


































































































































































































































































































The literary and academic background apparent
in Rosemary Dobson’s poems shows through
“The Ilex Tree”, a first volume by Les A. Murray
and Geoffrey Lehmann. The titde of the book
comes from Virgil's seventh eclogue where two
Arcadian singers, Thyrsis with his sheep, Cory-
don with milk-heavy she-goats, meet under the
shade of a whispering ilex-tree to compoese their
verses, Murray and Lehmann had worked to-
gether editing the University magazines, Arna
and Hermes, from which some of the poems
come.

Geoff Lehmann, like Miss Dobson, sometimes
prefers legend and mask to direct lyrical state-
ment, and poems such as “Lines for a Chinese
Tear-jar”, and “Pope Alexander farewells his
daughter” show an elegance and sophistication
which is reflected in the economy and smooth
polish of Murray’s “Property” and “Love After
Loneliness”.

Both poets might be called Romantics in the
sense that they often seem to escape to a dream
world of the imagination. Lehmann can see and
descrihe in Daliesque terms lions on the beach
at dusk, an image which recurs in fantastic sur-
realistic profusion with that of the dolphin, in
his evocations of the past Governor of Africa,
Marcus Furius Camillus.

More particularly and perhaps more self-
consciously, Murray explores the world of mem-
ory in “Privacy”:

“Now I'm a child again in dim July,

In the indifferent, ah, but dancing rain,

The spiced fantastic winter on the roof.”

The fantasy world of Marienbad is recalled in
“Minuet”. His poems on war are sometimes dis-
tanced to depict phantom barges, naive trainces
or a New England farm in 1914, A more direct
approach results in a more vital poem in “Les
paras”,

An even more immediate world of his own
experience is that of the Australian countryside
of which he says;

“Dreaming silence

Though I myself run to the cities, 1 will

forever

Be coming back here to walk, knee-deep in
ferns

Up and away from this metropolitan cen-
tury,”

It is in these poems of the aboriginal settlement
and Mad Jess, of memory and spring hail, of
driving through sawmill towns, that his poetry
becomes more natural, if a little verbose. The
finest poem in the book is the tightly-controlled
villanelle, “Agitation”,

Lehmann’s “Australiana” shows up the com-
parative looseness of some of Murray’s verse,
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“Christmas Beetle” is an eight-line gem, while
the longer “Old Man Possum” is a pathetic
narrative of a possum trapped in a tin roof by
his natural instinet to climb higher.  “Late
Autumn” brings a misty Canberra vividly before
use as a little girl dances in a shower of golden
leaves.

His whimsical humour appears again when we
are reintroduced to  his  grandfather, William
Rainer, who in the December 1964 issue of
Poetry Australia ocutdrank his friends and spent
the night in the snow. Now his proud relatives
are brought alive on the evening William Rainer
dies of an overdose of morphia. One meets for
the first time his father in a series of four short
poems which hint at the conflict between fear,
estrangement and love in the small boy’s feelings
for this seventy-yvear-old man. One also meety
in a powerful poem the pigs his father kept in
Tuscany:

“Puddles of hatred against man, they wal-

lowed

In greed, despair and viciousness.”

A stronger, more confident poet than Murray,
Lehmann has appeared in many Australian peri-
odicals and has won the £50 award from the
Poetry Society of Australia. It is ironic that at
the age of nineteen he should have published in
Southerly a poem called “A Forgotten Once-
Popular Poet Speaks”. His future seems assured.

& o @

Geoffrey Lehmann and Bruce Dawe have al-
reacly clashed poetically. When Dawe published
a poem in The Australian in April last year
against U.S. intervention irn Vietnam, Lehmann
had a reply printed in the Bulletin a few weeks
later. At a first glance Lehmann’s lyricism and
tenderness seem directly opposed by a somewhat
misanthropic outlook in Dawe’s second book, A
Need Of Similar Name, Certainly some of
Dawe’s portraits do not inspire love for the
human race. One meets the Eminent Australian,
the little Third Division Clerk, and the righteous
Australian-Aryan. (“The peppermints he daily
chews to cloak his carrion breath / Avail him
nothing who persists in  breakfasting with
death.”)

The female is not exempt from his caustic
gaze—those elegant shallow ladies whose sigh
of admiration over a slim volume is the kiss of
death to the author, the American mother with
her world of Pepsi-Cola figurines, excellent Spam,
chewing gum, hot dogs, and electronic brains,
even his mother, who becomes obsessed with
the desire to possess “a wholly bought-and-paid-
for coffin to call her own”.

But one excellent poem “Comedian” reveals
the paradoxical nature of this satirical poet:
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“They cheer his ludicrous mime, the lunatic
mirror

Wherein their extravagant images approxi-

mate truth,

All thumbs, he sets their ecracked glass
trivia ringing

Purer than crystal, disquieting them until

Further antics reassure them and they laugh.

Yet, being like all a calendar of decay, he
feels

Even more keenly than most the significance
of the wind.

Wiiich strikes through his worn motley, an
autumnal pencil

Cancelling each numbered day—small won-
der, then,

If the stranger blundering backstage should
surprise

An aspen mannikin without cap and bells,
tears in his eyes.”

His interest is more than broadly social—it is
based on a deep concern for the individual;
“Process”, for example, is a cry of concern at
the impersonality of American Defence Depart-
ment estimites of casualties in a putative nuclear
war between the United States and the Soviet
Union. The impersonality of the [.C.I. Building,
with its “bland display of rock-bottom confid-
ence”, “the waste land of depilatory and / Beauty
Mask, O Brave New World . . .” or the plight
of the aboriginal stockmen paid lower wages
than his white brethren concern him:

“Blessed are they who reluctantly with-
hold . . .
Thus it is understood
That the station-boss, from fatherly concern
For the aboriginal good,
Knowing their wastefulness, in every State
Pays them (with deep regret) at lower rate.”

His laughter can become less mocking, as
when he writes an ode to his tvpewriter or the
delightful elegy for the fluffy moth who shared
his pillow. A soft tenderness entirely missing
from the satiric poems creeps into the lyrics
for his wife, Gloria, a tenderness which degener-
ates into sentimentality in “Presages on a Rainy
Day” and “Death of a Nun” (Dawe became a
Catholic in 1954, the year in which he began
an Arts course at Melbourne University }.

His strength lies in his use of irony, the tender-
ness coming through with much more effect in
“And a Good Friday was Had by All”; here
the last lines gain power by being said through
the centurion who, impersonally obeying orders,
nails Christ to the Cross.

For the most part the poems are alive and
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fresh, especially where irony and satire are em-
ployed. The introduction of images for their
own sakes disrupts the imaginative unity of such
poems as “The Hunter at Sunset”. However,
this book is both more varied and more mature
than Dawe’s first volume, and his recent work
in periodicals is still more promising.

A “public” poet in another sense, J. R. Row-
land displays the sophisticated urbanity necessary
for a foreign diplomat. Many of his poems deal
with his travels through London, South-East
Asia, Cairo, Moscow. The poems, however, like
those white collar workers of whom he remarks:

“Learn not to enquire too deep, retreat
from passion,

Find they have time only for light fiction.”
show enly a superficial grasp of subject. Too
often one finds a close echo of Eliot, as in the
long poem on Laos:

“In Harry's bar the stringed guitar
Competes with sounds from the bazaar
Vol-au-vent and entrecote

Swim with grease and burn the throat . . |

2

or in “London in December’™:

“Day and night they crowd to the echoing

town

Where the only vivid things are underground
posters

A dream of continual distractions, and are
blown

By harsh winds up to where lights appear
at mid-day

In orderly constellations
Low in the sky like hell’'s mouth.”

Too often the descriptions of countries are
nothing more than a journalistic list of objects;
for instance “Fremantle” is thus described:

“Pass the Moderne Gifte Shoppe, Reg. Mac-
pherson

Ern Jones for bicycles, Kinkara Tea,

Avoid the rolling barrel, pause

For the sour smell of beer, distinctive

As the tigerish footballers framed against
green tiles.

Here is a newspaper; read in its many pages

About Shark Tragedy, Dave Sands and
cricket scores.”

Only two poems rise from this prosaic flatness:
“Seven Days” is a pithy reversal of the seven days
of creation till

“The seventh
Became a thousand aeons without word”,

while “Dawn Stepping Down” is a fragile cele-
bration of a cool dawn:
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“Till 1, holding a feeding baby,

Notice his eyes

Turn to the window, and following

Almost see the unhurried passing angel
Whose cool gauze brushes the crocus

Darts dusted under trees, the flecting angle
Of a bent wing.”

British Commonwealth Poets '65, a result of
the Cardif Commonwealth Arts Festival, was
intended as a representative survey of work
being done in 1965 throughout the Common-
wealth. The poems, as one would expect, are
remarkably vital and diverse, although there is
a predominance of loose free verse.

Styles vary from Keith Harrison’s pithy
“Onar’s Song” to David N. Cull's typographical
flights in the manner of Apollinaire. Jefl Nut-
tall’s “Kwela for a Given Situation” composed of
cut-outs from the London Evening News and the
Commonwealth Institute Journal affords a strong
contrast to the lyrical “Orange” by the Ghanaian
B. A. K. Griffin.

An English reviewer was surprised by what
seemed to her an arbitrary selection of contem-
porary English poets. Many young poets who
made their names in England and in British
periodicals in the previous few years, however,
appear under the countries of their birth: for
instance, Peter Porter (Australia), Dom Moraes
(India), Zulfikar Ghose (Pakistan), Edward
Lucie-Smith (Jamaica) or David Wevill (Can-
ada).

The Australian  selection  scems  reasonable
when we remember that it is based on youth
rather than accepted quality, but one wonders at
the exclusion of Chris Koch, Thomas Shapcott
and Randolpli Stow,

The book, although attractively presented and
exciting as a preview of future doyens, inevitably
enough contains several poems immature in ap-
proach and style, The short time taken from
the inception of the book to its publication—
eleven months—is perhaps responsible for its
slapdash air and the impression one receives of
poems collected for the sake of having a Com-
monwealth collection merely, and without regard
to choosing the best poems available,

Felicity Haynes

1

Thomas Peel of Swan River, Alexandra Has-
luck, (Oxford University Press, 1965, 60/-).

n THE MINDS of most readers the name Thomas
Peel will probably conjure up, at best, a
shadowy ocutline dimly recollected from

schoolday history or family anecdote. Peel was,
it may be remembered, a cousin of the Tory
Prime Minister who founded the police force
and repealed the Corn Laws; and he was a
‘capitalist’ who invested his fortune in the infant
Swan River colony and lost it all through mis-
management and misfortune, In her most recent
biography, Thomas Peel of Swan River, Mrs. Has-
luck has set out not only to clothe this wraith-
like outline with flesh and blood, but also to re-
assess Peel’s contribution to the foundation of
Western Australia. In the first of these aims she
has succeeded very well; as to the second there
is perhaps more room for dispute,

Themas Peel was born in 1793, the second
son of a wealthy Manchester merchant and manu-
facturer. After leaving Harrow, Thomas desul-
torily occnpied himself with the usual pursuits
of a young man of meuans and showed no interest
in following his father into the family business,
his elder brother into the church, or his cousin
Robert into politics. In 1828, married and in
his mid-thirties, Peel became interested in the
possibility of emigration to New South Wales,
but before anything came of this plan his atten-
tion was diverted to the proposals of Captain
John Stirling for a new colony at the Swan River.
Whether or not Peel felt, as Mrs. Hasluck re-
peatedly suggests, a need to prove himself the
equal of other members of his family in an en-
tirely new field, it is clear that the idea of
founding a new colony took a deep hold on his
imagination.

In November 1828 Peel and a group of well-
to-do fellow members of the Windham Club
suggested to the Colonial Office that they should
be granted some 4,000,000 acres at the Swan
River in return for conveying 10,000 emigrants
there and founding a colony. The Government
was encouraged by this proposal to proceed with
Stirling’s plan for colonising the Swan River, but
it insisted that Peel and his friends should be
limited to a maximum of 1,000,000 acres and
should be part of an official colony rather than
establishing a private one. As more and more
conditions were added, one after another of
Pecl’s associates withdrew from the scheme, but
the Colonial Office agreed to allow Peel himself
250,000 acres on the South bank of the Swan if
he transported 400 settlers to the colony by Nov-
ember 1, 1829.

Whether Peel would or could have gone it
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alone we do not know, for at this crucial junc-
ture Solomon Levey, an emancipist merchant
from Sydney, came forward and offered to go
into partnership with him for the purpose of
taking up the land at the Swan. Peel accepted
Levey’s offer and a deed of partnership between
the two men was agreed upon, though the
Colonial Office was not, at this stage, informed
of the arrangement. Under the terms of the
agreement Peel was to proceed to Western Aus-
tralia and manage the lands granted to the part-
nership, whilst Levey was to contribute to the
initial outlay required and to supply Peel with
stock and stores as they became necessary. Pre-
parations took longer than expected, but at last
on 10 August 1822, Peel sailed from Plymouth
with the first of his 400 emigrants, bound for
the tiny Swan River colony which Stirling had
founded a few months before.

From the first Peel's venture failed to prosper.
By armriving six weeks later than had been
stipulated he forfeited the special land allocation
which had been reserved for him until 1 Novem-
ber, and was forced to choose land elsewhere
on the same basis as other settlers. Moreover,
the long strip of coastal plain that he chose
proved to be unsatisfactory—to this day no one
has been able to cultivate much of it at a profit.
The supplies which Levey had promised to for-
ward did not materialise, and Peel was unable
to provide his migrants with the food, cattle and
equipment due to them, nor did he have the
cash with which to buy these necessities and
pay wages; his notes of hand were not accepted.
In order to feed his people, and to satisfy those
who had entrusted money to Levey in London
in expectation of stores to be delivered on arrival,
Peel was forced to borrow heavily from the
Government, thus incurring a burden of debt
which blighted the rest of his life. Most of the
indentured labourers he had brought out left
him for better employment, and within two years
he was left, a sad and lonely figure, living in
primitive though nct altogether uncomfortable
circumstances, in the midst of his useless acres.

In many respects the chapters in which Mrs.
Hasluck deals with the last thirty years of Peel’s
life are the most interesting, for hitherto little
has been commonly known about him after the
collapse of his dreams. Of course this phase
of his life was an anti-climax, but it was an
illuminating anti-climax. Probably few readers
will even have realised that Peel lived on in
Western Australia until 1865, through not only
its first two decades as a gentleman’s colony, but
most of the convict period as well. Despite his
decayed fortunes Peel remained a person of some
consequence in the restricted society of the
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colony; he was for years a magistrate and mem-
ber of the Legislative Council, and he was on
close terms with those of the leading settlers
with whom he had not quarrelled too violently.
Although unable to retrieve his lost fortune,
Peel gradually adapted to the new environment
in a fashion similar to that of many other settlers,
and Mrs. Hasluck’s lively and readable account
of this process of adjustment gives many valu-
able glimpses of the first thirty-five years of
Western Australian history.

Peel himself emerges as a strong personality
able but erratic and shortsighted, honest, hos-
pitable, and proud, but also tactless and irascible.
Though Mrs, Hasluck wishes to suggest otherwise,
her own account of the man confirms the impres-
sion that the seeds of his failure lay in large
measure in his own character. Peel repeatedly
antagonised men upon whose goodwill and co-
operation he was dependent; he rashly committed
himself to a secret partnership which placed
him entirely in the hands of a man about whom
he knew very little and who was to remain out
of reach in far-away London; he allowed his
departure for the Swan to be delayed when it
was obvious that the time was the essence of his
contract with the Colonial Office.

In addition to these factors, both Peel's diffi-
culties and those of the colony as a whole were
worsened by the poor quality of the land in the
vicinity of Perth. This more than anything else
got the colony off to a slow start and earned it a
bad reputation which exacerbated the problem
by drying up the flow of settlers and new capital.
It is thus uneccessary to invoke a villain to explain
the failure of Peel and the Swan River in the way
which Mrs. Hasluck does. Edward Gibbon Wake-
field is the man cast in this role; he was, we are
told, “responsible for the near-murder of the col-
ony of the Swan River” (p.121). It is true that
Wakefield did ridicule Peel and Western Austra-
lia without any real knowledge of the colony and
with the aim of boosting his own scheme for
South Australia; it is also true that this bad
publicity was harmful to the colony. But in
Thomas Peel of Swan River the importance of
this factor is magnified out of all proportion.
Unfortunately, Mrs. Hasluck all too often tries to
rehabilitate Peel’s reputation by traducing that
of those who criticised or opposed him. Not only
is Walkefield described as a “pestiferous fanatic”,
but Archdeacon Wollaston is a ‘perky chatterbox’,
Twiss of the Colonial Office ‘suave and malicious’
Adam Elmslic ‘self-pitying but full of self-esteem,
a sick and petty man’, Lord Glenelg is an ex-
ample of ‘muddling duplicity’, and various others
are sneeringly described as this or that ‘worthy’,

Such a partisan approach makes for entertaining
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reading, but it diminishes the value of the book
as history by undermining the confidence of the
reader in its judgements, Nevertheless, Mrs. Has-
luck has added a great deal to our knowledge
of Peel aad his shown him to be a much more
interesting man than is commonly supposed. There
can be no doubt that although his own plans
failed hopelessly, the migrants and capital which
Peel brought to the Swan were a major contrib-
ution to the development of the colony.

B. K. de Garis

Coppin the Great, Alec Bagot, { Melbourne
University FPress, 1665, $6.50).

Stars of Australian Stage and Screen, Hal Port-
er, Rigby, 1963, $1.50.

0 WRITE ANY history—of a man, or a move-

ment or a nation—is a perilous task. Not

only are facts to be gathered and verified,
but when they are all assembled there is the
problem of presentation. Ideally, the writer is tot-
ally unbiassed, which means, as a rule a dull cat-
alogue of information with the élan and charm of
a railway time-table. But it is very hard to remain
unbiassed, and proportionately, as the auther’s
interest is ensnared, the temptation grows to select,
arrange and colour the information. Dickens’
Child’s History of England is a curious piece of
work, but it is easier to remember that Henry
VIII is “a monstrous blot of blood and grease”
than that “the permanence of Henry’s work was
rooted in the iconoclasm which the sentiment and
facile equity of subsequent ages is ready to con-
demn”. And Macauley is a compelling writer, but
darkly suspect as an historian.

This brings us to two interesting and contrasting
hooks on the Australian Theatre—Coppin the
Great by Alec Bagot, and Stars of Australian Stage
and Screen by Hal Porter. '

M. Bagot's very long biography has a foreword
by Leonard Mann, a host of references and
acknowledgements, and an immense family-tree
of the Coppin family, with mention going back
to 1374. It is based on first-hand material—books,
letters, journals—supplied by Miss Lucy Coppin,
who was a personal friend of the author; and it
not only covers the eighty-seven years of Coppin’s
life but devotes several chapters to that of his
father who was also (rather confusingly for a
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hiographer) named George Selth Coppin. The
book is leisurely, gently slanted in favour of its
hero, and a mine of information about theatrical
life in the 19th century in the English provinces,
in California of the gold-rush, but primarily from
1842-95 in Australia.

The pictures, both of the man and his world,
emerze slowly in a sort of pointilliste technique.
A mujtitude of small incidents, often presented
in actual words of the characters concerned,
stowly builds up a whole. The importance of the
details varies, but they are all offered with the
same wir of mild interest so that the reader tends
to glide past them without recognizing anything
particularly startling. It is only when he stands
back and views the whole that the extraordinary,
highly coloured picture becomes visible. Thus,
hearing of George Coppin's first {de facto) mar-
riage at the age of 22, and his second, 13 years
Jater, to a widow with four small children, one
notes a brief mention of his third. It is only later
that one realizes, with mild surprise, that this
third wife was his stepdaughter and 22 years
younger than himself. There is no comment at
all on this odd union—nor on the fact that it
appears to have been blessed with seven children
who ulso had three step-aunt-sisters. Nor is there
any untoward emphasis on Coppin’s curious habit
of making Positively Final Appearances. After
arriving in Australia in 1842 he made one in
1843, another in 1846 . . . and so on until his last,
at the Princess Theatre, Melbourne, in 1901} Onc -
also discovers, with growing interest, that Coppin
introduced inte Australia such diverse elements
as roller-skating, thrushes, glass-blowing, the
Dramatic Authors’ Society (which controlled all
playing rights in Australia), the camels used by
the ill-starred Burke and Wills expedition, the
English Test Teamn, and an American entertainer,
JTames Cassius Williamson,

Any one of these facts, exciting in itself, could
be elaborated and romantically coloured and
woven into the fabric of Australian history like
some Dumas extravagance. But this is not the
technique of Alec Bagot. He presents his
material quietly; every point is authenticated
and documented; there is always the understate-
ment.  And if he offers a rare comment it is
always diffidently . . . After pointing out Cop-
pin’s belief that camels could save exporers’
lives, he remarks that if the camel tender had
not let the animals wander off (and later turn
up safely in Adelaide), “the fate of the expedi-
tion might have been happier”™. And at the
end of an account of a performance (undated)
of Milky White at the Melbourne Haymarket we
find: “His presentation of the misanthropic
Daniel White was flawless. After the curtain,
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Coppin recounted at length the many negotiations
he had made to recruit talent for the colonies
(here follows a list of names long forgotten—
dancers, singers, impersonators, skaters and ac-
tors); then, as though legitimate entertainment
were not enough, Coppin added, ‘I left an invi-
tation in England for eleven gentlemen cricket-
ers to pay us a visit and have every reason to
believe a team will be made for next season.”
And there is no comment at all; no Ashes, no
Hobbes, no Bradman . . .

This consistent understatement is at once en-
chanting and infuriating. Because the tone of
voice hardly varies, one is apt to miss something
exciting, and the indolent reader, skipping along,
finds George Coppin in and out of bankruptcy,
Parliament or matrimony with hardly a chance
to draw breath. One has to work over this
book to get the best from it. Mr. Bagot pre-
sents to us, quite deliberately, I imagin, a flam-
bovantly theatrical figure, a gambler and a
visionary, of demoniac energy and wide-ranging
interests, a man who wielded immense power,
as pleasantly ‘human’, a good husband and
father, a little naive in his ewmotional life, an
M.P. and a businessman of great and solid worth.
These two aspects are, of course, not mutually
exclusive, but to reconcile the paradox requires
an effort in reading. Once the effort is made
the picture of a remarkable man comes into
view and with him the whole world of enter-
tainment of the 19th century. George Selth
Coppin was born to the theatre, was a strolling
player at the age of seven, and at sixteen was
on his own as a busker, working the roads and
inns of Cambridge. For nearly 70 years he knew
the theatrical world—song and dance, melodrama
and high tragedy, the ditties of Billy Barlow,
The Lady of Lyons and Hamlet; he performed
for the goldminers of Ballarat and San Francisco,
travelled in hell-ships from Panama, by coach
and train through the Australian outback, built
theatres, skating-rinks, botanical gardens, hot
sea-baths, zoos and hotels, made and lost fortunes.

This is the wildest romance told as the staidest
fact. What the reader carries away is measured
by the interest and the background knowledge
. he brings to it.

o & o

Very different is Hal Porter’s Stars of Austra-
lisn and Screen. The jacket-blurb states: “Long
before Hal Porter became a playwright he was
2 theatrical fan . . . After that he became a
producer and through the years he has done a
great deal of research into the history of Aus-
tralian theatre. Now he brings it all to life.”
The authors introduction also promises later
books dealing with the story of Australin
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singers, with the ballet and with the “little
theatres™.

Were it not for these “footnotes”, one would
be inclined to assess the work as plainly as pot-
boiler, something thrown off as a commission,
tor it is curiously uneven. The early section,
the first two chapters, are immediately arresting.
An atmosphere is evoked as clearly as the smell
of size and old makeup and the fumes of gas
chandeliers. In the telling phrase, the evocative
image, the world of 19th- century theatre is
recreated for us with nostalgic undertones that
catch at the imagination: “Old one-page theatre
programmes brittle as autumn leaves and nearly
as brown; fringed satin programmes headed and
footed by Vivat Regina; glazed and gilded pro-
grammes gaudy as cathedral stained glass and
thick as literary periodicals . . .”; “In London,
the bon ton was dressing and over-scenting its
ill-bathed self to tour the sights: the manacled
Iunatics of Bedlam, the fetid malefactors of New-
gate, the stripped drabs being floated at Bride-
well . . . It was, however, the less elegant and
more barbarous amusements for the English
exiles in early N.S.W. They did the rounds of
the cat-o’-nine-tails floggings, the stocks, the
treadmill, criminal corpses hung upon chains,
7-at-one-blow hangings.”. . . ; “Corinthians of the
Melbourne Club with their curly-brimmed beav-
ers, brass-buttoned swallowtail and high rolled
collars”,

This is the sort of thing which Alec Bagot
does not give us. Here is the creative imagina-
tion at work, and Hal Porter takes us by the
hand and whisks us through one hundred vears
and more to the Iron Pot theatre with its “whie-
painted ceiling sprinkeld with gilt stars”, or the
Sydney Theatre Royal, “its boxes lined with
crimson and lavishly spangled with gilt-headed
nails”.  Porter’s magic carpet spun of master
words is more comfortable than the foot-slogging
of Bagot's journey. But after the initial scene-
setting of the Australian stage, the catalogue of
its stars becomes a little tedious. The scheme
of the book is vaguely chronological in that we
begin with the first Australian performance
{ Farquhar’s The Recruiting Officer, June 4,
1789, before Governor Fhillip) and proceed
through the 1830s, *40s and ’50s on to the 1960s.
Within this rough framework are potted bio-
graphies of celebraties, sometimes with critical
comment on their value and influence, some-
times enlivened with anecdote or shrewd ap-
praisal. Of Oscar Asche, for example, he tells
the following anccdote; while Asche was
resting after the strenuous Act III of Othello,
the business manager tittupped in chattering
about box-office receipts, “Asche sprang to his
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feet and thundered, every organ-stop of his voice
full ont, ‘How dare you speak of filthy lucre
to Othells! How dare you! Out! Out! before
Othello strangles youl’” He thea goes on to
analyse the Orientalisms of Asche—Kismet, Chu
Chin Chow and Ceiro—linking them backwards
to his flamboyant Antony and Cleopatra and for-
ward to cinema extravaganzas and ‘a cheapening
public taste’, with a side glance at the sociolagical
phenomena of the time—"The Rubaiyat of Omar
Khayyém bound in flaccid moss-green suéde;
Amy Woodford Finden's Indian Love Lyrics;
Edmond Dulac’s watercolours inspired by the
Persian; Diagilev and Nijinsky’s Scheherazade;
Flecker’s Hassan, Poiret’s dress-designs and, at
the end of the scale, Theda Bara and Louise
Glaum and the craze for aigrettes, scarab
brooches, oscillating ear-rings, chunks of ersatz
jade, tasselled pouffes of tangerine satin and
harem trousers.”

This sort of writing is fun to read, and the
criticism is provocative and informed. Of great
interest, too, are the comments on the much
despised Victorian melodrama and the analysis
of Bland Holt’s Riding to Win at the Melbourne
Theatre BRoyal in 1901 {to be found, rather
oddly, in the chapter headed “The ’'60s and
*70s”.  Mr. Porter makes the point, clearly and
validly, that while the literary wvalue of these
plays was not high, as pieces of theatre they
show superb craftsmanship. In characteristic
phrase he says, “Today it is fascinating to find
that it is not the one-set play brow-beaten
audiences of these times must bear with.”

These critical interludes are invariably lively
and stimulating, whether one agrees or not with
the aunthor, and they are the sort of thing which
one misses in the Coppin biography. On the
other hand, they are apt to be too persuasive,
too often reflecting Porter’s private prejudices.
They could, like Dickens’s “blot of blood and
grease”, be dangerous because too memorable.

As the work comes closer to the present day,
these highly personal judgements become more
and more subjective. The second half of the
book, while useful as a rather enlarged theatrical
Who's Who couched in lively phrase—"He
(Peter Finch) also engaged in an Uplift-for-the
Moron-Masses  activity by performing the less
intellect teasing portions of Shakespeare and
Moliere on the spot for factory-workers”—is
alternately a dullish catalogune of names and a
vehicle for outspoken but flagrantly prejudiced
criticism of contemporary theatre in  Australia.
Mr. Porter does not like contemporary theatre,
nor imported Culture with a capital C, nor
Americana, nor J. C. Williamson, nor Patrick
White, nor the Elizabethan Trust—and he says
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so very loudly and clearly. However much one
may agree with him-—and I, for one, am in-
clined to walk with him quite a distance—one
feels the tone is too loaded “The Ham
Funeral, an attempt at trick-playwriting by Pat-
rick White, an English-cum-Australian novelist
adored by cultural cligues” “the unholy
and spendthrift alliances of White and Tasker”
.. . “A caba! of culbiral busybodies to ‘raise
the standards of production’ in a country which
has already driven out its most gifted actors
and actresses, thus leaving English directors who
were not good enough to make the grade in
England to act boss cocky to Australian ”

Mr. Porter looks back nostalgically to that
tull-blooded era which Mr. Bagot presents so
calmly, and looks forward where Mr. Bagot has,
of course, no concern at all, his interest ending
with Coppin’s death in 1906. Despite a simi-
larity of subject matter, the intentions of the
two books are quite different. So are the tech-
niques and personalities of the authors, and one
is tempted to speculate on the sort of biography
Porter would have made for George Selth Cop-
pin.  What a rip-roaring, robust, serio-comic
colossus-illusionist he would have beenl Of
course he might not have been George Coppin
at all, but an era would have come to life
irradiated by the fitful incandescence of Porter’s
gaslight chandeliers.

The publication of these two books during
1965 suggests that, despite Porter’s assertion that
“Australian professional theatre is shoddy and
limited”, there is interest in its past and there-
fore hope for its future. Admittedly there is a
paradox involved. The public who will, pre-
sumably, read these two books, the “social sheep,
culture cranks and shifting-vote demi-intellec-
tuals”, is not the public that Hal Porter wants,
certainly mnot the public for a living theatre.
Subsidy, “the manure for inferior talent”, does
not scem to be sufficient to keep it vigorous, and
Le ends with a prayer for someone “fully armed
and full of fight, with the intensity, the forth-
rightniess, the unfaltering convictions, the broad
view, the skill and hard-headedness™ of the earlier
Australians.  In short he wants—and anyone in-
terested in living theatre raher than artificial
culture must agree with him—another George
Selth Coppin.

The tradition is there. In different ways these
two authors have presented a revelation of the
richness, the strength, variety and very real
achievements of our early theatre. The inter-
change of the truly great names between Aus-
tralia and Europe is surprising and heart-warm-
ing—~Charles Kean, Gustavus Vaughan Brooke,
Yistori, Dion Boucicault, Sara Bernhardt, May
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Robson, Oscar Asche, Mrs. Herman Vezin, O. P.
Heggic, Charles Matthews, Mrs. Scott Siddons,
Clyde Cook, Marie Liher, Janet Achurch

and so on down to today—Coral Browne, Peter
Finch, Diane Cilento, Zoe Caldwell and Judith
Anderson.

And the dramatic fare of the great 19th-
century performers was both varied and abun-
dant, ranging from Shakespeare to minstrel
shows—and presented, to the surprise of 1960
intelligentsia, on the same bill and by the same
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people. A great dramatic actress could play Lady
Macbeth and sing a sentimental solo “Early
Love”. George Rignold layered Hamlet, Othello,
Macbeth and Falstaff between East Lynne and
genteel comedies. Theatre was not caviare to
the few but a complete menu for all comers.

With this fascinating tradition bechind it and
a renewal of interest such as is shown in these
books, surely something should stir in the world
of Australian theatre before long.

Jeana Bradley
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