
sis") which is but a half-truth. He attacks 
the new critic who perpetuates the idea (1) 
that writers are important insofar as they ex
press the moral (and "metaphysical") 
rather than the social (and political). 
Docker, a contextualist, is the iconoclast 
arguing that critics of that school concealed 
(ed) their ideology, predicated on class dif
ference, and, worse, the belief in the eternal 
verities. His desire, then, is to liberate lit
erature by reclassifying the structure of "the 
course", avoiding the strictures and pre
vious pitfalls governing inclusion/exclusion. 

My concern with his diagnosis 
("something is rotten in the state of ... ") is 
that he might be partially wrong in seeing 
the Professors as central, and in attacking 
the ground of their being. True, the Prof
essors are controllers; so too, though, are 
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they but co-ordinators. True, they are pow
erful; so, too, though, are they powerless, 
particularly when it comes to the plea for 
money - Le., government money. The pol
itics of funding and the strategies for 
attracting money might reveal much in ex
plaining the myth of Australian literature 
which the system has evolved. Moreover, 
Professors, alone, are not consumers. They 
might, because of the nature of their sub
missions for funding or whatever, decide 
which texts are most "valuable" for study, 
but that does not mean that they alone read 
what people read. (The Thorn Birds is ana
thema. No one tutor or lecturer dare cite it 
as a work of Australian literature; it is, how
ever, a text all students, I expect, are 
familiar with and love!) The odd Professor 
might write the odd Oxford History, but 
Professors alone are not the decision
makers. In short: power is maybe with the 
people, perhaps it's with the journalist/ 
reviewer, but more probably, and ultimate
ly, it's with the publisher, who is in touch 
with the demands of the market. Docker 
could have at least intimated that there are 
many factors which fall into focus in the fray 
- or the farce! 

His penultimate chapter, after heaps of 
hardcutting irony, implicitly argues for the 
implementation of the practicable idea. The 
text, In A Critical Condition, in other 
words, might be described as a satire - bi
partite in structure. In the first section, the 
object of attack (the institution: New Crit
icism) is turned about on all its sides to show 
just what its limitations are and falsifications 
have been. The second section posits what 
we might do to be saved - to make for a heal
thy mind about a full body of literature. 
Throughout, Docker playfully uses the tech
nique of fiction-making - even dialogue, as 
in a rather ruthless dialogue/drama, in a 
house of detention (shades of the popular 
cultural artefact, Prisoner), between 
"officers Mitchell and Smith", and 
"Governor Kramer". Governor Kramer is 
like Miss Bennett from Prisoner, who is the 

WESfERLY, No, 2. JUNE, 1985 



"most repressed, repressive and distasteful 
of the screws". He isolates the "real" cul
prits and castigates their "crimes"; through 
his militant, though comic, irony, he tri
vialises the serious, subverts the perceived 
power source, and reveals his own pow
erlessness. 

In his final chapter, he suggests the para
digm shift from Leavis to Barthes, from the 
old right to the new left, from metaphysical 
meaning to playful "misreading" . His 
worry, he concludes, is that one orthodoxy 
(and its implicit ideology) is being replaced 
by another. And this signifies a radical 
change ,to but anew, deadening stasis - a 
new absolutism/monism. In explaining the 
French, vision/version of a text, he leaves 
Australian literature in the red dust. (One 
Professor is named, but this is the sum of 
particularised reference to literary theory 
and praxis now.) There is, unfortunately, no 
specific information about the new left at 
the new universities (say Murdoch or Dea
kin, or Griffith, etc.), where the prophets 
and proselytisers of post-structuralism are 
practising their creed. 

The book ends, thus, with the claim that 
there is at the moment "no dominance, no 
hegemony of formalist criticism". In the 
"Epologue", a story of a doubter (Docker) 
and certain "devotees" (or gungho post
structuralists), the author provides a cautio
nary tale of a new and threatening (or mer
ely challenging?) authoritarianism, as bad 
as, if not worse than, that which dogged 
creative ( and democratic) criticism thro
ughout this century, or at least prior to, if 1 
read Docker's tale correctly, the appear
ance of H. Felperin on the lit. crit. scene 
(the anti-hero from abroad who upsets the 
status quo and creates a new prison house of 
language for students to rattle around in). 
The truth now is that there is no Truth. And 
there is little, or no, consolidation in that 
philosophy. 

In A Critical Condition is a readable read
ing of the symptoms of our illness. (I am con-
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vinced that there is something rotten in the 
art of, or the politics of, reading.) And my 
conclusion is that we should all put ourselves 
in intensive care - or maybe on ice, in the 
hope that the white heat of controversy will 
not bum us out altogether, and that, in the 
final l,lnalysis, we will rediscover our pur
pose vis a vis that text in the larger context: 
"we are tapers too and at our own cost die" . 
.. Such I suppose, is the deconstruction of 
irony - and the irony of deconstruction. 

Jim Legasse 

II 
In his In a Critical Condition John Docker 

asks two questions of central importance to 
the discussion of literary texts in general and 
of Australian texts in particular. Firstly, 
quoting from a review by W.M. M,aidment, 
he asks "why interests of a metaphysician 
and moral philosopher are transferable as lit
erary value-criteria while those of a social 
historian are not.'" Secondly discussing 
what Docker sees as an aberration on the 
part of A.A. Phillips when he wrote of "a 
sense of spiritual darkness emanating from 
the land itself' in Barbara Baynton's work, 
he wonders how to fit this sense into "the 
more usual radical nationalist view of the 
'easy optimism, the simplicity of faith which 
are more constantly present'?"2 These are 
important questions and my responses 
would go sqmething like this: everything de
pends on the definition of "literary value 
criteria" on the one hand and "society" and 
"history" on the other and the task can be 
done when these definitions have been 
made; the rest is relatively easy. 

A first point, however, before doing this, 
a point about methodology. I agree with 
Docker that New Criticism has had its day, 
that it is a mistake, and a category mistake at 
that, to see a literary text in Platonic terms 
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as something separate and apart from its cul
ture and society and from the pressures 
which helped to produce it and the reception 
which continues that production. As I see it, 
the literary text exists in relation to other 
texts, other attempts at understanding, at 
living and shaping and interpreting that liv
ing. The New Critics' notion of a worldless 
reader completely in control of his/her re
lation to the world of fact and the world of 
thoughts and experience is an illusion which 
privileges a certain kind of response and a 
certain set of values, usually those of the 
rulers. But I do not accept the premise 
(which underlies Docker's respect for the so
cial realist tradition) that langllage is the mir
ror of nature. Instead I would want to insist 
on the metaphoric nature of literary dis
course and thus on its aporetic quality, its 
uncanny productivity. It is this quality, I 
suggest, which helps to the understanding of 
the relationship between the metaphysical 
and the moral and socio-historical which 
Docker calls into question. "The intertwin
ing of body, text, and imagination in the 
mask of culture", as Charles Winquist has 
argued, "is a problem for thinking that is as 
universal as the cultural disguise that covers 
over our world" . 3 This is the problem 
Docker is implicitly broaching. He is broach
ing it, however, disabled by a very limited 
definition of reality, one which ironically is 
part of the same coercive system of know
ledge and power he sees at work in our uni
versities. The notion that what is real is what 
is visible to the senses, or capable rational 
description and assessment is the product of 
post-Cartesian thought, the mathematico
scientific thought which gives rise to the 
atomistic view of the world he contests. 
There are more things in heaven and earth 
and, indeed in our experience of ourselves 
and the world than that. The word "moral" 
and even the word "metaphysical" do point 
to something basic not only to individual but 
also to social experience. They also generate 
their own kind of language, the language of 
symbol and myth, that is, of literature. To 
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ignore this fact is to accept the emptying out 
of language and thus by implication of 
thought, which is such an important element 
of contemporary alienation. I do not want to 
make that mistake here but to start further 
back, examining the basic questions of epi
stemology and ontology which Docker's 
assertions raise, questions about the kind of 
knowing and experiences we engage in 
when reading a literary text or more fashion
ably, to interrogate the nature of the 
"differance" which Derrida argues such a 
text establishes. To shirk this issue, especi
ally on grounds that it is mere metaphysical 
obfuscation which distracts us from the 
down-to-earth matters commonsense which 
social realists and reformists ought to be get
ting on with, is itself a mystification - the 
mystagogue is someone who believes that 
what he/she thinks and knows is solely think
able and knowable. 

At the same time, Docker is surely right 
to be concerned that the idea that the lit
erary text represents a break with com
monsense and establishes its own context 
may well lead to the kind of social and politi
cal irresponsibility he attacks in the 
OldlNew Critics. I would agree with him 
that questions of value remain and ought to 
be central and irreducible in all our talk 
about literature. Indeed, one of the reasons 
to be grateful for In A Critical Condition is 
the way in which it highlights the paralysis of 
will which has beset much contemporary dis
cussion of literature and literary theory - a 
paralysis which, given the imaginative 
power wielded by the media today, is per
haps the equivalent of the "trahison des 
clercs" of the thirties. But, ironically the 
source of this paralysis may lie precisely in 
the division his simple-minded realism 
seems to endorse, the division between sub
ject and object, values and facts, being and 
meaning, which represents ultimately the 
division between self and world and self and 
other selves, the peculiar pain of modernity. 
His simple-minded materialism, indeed, 
tends to widen the gap, putting a premium 
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upon action rather than thought and then 
upon rationality at the expense of intuition, 
thus in the long run preferring systems to 
subjects. In the long run, as the curious in
sensitivity of some of Docker's readings of 
writers he disapproves of suggest, this app
roach tends to abolish the reader along with 
the text, substituting ideology for them, 
leading once again to the worldlessness and 
alienation he criticises in his opponents and 
wishes to contest by separating the moral 
and metaphysical from the social. 

My contention should now be getting 
clearer: to recover this lost connection be
tween facts and values, subject and object, 
self and world is a crucial task and this re
covery can begin to take place in the literary 
text. True, the simple-minded realist may 
balk at this since the recovery envisaged is a 
matter of relationship rather than mat
eriality. As Max Myers points out, the lit
erary text, "the focus of this relationship is 
not a place at all, or not a place simply ... 
but an event, a 'coming to'!" But it is not 
merely self-referential either "because it 
does not refer at all, but presences" by 
means of "the disclosing, opening word ... 
whose essence is this unveiling". 4 As in the 
famous game of "fort-da" Freud wrote 
about, writer and reader reduplicate rather 
than mirror the world, gaining control over 
and finding pleasure in it by this reduplica
tion, establishing a new kind of economy, 
not by denying materiality - that is embed
ded in language - but by introducing a heigh
tened and balancing set of forces and 
impulses, different in this way from those of 
everyday living. It is in this sense that Der
rida argues that there is nothing outside the 
text, everything is inside it because symbolic
ally contained there. In the symbol the fus
ion is made between the rational and 
material and "the archaic, the nocturnal and 
the oneiric".' 

But how does this illuminate our social 
concerns? If society in ideological terms is 
seen as something reified, not much. But it 
is a different matter if it is seen as the pro-
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duct and accumulation of individual desire. 
The symbol, Ricoeur points out, is a 
primary mode of revelation: 

'Symbol invites thought' ... [It] invites: I 
do not posit the meaning the symbol gives 
it; but what it gives is something for 
thought, something to think about. First the 
giving, then the positing; the phrase 
suggests ... both that all has already been 
said in enigme and yet that it is necessary 
even to begin and rebegin everything in the 
dimension of thought." 

It is this articulation of thought left to 
itself in the realm of symbols,7 in this case in 
the literary text, and of thought which posits 
social understanding and action which holds 
the answer to Docker's question. 

To try that this is so I would like to look at 
two recent novels, Thea Astley's An Item 
From the Late News and Randolph Stow's 
The Suburbs of Hell. These are both works 
of the kind Docker disapproves of, or at 
least disapproves of critical attention being 
given to them. But what I hope to show is 
that "metaphysical" as their concerns may 
and my reading will be, they offer some sign
ificant insights into our society and our posi
tion in history. 

Both are apocalyptic works of the kind 
Derrida writes about,S works which have el
ements of catastrophe but also of contempla
tion and inspiration since they represent an 
opening out to view, an unveiling of what 
has formerly been concealed, of the 
"pudenda" at the social as well as the per
sonallevel. Their tone is impatient. Astley's 
language is excessive. So, too, is Stow's 
authorial arrogance: the murderer the rea
der hunts for is finally perhaps the author so 
that his voice becomes "the voice ... of the 
last man 'come to refine, to say the finest 
fine (la fin du fin), the end of ends, that the 
end has always already begun'" confronting 
our security. Moreover, because both nov
els insist on their literariness, their fictitious
ness, "we must still distinguish between 
closure and end" and, understanding that 
literary closure is not an end,9 remain with 
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questions unresolved. Astley's novel is set 
in outback Queensland and told by a narra
tor who is teetering on the brink of despair 
and haunted not only be fears of nuclear hol
ocaus but also by the events she has witne
ssed and been an accomplice in. It describes 
the savage death of a young man also in 
flight from the holocaust, who has taken re
fuge in the country town of "Allbut". 
Stow's, set in East Anglia, rehearses the 
story of a series of murders which terrorised 
suburban Perth two decades ago. But both 
stories call in question the basis of social rea
lism, trust in the appearances, echoing 
Nietzsche's critique of 

The true world - an idea which is no longer 
good for anything, not even obligating - an 
idea which has become useless and super
fluous - consequently, a refuted idea: let us 
abolish it. 10 

Their attempts to refute - deconstruct if 
you like - the cultural world of meanings, 
"the true world", reveal the disordered, 
seething forces which underlie and assault 
it, the product of the nihilism which ac
companies technology and may destroy the 
world. Both aim, Astley perhaps the more 
obviously on account of the violence she 
does to language, to upset the passivity, the 
"anthropological sleep" which confuses 
words and things, signs and likeness, 11 so 
that what appears is what is real, what is said 
what is true and what exists. 

For Astley language, for Stow the popular 
form of the detective story, become the oc
casion of their own subversion and, by con
sequence, the reader's. So both texts are 
more radical than the most radical social rea
list work. Where the conventional murder 
mystery allows the reader to triumph over 
the crime, in Stow's novel, the reader is im
plicated in it. His murderer, the unknown 
one who haunts the text and the reader's im
agination, finally turns his destruction out
wards confronting the reader with his/her 
own particular disaster/death. The meta
phor of the world as book, as process of com
munication, collapses, language gives way 
86 

to picture. The surface gapes and there is 
"no certainty that man is the exchange (Ie 
central)", as Derrida says, "of these tele
phone lines or the terminal of the endless 
computer".12 The strange uncertainties and 
confusions of narrative pre
sence in the text further trouble the relation
ship between reader and text; one is "no lon
ger ... very sure who loans his/her voice and 
... to whom".13 So, too, in An Item from 
the Late News Wafer's fate and the narrat
ive presence which insists on its horror, el
udes all meaning, revealing instead a world 
which is, "a vast and empty despotic system 
(where) desire rules in the wild state". 
Here, too perhaps even more powerfully 
than in the Suburbs of HelJ because the lan
guage is so much more energetic, outrag
eous because outraged, death seems to dom
inate, standing above everything as its 
unique and devastating norm if also Wafer's 
final release. 

What is the historical significance of all 
this? If we agree with Ricoeur that the mean
ing of text is not behind it but in front of it, 
not something hidden, but something dis
closed!4 there is here a "welding up of that 
which perilously nearest to us ... the very 
hollowness of our existence ... ; the finitude 
upon the basis of which we were one, and 
think, and know, suddenly before us". 15 

Arguably this "welling up" has something 
to do with the twin pressures Vincent Buck
ley sees running through Australian culture, 
the pressures of Utopianism and Vitalism, 
pressures which arise from a tension be
tween the form and contest of our society. 
Utopianism would resolve this tension in the 
triumph of radical innocence, Vitalism by re
leasing the basic energies from constraint. 
But in these texts both come together. It is 
true that the innocence encountered in An 
Item From the Late News is the dubious inn
ocence of someone with nothing left to hope 
for after the ultimate disillusionment, dis
illusionment with oneself. But there is still a 
great longing for "wit and gentleness and 
grace".!6 It is also true that the energies 

WESTERLY, No.2, JUNE, 1985 



which triumph in The Suburbs of Hell are 
those which eradicate not only conventional 
notions of right and wrong but conventional 
notions of writing, revealing the narrator as 
destroyer/murderer, judge rather than crea
tor. But this represents a liberation from the 
limited notions of representation, which cir
cumscribe Docker and his reading of texts 
and the world, opening out further pos
sibilities. 

In this way both texts point to the trans
cendental condition of all discourse, indeed 
of all experience, and thus open up new hori
zons of experience. So it is significant that 
Astley at one and the same time fore
grounds landscape, historical reference and 
a recognisable if stylised country town and 
insists on its metaphoricity. Utopia, after 
all, is the Greek word for nowhere. Her 
world refers finally not so much to space or 
time but to the transformation of tem
porality into presence. This is "my now 
town" (p.lO) where self confronts memory 
and desire. "I look back. I was. I am. I am 
now. Very now. I was then" (p.1.) What 
matters here is this confrontation and the re
sponsibilities it entails. As for The Suburbs 
of Hell its interruptions of fictional con
tinuity and final exposure of its own 
fictitiousness which turns us over to the 
author as thief/judge/murderer who also fin
ally unveils our illusions and delivers us up 
to the judgment of death. 

Security some men call the suburbs of hell, 
Only a dead wall in between, 

as the epigram from the Duchess of Malfi 
puts it. If codes of language and of reading 
can be seen 'as part of a game which substi
tutes the cultural world of meaning for the 
disorderly seething forces which molest con
sciousness, then here disorder prevails - as it 
threatens to do in society at large. 

It has become a truism to say that Nietz
sche is a crucial figure for the understanding 
of Australian culture. These texts enable us 
to see more clearly why and how this is so, 
putting to the question and then unmasking 
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the separation of self and world and the 
nihilism which results from it and they also 
unmask the ideology, the super-sensible 
realm of ideas which provides a refuge from 
this nihilism, insisting in the sensuous qual
ity of their language and images on the earth
ly and the physical. 

A metaphysical reading, then, may in fact 
be more radical than any other. The call be
yond being, in this case beyond the pre.<>ent 
order of things, can be seen as a profound 
critique of the present order. As the history 
of this century has shown, the sticking point 
is ultimately the private, not the public self. 
Exposing tensions and contradictions these 
two novels challenge "the bliss of con
formity", the "option as a social being, for 
the thousands, and against [one 1 self."17 

Veronica Brady 

1. John Docker. In A Critical Condition. Penguin, 1984. 

2. ibid, 109. 

3. Charles E. Winquist, "Body, Text and Imagination" in 
Thomas J. Altizer et ai, Deconstruction and Theology. 
New York, Crossroads, 1982 (hereafter referred to as: Alti
zer). pp 48. 

4. Max Myers, "Whither Religious Thinking". In Altizer, p. 
113 

5. ibid. 

6. Paul Ricoeur, "The Hermeneutics of Symbols and Phil
osophical Reflection". In Charles Reagan and David Ste
ward, The Philosophy of Paul Ricoeur. An Anthology of 
His Work. Boston, Beacon Press, p. 36. 

7. ibid, p.37. 

8. Jacques Derrida, "Of An Apocalyptic Tone Recently 
Adopted in Philosophy". 
In The Oxford Literary Review, 6, 2, 1984. pp 3-35. 

9. ibid, p. 21. 

10. Winquist op. cit., p. 21 

II. Carl A. Raschke, "The Deconstruction of God". In Alti-
zer, p.19. 

12. Derrida op. cit., p. 27. 

13. ibid. 

14. Paul Ricoeur, "Metaphors the Main Problem of Heunene
utics", in Reagan and Stewart, p. 144. 

IS. Raschke, op. cit., 26. 

16. Thea Astley, An Item From the Late News, Penguin, 1982, 
p.4. Hereafter page references given in the text. 

17. Sneja Gunew. "Christa Wolf", Meanjin 44, I, March 1985, 
104. 

87 



DlUIse Macabre Today: Randolph Stow, 
The Suburbs of Hell Heineman: Australia 
1984, pp. 167. $7.95. 

When Randolph Stow in his recent novel 
The Suburbs of Hell transposed the not
orious case of the "Nedlands Monster" to a 
small town on the coast of East Anglia he 
did far more than recreate a twenty-year old 
multiple murder mystery which was solved 
in its Western Australian manifestation by 
sheer chance but which in its East Anglian 
appearance is left with mystery at its heart. 
For Stow's intention, as I read it, is not to 
solve a criminal case. 

At first acquaintance it may seem so. It is 
a short but concentrated account of the 
nightmare that dominates the small fishing 
port of Tornwich and its modern adjoining 
township when Paul Ramsey, school
teacher, Eddystone Ena, a lighthouse 
keeper, and a retired naval Commander 
Pryke are all shot within a matter of days by 
an unknown and motiveless killer, despite 
the Commander's forthright opinion: "But 
dammit, Greg," he says, "man is a motiva
ted animal" (p. 45). These traumatic inci
dents so disturb the community that suspic
ion, gossip, doubts dominate thought, 
speech, and action alike. Paul Ramsey's 
younger brother Greg after incarcerating 
himself for weeks in his brother's empty 
house falls into raving madness in which he 
accuses Black Sam, taxidriver, born and 
bred in Ipswich, stalwart and respected resi
dent of Tornwich, of the murders. And 
Sam's subsequent suicide makes him, as 
Frank de Vere says, "the latest victim. The 
Monster has done for him in a roundabout 
way, but done for him proper, all the same" 
(p. 123). 

So too is Frank's apathetic wife Linda, 
brain-damaged to a vegetable state by a shot 
from an unseen gun; "one shot in a banal 
room" that brings the husband "close to des
truction" (p. 154) by the weight of condemn
atory public opinion. 
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Nor is she the last victim for Harry Uf
ford, former sailor, everybody's friend in his 
geniality and generosity, who shelters both 
the murdered woman's dog in his snug little 
house and Frank's slow-witted and alarmed 
young friend, -Dave. Harry, too, falls over
board from a barge and after two hours in 
the water slips from helping hands to his 
death. (p. 145) 

As he does so he understands what the 
reader already suspects to be the cause of his 
fall. For his last glance takes in the face of 
Dave at the barge's rail "the handsome 
boneheaded boy, passive in everything, a 
passive murderer" (p. 145). With his death 
by water, the last phase of this reign of ter
ror is initiated. The imaginative world of 
Tornwich is reduced to the two friends Dave 
and Frank de Vere and at the level of crime 
detection the novel ends with an attempted 
murder, another that succeeds and a death 
by natural though ignoble causes. 

It is skilfully told with the occasional false 
leads or momentary sense of security natu
ral enough as public opinion veers and fluc
tuates in the unrolling of events as does the 
reader's critical judgements of the principal 
actors. 

As Harry, the most sympathetic character 
of this small imaginative world, touchstone 
of public morality, innately just and trusting 
but no fool, says directly:- "I like most 
people till they teach me different. Far as 
I'm concerned, the whole hooman race is on 
probation" (p. 15). 

Indeed, the words of "L-O-V-E; 
H-A-T-E" tattooed on his fists (p.8) reveal 
both Harry's priorities and his tendencies. 
His small tough, twelve-year-old friend, Kil
ler, understands him well when he pro
nounces judgement on his death: 

"(Harry) waited too long. But Harry would 
have done something, you can bet on that, a 
man like Harry . . . . Somehow or other, 
Harry would have killed him" (p. 162). 
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But Harry is only one of the central char
acters moving between home and one of the 
four pubs of the old town on their progress 
towards their separate destinies. The others 
are as swiftly and credibly established. 
There is the Commander with "a certain un
witherable boyishness" seeking comfort in 
the company of a pipesmoking pub acquaint
ance:' 

After testing him with certain political obser
vations, about equally offensive to trendy 
Lefties and Visigoths . . . the Commander 
. . . subsided into the decent bewilderment 
about everything which was his normal state 
(p.54). 

There is Black Sam the taxi driver whose 
roots are in Norfolk although his mother re
turned to the West Indies in her old age and 
whose voc~tion and pleasure was to drive 
with safety; "what delighted him was the or
derliness of traffic, its civilized manoeuvres 
and conventions. On the roads, as in the rest 
of his life, he was an expert dodger of col
lisions" ).(p. 87). 

Yet it is Sam, with other, who answers 
Greg's call in the night and is subjected to 
both verbal and physical attack: 

Other figures bound into the lighted room 
from the darkened landing. But there can be 
no more doubt in their minds than there is in 
the black man's that the howling, kicking 
child restrained in his arms is a mad child 
now for ever. (p. 78) 

In the variety of characters peopling the 
microcosm of Tornwich, the range of class 
and occupations, the dissimilarities of their 
individual destinies, it is easy to accept 
Harry's opinion that "the whole human race 
is on probation" in this contemporary 
danse macabre .. 

For everyone moves towards the same 
end; each one of us will in due course be 
ambushed by "the demon, a black shadow 
of death" as the Beowulf epigraph opening 
the whole novel asserts. That great common
place of human experience underlies the 
tale of Old Tornwich as it does Stow's recent 
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Suffolk novel. The Girl Green as El
derflower l• But where in the earlier novel 
the mood is one of calm acceptance in the 
man dying in his bed2 or in the young man 
whose dog devours his favourite cock
pheasant accepting the loss because it is the 
way of nature, of the "green God"\ here 
that inevitable human destiny has certain 
disturbing characteristics which are under
lined by the final pages of the novel. 

These two unnumbered pages, attached, 
as it were, to the concluded narrative direct 
the reader's attention to the ubiquity of hor
ror in the world today. Eleven headlines fol
lowing the brief announcement of the cor
oner's verdict on Frank de Vere's death 
show their common message of mass slaugh
ter and the evil men do; ego "1000 Bengalis 
massacred in Assam"; "Mass Grave for 'De
saparecidos"; "72 die in Australia's Ash 
Wednesday Bush-Arson". 

The numbers of innocent deaths, the for
tunity of such deaths, the destructive nature 
of evil, the universality of horror; these are 
the themes readily accessible to the reader 
of the Tornwich experience. But Stow goes 
further in generalization with the woodcut 
of Death the Reaper, a skeleton whose 
scythe indiscriminately cuts down crowned 
heads, and girl's heads, hands, feet, flowers 
alike under the roman figures XIII and the 
motto 

All too late, all too late 
When the bier is at the gate. 

Together these two pages make their com
ments; on the world today, as global com
munication allows us to share it and on the 
common fate of Everyman. But it is a' fate 
without the redeeming figure of Good 
Deeds. And it is that final concept of the 
Reaper which structures and controls the im
aginative world. Just as the traditional 
Dance of Death4 , a long chain of human be
ings, Pope, emperor, King, clergy, lords and 
ladies, troubadours and scholars, peasants, 
women and babies, was led by Death and in
terspersed by dancing skeletons to the brink 
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of the grave, so this novel is introduced by 
Death's monologue as it is so concluded. 
For the man whose imminent death is self
induced, by terror and drunken vomit, fin
ally "stares up into (the) face" of the uni
dentified speaker whose monologues link 
and comment on all the preceding episodes, 
as the skeletons link the chain of human fig
ures, and finally, as Death says, 

He sees me in my own likeness, without dis
guise. 
For flesh is a disguise (p. 165). 

This anonymous speaker may seem at 
first puzzling. Admittedly the connecting 
monologues serve such narrative purposes 
as establishing setting (for instance in the op
ening as the first winter day in the little town 
(p. 1)); or filling in biographical detail and 
interpretation of the Commander before he 
is shot (pp. 59-60). But more importantly 
the treatment of the persona of Death 
allows the author to examine the nature of 
death, what being dead may mean to us. 

And this meaning emerges from Stow's 
use of the biblical trope of death as a thief: 
"The day of the Lord will come as a thief in 
the night" (p.l). For the unidentified 
speaker of the first monologue accepts the 
concept of death as the thief who is appar
ently the outsider looking in but is actually 
"as he knows, an insider, a master of sec
rets. But the waiting may be long." (p.2) 

Death means exposure of the individual 
life; the loss of the precious privacy a human 
being creates around him or herself, both 
physically and psychologically. It is a form 
of violation. 

The point is made over and over again. It 
is implied in the opening pages where the 
winter's day and the deserted streets descri
bed by the speaker are contrasted with 
Harry Ufford's small room in a very small 
house "full of ships and horses" in which he 
is consciously well content. Home from the 
sea in his middle age he knows and app
reciates what he finds here: "warmth and 
freedom, the privacy of his own special 

place, the comforting profusion of all those 
things, so lovingly chosen, which he had car
ried home to mark his patch" (p.3). 

It is made explicit in commentary on the 
first two of the three haphazard because 
motiveless murders, from which follows the 
sequence of disasters and deaths. When 
Paul Ramsay is killed Harry Ufford sums up 
what he thought of the young man, what he 
thinks life entails ("to make a home for him
self in the world") and what death means: 

'He was very quiet all his lefe,' he said, 'and 
he did no one in the world a bad turn. He 
was good to his brother and good to his wife, 
except in some way we can't know. P'haps 
we shall know now; everything's open now, 
for everyone to pass judgement on. All his 
things that he put together to make a home 
for himself in the world, all that's open for 
everyone to finger or blow fingerprint-dust 
over. When he was alive he. dint do nobody 
no harm; and now he's dead, he's goonna 
tear this place apart.' (p.25) 

The same view of life and particularly of 
death is again presented in the narrative link 
that leads to the death of Ena at her lighth
ouse door. But this time it is shown from the 
angle of Death himself, that thief who learns 
everything about a stranger: 

to find his things, his self, lying opened be
fore me, all his secrets at my fingers' ends. 
(p.l) 

After the departure of Harry Ena tidies 
up her little room, "Inside", as the speaker 
says and goes on to describe the un
selfconscious actions, testing a pot-plant's 
soil, wiping the table, of someone quite 
alone in familiar surroundings. Until she an
swers the door, thinking Harry has returned 
for his forgotten tobacco-tin, and is shot. 
And, as the speaker says, no longer need 
one imagine her bird-like movements in the 
intimacy of her home for "Now all that she 
has been is opened to me" (p.40) 

In the end of this story of violence, mur
der, madness and destruction we must form 
our own opinion of the author's intention. 
And to me this tale of crime and detection is 
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a powerful commentary on human life and 
death. Established as securely in its Suffolk 
setting as Harry Ufford is comfortable in his 
small snug house, "at home like a cockle in 
the mud," (p.4) it has much to say about our 
desire to stake out our own small territory, 
like the birds and beasts around us, to claim 
our transient rights by possession and pos
sessions. It raises the ideas of wasted time 
and lives, (Frank with his whisky, and his 
disregarded T.V. is, in Death's opinion, one 
of the "pathological killers of time" (p.164); 
or misunderstanding and consequent re
morse between people (the Commander's 
stick reminds him of how little he and his 
wife truly knew each other (pp.59-60); or 
the ambivalent tendencies of the warmest of 
human beings with the ,LovelHate dich
otomy of Harry Ufford, let alone the strange 
protective relationship existing between 
Frank and his single ear-ringed friend, Dave. 

But more influential perhaps is Stow's 
view of death, a view unmitigated by penit
ence or the possibility of supernatural judge
ment. For him, judgement is confined to this 
world, as action is and even influence 
("Harry's presence is going from the place 
... but not yet for awhile" (p. 164)) and so 
Death is "the end of all potential": (p.164) 
as be sums up: 

Where change is finished, there I am inside. 
By me these shifting shapes are fixed. After 
me, they may be judged at last (p. 164). 

The final devastating effect of death is the 
remorseless loss of every form of personal 
privacy. 

This twentieth century Danse Macabre 
alluding to so many Elizabethan and Jaco
bean playwrights as well as the Anglo-Saxon 
poem of heroism brought down by the for
ces of darkness evokes Eliot's twentieth cen
tury comment, 

Webster was much possessed by death 
And saw the skull beneath the skin.s 

It may acceptably be applied to this dis
turbingly powerful tale. 

Helen Watson-Williams 
WESTERLY, No. 2,JUNE,1985 

1. Randolph Stow, The Girl Green as Eiderflower, 
London Seeker & Warburg, 1980. 

2. ibid. p. 45. 
3. ibid. p. 68 
4. As in the fifteenth century mural in the Abbaye de la 

Chaise Dieu in France. 
5. T.S. Eliot, "Whispers of Immortality" in Collected 

Poems 1909- 1935 (London: Faber and Faber Ltd. 
1936) p.53 
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WESTERN AUSTRALIA WEEK 
LITERARY AWARDS 1985 

PANEL OF JUDGES 
Bruce Bennett (Chairman), Colin Johnson, Helen Watson-Williams 

ENTRIES 
In all, there were 40 entries, 16 of which were in the Non-Fiction, 16 in the Prose Fiction and 8 in 
the Poetry category. 

AWARD WINNERS 
A Non-Fiction 

A G Evans, The Conscious Stone: A Biography of John C Hawes, The Polding Press, Mel
bourne, 1984. 

Krim Benterrak, Stephen Muecke, Paddy Roe, Reading The Country: Introduction to Nom
adology, Fremantle Arts Centre Press, 1984 

B Poetry 
Andrew Lansdown, Windfalls, Fremantle Arts Centre Press, 1984 

C Prose Fiction 
Tim Winton, Shallows, George Allen and Unwin, Sydney, 1984 

Scission, McPhee Gribble/Penguin, 1985 

JUDGES' CO .... ENTS 

A Non-Fiction 

This section included books of travel, letters, biography, autobiography and national, local and suburban histories. 
Two books were outstanding. The first, Tony Evans' The Conscious Stone, is a clear and elegantly written biography of 

John Hawes, the architect-priest who lived in Western Australia from 1915 to 1939 and designed Geraldton Cathedral and 
other important buildinQs. Uke all good biographies, Evans' illuminates the times and places of its protagonist. The Con
scious Stone is a sensitive and scholarly work which makes a significant contribution to our understanding of the archi
tectural and religious history of Australia as well as revealing something of the inner life of a remarkable man. 

The second award winner in this section is Reading The Country by Krim Benterrak, Stephen Muecke and Paddy Roe. 
This book is an excellent production of the Fremantle Arts Centre Press, which combines an intellectually stimulating argu
ment with beautifully presented and incorporated phot~raphs and paintings. Reading The Country is a fascinating 'jour
ney' to Australia's north-west (specifically Roebuck Plains) and a radical reorientation of perceptions of that area. 

B Poetry 
The award winner in this section was Andrew Lansdown's volume Windfalls. Members of the judging panel considered 

that the volume as a whole demonstrated a fresh and original perception of Australian animal life, plants and landscape. 
Lansdown exhibits a range of effective technical experiment in different verse forms. His direct personal apprehensions, in
sights and observations are thus given form and durability. These are windfalls to savour and remember. 

C Prose Fiction 
In an extremely strong field of novels and volumes of stories, the panel decided in favour of Tim Winton's two entries, the 

novel Shallows and the volume of stories Scission. Both volumes show a young writer who skillfully experiments with sym
bolic language and situations in his fiction. 

Shallows is a novel which dramatically portrays the history and death throes of the whaling industry in Western Australia. 
Set in and around the fictional town of Angelus (which many would recognise as Albany), the novel combines personal his
tories and relationships ranging between 1831 and 1978 with reminders of the broader history of natural life on this planet. 

Scission contains thirteen stories, ranging from the long title story to examples of the shorter short story. As in his novel, 
Winton shows in his stories a powerful grasp of contemporary idiom and technique. 
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P.E.N. CENTRE 
The Third International P.E.N. Centre has been established in Perth, under charter 
from International P.E.N., London. Members held their first meeting on Wednes
day, 20 February during the Literature Festival of the Festival of Perth. 

At that time, the 24 members elected Brian Dibble as President, Ethel Webb and 
David Brooks as Vice Presidents, Joe O'Sullivan as Secretary, Ray Oldham as His
torian/Archivist. 

The initials of the organization stand for "Poets, Essayists, Novelists", but in fact 
P.E.N.'s Constitution includes poets, playwrights, editors, essayists, novelists and 
translators in a world association of writers. 

The organization is devoted to the principle of unhampered transmission of thought 
within each nation and between nations. Members pledge to oppose any form of 
suppression of freedom of expression in the country and the community to which 
they belong as well as throughout the world. 

P.E.N. declares for a free press and opposes arbitrary censorship in a time of 
peace. 

Since freedom of expression implies voluntary restraint, members pledge to op
pose such evils of a free press as mendacious publication, deliberate falsehood 
and distortion of facts for political and personal end. 

The P.E.N. Perth Centre will be seeking to expand its membership during 1985. 
The criteria for admission as a full member are stringent, requiring at least two pub
lished books or the equivalent. However, associate membership is also available 
for those who wish to partiCipate in and to support the P.E.N. Charter. Inquiries 
should be directed to the Secretary. 

JOE O'SULLIVAN Secretary, PEN. - Perth Centre. 11A Richardson Terrace, 
Daglish WA 6009. Telephone: 381 1720 
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WILL WE ALL FRY TOGETHER 
WHEN WE FRY? 

This is the question asked by Sir Keith Hancock in his long and moving document, 
"Testimony", which is the centrepiece of Overland no. 98. Sir Keith traces the orig
ins of his moral stance to his childhood, and then analyses the perils Australia is pla
ced in by its alliances. His citizen's view of nuclear peril will become a source doc
ument of our times. 
Talking of frying, Jonathan Dawson continues his series on Oziotics, and this time 
discusses the Barbecue as a male altar. Drusilla Modjeska writes on the poet Lesbia 
Harford, Eric Westbrook on the artist Jan Senbergs, Robert D. Fitzgerald on 
Douglas Stewart, Fay Zwicky on Les Murray and Elizabeth Riddell on Rosemary 
Dobson. 
We have a Letter from China, by a Chinese, an evocative piece by James McQueen 
on where he lives, stories by Maria Lewitt and Gerard Windsor, and a reminiscence 
by Joan Lindsay. Not to speak of work by Gavin Ewart, Bruce Dawe, Dorothy 
Hewett and a great many more. 

OVERLAND 
$4 a copy, $16 subscription, from PO Box 249, Mount Eliza, V. 3930 

To new subscribers: a free copy of Ian Turner's Room for Manoeuvre. 

Westerly is published by the English Department, University of Western Australia 
set in Times type-face on Laser Computer by CM Advertising and 

printed by Claremont Print, W.A. 
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NOTES ON CONTRIBUTORS 

JOHANNES AMBROSE-was born in Perth. Studied Literature and Creat
ive Writing at W.A.I.T. Currently studying screenwriting at the Australian 
Film and Television School. 

CAROLYN BELL - was born at Kalgoorlie, and completed an arts degree 
at the University of W.A. She is at present doing post-graduate study at 
W.A.I.T. 

VERONICA BRADY - teaches in the English Department at the Uni
versity of W.A. and member of the Board of Directors of the ABC. She has 
contributed critical articles to Australian and overseas literary journals, edi
ted Soundings: A Selection of Western Australian Poetry and is author of Cru
cible of Prophets - Australians and the Question of God. 

CHIN WOON PING - is a Malaysian who lives and teaches in the U.S.A. 
She is currently on study leave in Penang. 

SARAH DAY -lives in Tasmania. Her poetry has been accepted for radio 
and for other publications. 

BARY DOWLING - has been either a professional gardener (foreman, cur
ator and landscaper) or a farmer nearly all his working life. He has had fiction 
and poetry published in Australian magazines. He has recently completed a 
novel on a Literature Board grant. He lives on a tiny sheep property at Learm
onth near Ballarat in Victoria. 

ROSS FITZGERALD - was born in Melbourne. He has published short 
stories and poems and two books on the history of Queensland. He teaches at 
Griffith University. 

SILVANA GARNER - is an artist and poet of Dalmation origins who lives 
and works in Brisbane. Her art is represented in major permanent collections 
and she is the author of a number of books of poetry. 

ANN GRANAT - came to Australia in 1959 from Hungary. Is now a Public 
Relations officer in the Education Department. A Bitter Love, her first short 
story, won first prize in the Rolf Boldrewood short story competition, and an 
award in the Victoria Short Story Awards. 

RICHARD DOUGLAS JORDAN - Richard Jordan is a senior lecturer in 
the Department of English of the University of Melbourne. He has also taught 
at the University of Western Australia and at universities in the United States. 
He is the author of The Temple of Eternity, a study of the seventeenth
century poet Thomas Traherne, and of Literature in Context. 

NICHOLAS HASLUCK - lives in Perth. He has been a contributor to lit
erary journals for many years. He is the author of Anchor and other poems, 
The Hat on the Letter 0 and other stories, and novels, Quarantine, The Blue 
Guitar, The Hand that Feeds You and The BelJarmine Jug. 
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R.G. HAY -was born in Queensland, where he has been a teacher and is at 
present senior lecturer at Capricornia Institute of Advanced Education. His 
poetry has been published in Australian literary journals. 

ELIZABETH JOLLEY - was born in England and came to W.A. in 1959, 
and worked as a nurse and in a variety of jobs. Publications include three col
lections of short stories and five novels. A sixth novel is to be published later 
this year by the University of Queensland Press and VikinglPenguin. 

ANDREW LANSDOWN - is a graduate of the W.A. Institute of Techno
logy and has published poems in literary magazines. Andrew Lansdown's 
third book of poetry, Counterpoise, was published by Angus & Robertson in 
1982. His most recent book, Windfalls (Fremantle Arts Centre Press), won 
the poetry section of the 1985 Western Australia Week Literary Awards. 
"Parrots for Podiatry" was written in 1984 while he was employed by the Shire 
of Kalamunda as Writer in the Community. The story does not relate to the 
Kalamunda Shire, for whose kindness the writer remains indebted. 

ELIZABETH LAWSON - teaches at the University of New England. Her 
first collection of poems Changed Into Words (1980) was published by Frema
ntle Arts Centre Press. 

JIM LEGASSE - is a lecturer in the English Department, University of 
W.A. He is a graduate of Ohio State University. 

PETER LOFTUS -lives in Tasmania and has contributed poetry to Austra
lian literary magazines. 

JOAN LONDON - was born in Perth and educated at the University of 
. W.A. Her first published story appeared in Decade, Fremantle Arts Centre 
Press, in 1982. 

ROD MORAN - is a graduate of Melbourne University and is a technical 
teacher with the Education Department in Victoria. He has published in 
Australian literary magazines. 

BETH SPENCER - has recently moved from Melbourne to Sydney to·study 
at Sydney University. 

HELEN WATSON-WILLIAMS-is Honorary Research Fellow at the Uni
versity of W.A. She has published widely in English and French literature. 

D.J. WRIGHT - was born and lives in Brisbane. At present employed in city 
administration. Has had poetry published in various Australian literary mag
azines and journals. 
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Quality 
Books 
since 1954 

W.A. agents for New South Wales University Press, Sydney University 
Press, University of Queensland Press, Pacific Publications Pty Ltd, 
and from I July 1985 Wakefield Press, South Australia 

New and forthcoming UWAP titles 

An instant best-seller and an ideal gift for any occasion 

Orchids of South-West Australia 
NOEL HOFFMAN and ANDREW BROWN 

170 full colour plates, full colour key to the genera, distribution maps. indexes, glossary 

The only comprehensive up-to-date book on this unique, beautiful and exotic flora 

• 
Dictionary of Western Austral ians 1829-1914 
Volume 4, Part 2, L-Z 

THE CHALLENGING YEARS 1868-1888 

RICA ERICKSON, Editor 
Universally acknowledged as a remarkable achievement, 
the series continues with the publication of Volume 4, Part 2. 
Parts I, 2, and 3 also available to order . 

• 
Christopher Marlowe 
Dr Faustus: The A-Text 
DAVID ORMEROD and CHRISTOPHER WORTHAM, Editors 
This new edition is based upon the 1604 publication of the A-text. It conforms to 

current Marlowe scholarship which is now generally agreed that this version is much 
closer to Marlowe's original draft. Destined to become the definitive text on Faustus. 

ORDER FROM YOUR USUAL BOOKSELLER OR FROM 

University of Western Australia Press, Nedlands, Western Australia 6009 
Agent: Melbourne University Press, P.O. Box 278, Carlton South, Victoria 3053 



Seven New Stories 

Elizabeth Jolley 
Over the Escarpment: 

Horace in the Southern Hemisphere 

Two responses to John Docker 
Reviews by 

Veronica Brady and James Legasse 

New Poems by 
DJ.Wrigbt, Andrew Lansdown, 

Nichola$Hasluck, R.G. Hay, 
Rod Moran, Sarah Day, 

and others 
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