











Meanwhile, if the more innocent among us continued to think that anti-
Fascism, like anti-capitalism, was a propaganda conflict of intrigue and words,
there was no excuse for not seeing the logical outcome: war. At a Fellowship of
Writers’ dinner in the Palace Hotel during 1938, H. G. Wells warned us that we
were faced not with a conflict of words between Right and Left but between those,
on the Right and on the Left, who upheld the European tradition of free inquiry
and those who threatened it in the name of a brutally frank racism which equated
civilisation with a proclaimed Aryan right of domination over non-Aryans. About
the same time, Sir Keith Smith, the Australian airman who had shared the Federal
Government’s £10,000 prize for the first Australian-manned flight from England
to Australia, said in an interview in the West that war was inevitable. He had been
in Germany and knew.

Up to then, it had been possible to nibble at party-line propaganda that Mr
Chamberlain and the English governing classes were pro-Nazi and intent on
destroying Russia. To us, every move to appease Hitler was evidence of a
capitalist plot to promote Fascism and end “real democracy”. Stalin (yes, Stalin!)
was a disinterested champion of the world’s masses, the only real bulwark against
Hitler and Mussolini. We had read all the Left Book Club publications but not
Boris Souvarine’s Staline (1935). Even if we had we would have swept aside his
exposure of the Moscow treason trials as anti-Russian propaganda. It took Stalin
to undo the work of Stalin’s conscious and unconscious agents: he signed the
Russo-German Pact of 1939. Overnight, yesterday’s anti-Fascist orthodoxy became
today’s original sin. Katharine Susannah, whatever her private thoughts, urged: “It
was in the interests of Russia ... of Russia!” She was right, of course. But she
did not seem to realize that for most Australians and most Englishmen the interests
of the British Commonwealth were equally important.

Nobody in Perth at that time knew, nor could have known, the diplomatic
dealings and wheelings that lay behind the Russo-German Pact and the cynical
dismemberment of Poland. As A. J. P. Taylor has since put it, “The British feared
for Poland; the Russians feared for themselves”. Stalin behaved as any other
realistic statesman might have behaved, in what he no doubt sincerely believed to
be the interests of his own country. That is the point. Stalin’s realism pricked the
bubble of our idealism. We, or those of us who felt nothing but revulsion for the
new party-line, saw what we had been doing was not furthering the interests of
mankind but the interests of Russia. For Katharine Susannah Russia represented
the foundations of Utopia. For us, as for Stalin, Russia was a nation state among
nation states and one ruled by a man as dictatorial and ruthless as Hitler and
Mussolini and just as ready to eliminate opposition with firing squad and prison
camp. Socialism in one country was practical and possible—in Russia. But a
Russia allied with Germany and Mussolini, who also preached their versions of
national socialism, was more than we could swallow.

Looking back, it seems incredible that we could have been so politically naive
and intellectually snobbish as we were before Stalin revealed to us the realities of
power. As Raymond Aaron saw it, we were no more than pawns in a power game
of politics, isolated, unimportant, dispensible pawns at that, “a band of half-baked
intellectuals, fanatics and ignoramuses”, an embarrassment to our families, a
nuisance to the Labor Party, as much a joke to real revolutionaries as we were to
the populace at large.

Yet, in those days, only the intellectually flaccid or the downright stupid could
have failed to be moved by the state of a world moving out of depression into
war. That is our only excuse. As John Gross puts it in The Rise and Fall of the
Man of Letters (1969): “When all the blunderings of the period have been taken
into account, all the fatuities, all the deceptions, can anyone doubt that it was
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nevertheless honourable to protest and dishonourable to lie low?” At least we
protested for the right reasons if not by the right means.

Our saving grace lay in the fact that we were young enough to be enthusiastic
rather than complacent. “The young,” says A. P. Thornton in The Imperial ldea
and its Enemies (1963), “are not members of society; they live on its frontiers,
They are still uncommitted, sceptical of all accepted principles and quick to
condemn this acceptance as a kind of cowardice. But they do not doubt as yet that
better principles exist.” Nor were we quite so anaesthetized as might appear. We
did not live for politics but tried to make politics live for us. The sun shone, the
breakers rolled in along the beaches, cricket fields and tennis courts beckoned, the
Darling Ranges lured us to explore other worlds than Katharine Susannah’s garden
at Greenmount.

Thus, we were not political automatons—the climate forbade it—just as the
Algerian climate saved Albert Camus from the commitments Sartre demanded.
“There is beauty and there are the humiliated,” Camus wrote. “However difficult
the enterprise, I should like to be unfaithful neither to the one nor the other.”
Beauty and the humiliated remain with us always. To be utterly faithful to beauty
risks the sterile flight from reality achieved by Oscar Wilde and Art for Art’s sake.
To allow the humiliated to swamp all other considerations is the path to sainthood
but it stops short for most of us at fanaticism.

The bridge that spans the ages is not the iron arch of revolution and war but
a much more fragile construction based on consensus: the fact that today’s
apparent impossibility becomes tomorrow’s commonplace. In today’s political
climate consensus, of the kind that united the democratic Right and Left in the
war against Hitler, seems utterly remote. As remote, say, as universal franchise
and democracy seemed to practical-minded mid-Victorians. Yet, nowadays, Conser-
vatives and Liberals accept without question Chartist aims which at one time
seemed wildly revolutionary. Any dispassionate appreciation of the present conflict
over inflation, which to the seventies is what the Great Depression was to the
thirties, suggests that the only solution lies in what one economist describes as “a
reappraisal of the country’s economic and social priorities by all interested parties”.
A mildly sensible approach which at the moment seems beyond all expectations.
One wonders.
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CAROLINE M. CADDY

The Beast Disillusioned

She would have her handsome prince

or spurn me; and I a fool to her cajoling ways.
Now I'll stay contorted here in this false skin;

I could loathe myself no less in old

familiar bounds. At least restricted here

I may not grovel, having done enough

of that at tiny irate feet.

Those feet look flatter now from this cramped
height, her fairness pitted as a lemon through
these clear lenses; (I do a good job

when I metamorphose).

I wonder does she see the malice

in my guarded glance, demurely begging meted
kisses? I can count the hairs in her nose

now my view is not befogged by maned humility.

And yet at times I feel I pay too dear

for this revenge, if revenge it be.

For I may grow to love her and forget the pain.
Then, all I am, pent up in this bland shell,

is forfeit; to a perfect vision in her eye,

a shining thought in her head.
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G. C. BOLTON

A Local Identity

Paul Hasluck and Western Australian Self Concept

Paul Hasluck, like Vin and Dom Serventy and Nugget Coombs, was one of that
generation of local boys, mostly Modern School graduates of the early 1920s, who
tended to be held up to younger Western Australians as examples of what might
be achieved by young men of relatively underprivileged origins who made good
use of their opportunities. A respected journalist in the Perth of the 1930s, Hasluck
distinguished himself in the Department of External Affairs during the Second
World War, rising to be head of the Australian mission at the United Nations
before his resignation in 1947 as a result of difficulties with his minister, Dr H. V.
Evatt. After a short period in the Department of History at the University of
Western Australia, during which he laid the foundations for his two volumes on
the political history of Australia during the Second World War, Hasluck went into
federal politics in 1949. After a quarter of a century of distinguished service as
cabinet minister and Governor-General he returned to permanent residence in
Perth in 1974 and has since devoted himself to placing on record various aspects
of his career. In A Time for Building he has written about the development of
Papua-New Guinea from 1951 to 1963 when he was responsible minister. Rumour
has it that other volumes will follow on Aboriginal policy and perhaps on external
affairs. If 4 Time for Building is any guide, these works will be characterised by
a concern to show the forces and relationships by which policy is created and
administered. They will not be concerned with establishing the author’s place in
history or—what is more usual among Australian politicians’ autobiographies—the
retailing of a string of mildly amusing yarns which say very little about the
political process.

Mucking About* is different. It is a revelation of the writer’s personality rather
than a description of the events in which he took part. ‘All autobiographies ought
to end about the age of thirty-five’ says Hasluck, on the grounds that by that age
personality is firmly moulded. Those who write of their participation in public
affairs as mature adults should do so as witnesses rather than advertisements for
themselves. In Hasluck’s case this choice is further vindicated by his belief that
his career was shaped on no conscious plan or pattern. Rather it is the story of
one who accepted the duty or followed the interest of the moment without worry-
ing where it led: simply mucking about. If an explanation is sought of the process
by which the son of dedicated Salvation Army officers of narrow means became a
journalist, historian, and participant in public affairs, much depends on the skill
with which the writer presents his upbringing and environment. Mucking About
strikes me as a remarkably successful achievement: both honest and subtle, reveal-

* Paul Hasluck, Mucking About: An Autobiography (Melbourne University Press, 1977).
pp. 287. $16.90.
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ing facets of the author perhaps not widely appreciated—at one point a moving
mystical streak, at another a Chaucerian earthiness—and written with skill. (One
perceptive friend has suggested that the chapters written on young manhood in
Australia are characterised by a suitably direct and informal diction, those on
travels in Europe and Asia with greater elegance and formality. I don’t have the
ear to spot this, but it is an interesting comment.) As a recreation of a segment of
Australian society between the two world wars the book is as fully satisfying as—
in its very different manner—Donald Horne’s The Education of Young Donald.

Mucking About makes many comments, both explicitly and otherwise, about
the nature of Western Australian society before the Second World War. And here
I must declare an interest. I have more than once argued the case that, at least
before the Second World War, many of the themes and preconceptions of main-
stream Australian history are inapplicable, or at least substantially altered, in the
Western Australian setting.! From his eye-witness perspective Hasluck endorses
this view: in social habits, manners, and self-perception, Western Australia was
different. The point is worth establishing not simply to flatter provincial self-
esteem, but because many of the most enterprising attempts to reinterpret
Australian history at present come from scholars such as Inglis wishing to estab-
lish a pattern of national self-identity, or such as Connell and the young marxists
of the Arena school who look for a key to understanding in class theory. I want
to consider Hasluck’s view of Western Australian society in order to strengthen
the case that regional diversity must be taken into account in any attempt to
understand the patterns of Australian history.

Hasluck describes the Western Australia of half a century ago as a society in
which status was not necessarily determined by the possession of economic power.
There are three key passages which to me offer a convincing interpretation of that
society:

There were marked social gradations in Perth, not so much of wealth as of
position and, in some circles, of family connections ... Yet at the same time
it was an open society with a strong emphasis on opportunity for all. The
manual worker’s son could aspire to be a doctor and be accepted. The barrier
he faced was not so much social as the problem of financing his education.
We all really did believe that we lived in a land of opportunity and we had
no grievance about anything ... I knew nothing of class-consciousness or of
gaps or of lack of trust between members of the same community. One took
it for granted that people would be friendly and helpful and that they would
trust and respect each other. (pp. 126-7).

There had been successive adjustments of the colonial circle. In the very early
years there had been distinctions between gentry and working classes but, with
the inauguration of the transportation of convicts in 1849, the circle gathered
in all those who were truly among the early settlers. After the cessation of
transportation the presence of expirees led to a distinction between the bond
and the free. The gold rush of the eighteen-nineties made the distinction
between the true Sandgropers and ‘t’othersiders’. (pp. 148-9).

Who else knew as much about Western Australia as we who had grown up
with it? Some of us knew it all at first hand. All of us had heard it from our
parents . .. This habit of identifying oneself with the ‘early days’ has probably
lapsed now. Out of a million people in Western Australia today, only a small
fraction have a link with the State longer than fifty years, but in 1926 the old
connection was still most marked and most important. On several occasions
in my early years in politics, persons who considered themselves very influential

1 For instance in ‘Cranford-on-the-Swan?, Labour History, No. 4 (1963), pp. 52-3; A Fine
Country to Starve In (Perth, 1972). p. 120, p. 255. The contrary view is put by F. K. Crowley,
Australia’'s Western Third (Melbourne, 1960; the title is in itself significant), p.276 and pp.
328-9, at any rate for the period from 1938.
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in the city because of their prominence in business or in public office used to
be puzzled how someone obscure like myself could get a great deal further
into the confidence of certain people than they could. It was not a matter of
being important but of belonging to the same old Western Australian com-
munity. (pp. 142-3).

This is what one would expect. It is not a society in which the concept of class as
based on control of the means of production is as yet applicable. Even the concept
of class as determined by a group’s perception of itself and its values is at best
of limited usefulness, since it takes no account of the widely held and widely
demonstrable Western Australian belief that migration between classes was open
to anyone. It was not simply that a John Forrest or a John Curtin or a Paul
Hasluck could aspire to high office, but that those who held high office continued
to be accessible to the less important. One thinks of Victor Courtney’s story of
the 20-year-old J. J. Simons walking unannounced into the Premier’s office to
persuade Walter James to commute the death penalty on an Asian sailor, or at
another level of Hasluck’s own anecdote of how the ladies and gentlemen of social
distinction who formed the Western Australian Historical Society accepted him
willingly as a committee member despite his lack of years—once they were able
to identify his grandfather. We are almost back among the 18th century British
situation described by Sir Lewis Namier, in which family and connexion held
together the political and social network. And this is not surprising in a colony
which, although founded in 1829, was compelled through isolation and poverty to
prolong far into the 19th century many pre-industrial Georgian attitudes towards
questions of authority, welfare, and the role of government. It would not be too
much of an exaggeration to assert that whereas most of the rest of Australia was
a creature of the 19th century—Victoria and South Australia, and in its different
way Queensland—Western Australia moved directly from the 18th to the 20th
century, missing out on such influences as laissez-faire capitalism, Chartism, and
the more rampant forms of religious bigotry.

Western Australia developed no old moneyed class such as might have been
found in Toorak or Vaucluse. Belonging to an old family was no passport to
influence or success. The backwoods of the South-West were and are full of
families whose forebears had been among the colonial leaders of the first and
second generations, but who had not entrenched their situation—retaining, Hasluck
reminds us, ‘distinctive codes of good manners and respectability—a respectability
that covered both respect for others and respect for oneself’. That was all they
had, for few were rich. The pastoral industry which dominated the Western
Australian economy before the 1890s went through too many lean times to throw
up families such as the gentry of the Western district of Victoria or the Central
district of South Australia. Those who prospered, such as R. E. Bush and I. S.
Emanuel, tended to go off to England or Monte Carlo. Again, for reasons which
have yet to be properly explored, the gold-rushes of the 1890s failed to produce
many local plutocrats. Some of those who did conspicuously well, such as W. G.
Brookman and J. Howard Taylor, seem to have run through their money quickly.
In general the prosperity generated by gold appears to have spread very evenly
throughout the community, and not to have spawned a class of investing capital-
ists. Perhaps Perth was already too much of a branch-office town. The prosperous
of Perth in the early 20th century were usually successful merchants or investors
in real estate, and they were expected to use their good fortune modestly and
philanthropically. Hasluck more than once suggests that the merely purse-proud
gained little social acceptance. My own impression is that the tight-fisted were not
held in much regard by their peers either.

Hasluck’s comments about the accessibility of social status also ring true. For
the intelligent and the city-dweller Perth Modern School provided a reliable ladder
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of opportunity for the meritorious until the reforming wisdom of the Education
Department of the 1950s did away with it. The independent schools were not well
enough endowed and had not developed traditions of prestige which enabled them
to wield in Western Australia the towering influence of Shore, Melbourne
Grammar, or St Peter’s in other states. It also looks as if until the depression of
the 1930s the land was seen as a similar means of self-improvement. The Western
Australian rural frontier remained open longer than in most other parts of
Australia. Of course the wheatbelt and the group settlements were to produce
tragically many failures, but those who succeeded seem to have done so largely
through skill, luck, and persistence, and not through adventitious advantages of
background. Western Australian society accordingly lacked the tensions which
arise from a sense of blocked opportunities.

Nor was the Western Australian community exclusive against outsiders.
Hasluck’s second quotation depicts the stages by which successive groups of ‘out-
siders’ were absorbed into the ranks of those whom Tom Stannage has defined as
‘ancient colonists’, and I suggest that the process of assimilation went on beyond
the goldrushes of the 1890s. By 1933 when Western Australia was seeking secession
because it was seen as a remedy against unfeeling treatment by the Eastern States,
many of those who voted “Yes” came from goldfields and wheatbelt families
originating in Victoria and South Australia, or from Pommy migrants who arrived
subsequently. This capacity to absorb potentially divisive elements meant that
Western Australia missed out on some of the cleavages that shaped society else-
where in Australia. There was a prospect of conflict in the late 1890s when the
Labour movement came into being as an assertion of largely ‘t’othersider working-
class solidarity against the old Sandgroper oligarchy; but it is remarkable how the
A.L.P. in Western Australia soon adjusted its aims and its vocabulary to suit local
conditions. There was clearly potential for tension in the industrial disputes of
1919-21 and the depression of the early 1930s, but consensus triumphed.

The price of this eclecticism may have been an inability to understand and
handle situations of conflict. It was one thing for Western Australians to eradicate
the convict stigma by simply not speaking about it; Hasluck still declines to record
the names of the five convicts who brought his grandfather to ruin by robbing
him, since some of them still have descendants in the State. It is alleged that as
late as 1949 when F. K. Crowley was appointed from Melbourne as the University
of Western Australia’s first lecturer in Australian history, Sir James Mitchell still
thought it expedient to warn him against delving into convict ancestries, and it is
only in recent years that Western Australians have cheerfully acknowledged
ancestors who did not have to raise the fare. But the need to preserve the appear-
ance of harmony and consensus may also have led Western Australians to ignore
minorities suffering from need or injustice. When Hasluck writes of his part in
raising the local consciousness about the needs of Aborigines in the 1930s he is
rather self-effacing, and it is now easy to overlook the impact of Black Australians,
which for the first time gave chapter and verse to the victimization of Aborigines
by settlers in the colonial period. In Western Australia, where some of the Abo-
rigines’ main antagonists were the founders of respected pastoral families and
where consensus was achieved by not talking about the unpleasantness of the past,
it must have required considerable moral commitment to publish such a book.
Hasluck is careful not to generalize indiscriminately about the condition of Abo-
rigines in different parts of Western Australia. He argues that until the depression
of the 1930s Aborigines or part-Aborigines in the South-West often exercised a
wide measure of choice about assimilation or other forms of adaptation to modern
Australian society. It was only when the slump brought about competition for jobs
and unemployment benefits that pressure mounted to segregate the Aborigines. He
also reminds us that frontier conditions of conflict persisted until well within living
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memory, and that it is one of the more disgraceful episodes of our past that no
adequate attempt was made to deal with the killing of Aborigines by a Wyndham
punitive expedition in 1926. No need for nostalgia about that aspect of Western
Australia fifty years ago.

Nevertheless the main impression of Mucking About is to reinforce the view
that would see the Western Australia of pre-1939 as a clannish and homogenous
community with a strong sense of its separate identity, particularly in its lack of
some of the complexities and tensions apparent elsewhere in Australia. It may be
that this is an unwarrantable idealization of the past. In reaction to the rapid
modernization of the last decade and the greater prominence of industrial and
ethnic tensions, it could be tempting to create a myth of a simpler and more
Arcadian Western Australia, a land where, as T. A. G. Hungerford puts it, ‘it
was always summer’.2 Several writers may have fostered this tendency—Hunger-
ford, Mary Durack, myself—but the most specific commentary on our community
as Arcady will be found in George Seddon’s Swan River Landscapes—and it is
significant that Perth has been the only major Australian city to stimulate a
topographical essay of this nature. Seddon assesses the suburban development of
Perth against the Arcadian ideal of ‘a landscape that is naturally harmonious and
well proportioned’. However lamentably Perth architects and designers fall short
of the Arcadian ideal in practice, the whole point of Seddon’s essay is that Perth
is an environment in which it is not absurd to think of attaining that ideal.
Hasluck, who wrote an introduction to Swan River Landscapes, shows in his own
attitudes a preference for the harmonious and the well proportioned, as befits a
citizen of Arcady. Arcady is not Utopia, and it has manifest imperfections, but
there is room for hope that the application of informed intelligence to existing
social and constitutional forms will enable people of goodwill to improve the
quality of social justice and maintain the community’s sense of felicity and self-
improvement. These attitudes were to make Hasluck a most effective minister for
territories, though some have questioned whether they were the most suitable
preparation for the foreign minister who had to deal with the issues and passions
of the Vietnam crisis. At any rate, Hasluck was a Western Australian who had the
uncommon experience of personally visiting pre-war Vietnam.

All the same, it could be that Western Australia was kindly to those of us who
were male, Protestant, locally born, and English by background; but what about
the others? While it is unfair to criticise the author of an autobiography for not
offering a complete resumé of the state of society in his younger days, does
Hasluck say enough about the strong and persistent feminist tradition of protest
in Western Australia? When he does so, as in a passing reference to the House-
wives’ Association, isn’t there a suggestion of taking them less than wholly seri-
ously? Would a reader of Mucking About wonder if the book could possibly be
dealing with the same society as Justina Williams discusses in The First Furrow,
her account of early radical, socialist, and communist movements in Western
Australia? It could be answered that because of its homogeneity and its sense of
internal security Western Australia has found it possible to be accepting of—
perhaps Marcusians would say repressively tolerant of—dissenters, provided that
they are good Western Australians. There is material for an interesting study in
the career of that eminent Fremantle citizen Paddy Troy, respected by many not
because he is a communist but because he is a good member of the community;
one of us. One can think of other examples.

Let us try and put Hasluck’s portrait of his Western Australia against a wider
context. In an important marxist critique of Sir Keith Hancock’s Australia Tim
Rowse argues that the late 1920s saw a crisis in Australian capitalism marked by

2 T. A. G. Hungerford, Wong Chu and the Queen’s Letterbox (Fremantle, 1977), p. 2.
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barely concealed conflict between two major interest groups: a nationalist, protec-
tionist group which sought by high tariffs to promote manufacturing and a ‘rural-
imperialist” sector, favoured by the major British investors and more tenacious of
the British connexion, which saw Australia as mainly a source of wheat, wool, and
minerals. Rowse puts Western Australia with Tasmania firmly in the latter camp:
‘It is not surprising that both states produced perspectives on social change in
Australia which were emphatically hostile to centralization, state intervention
(wage fixing, tariffs), the inadequacy of the Nationalists’ liberalism, and the socio-
political squalor generated by city life.”> Well, maybe; but the arbitration system
functioned no worse in the West than elsewhere. There is a nice picture in
Mucking About of Mr Justice Burnside’s consuming interest in the tricks of
various trades and craft, and it all sounds a good deal more human than the
counterparts in New South Wales and Queensland. And from 1919 until after the
end of the 1930s depression, Western Australia had better rates of unemployment
relief than any other State. This doesn’t suggest an emphatic hostility to state
intervention on wage fixing. Rowse then goes on to say: ‘Class struggle was
pursued with particular intensity from 1919 onwards. The incidence of working
class militancy widened in the decade.” And he takes to task contemporary liberal
intellectuals such as Hancock, Eggleston, and the Palmers, who in their quest for
social justice within the existing context of Australian society, failed to perceive
that the system was inevitably biassed to the detriment of the working class.

Hasluck’s account of his times offers no support whatever for the Rowse inter-
pretation. When the 1930s depression came Hasluck discerned no sharpening of
class divisions: ‘We were all in it together ... The small employer as such was not
the enemy but was sometimes a fellow sufferer. The faceless enemies, whom every-
one distrusted, were the banks and the false economists who advised them.” This
could give rise to a populist movement such as the secession campaign, but hardly
more. As for the trade union movement, Hasluck describes its officials as ‘quiet,
unaggressive, and modest’, for the most part conservatively concerned with pro-
tecting their established rights and great believers in self-improvement through
reading and adult education. Now it is of course possible that this relative absence
of interest in class conflict merely indicates a low level of political awareness.
Western Australians may have been too primitive or too gullible to discern the
truth of their social condition. Or it may have been that because of Western
Australia’s relative under-development it was a community where class was not
stratified, where social and political status were not seen as determined solely by
control of the means of production, and where it is simply inappropriate to
attempt its analysis in marxist terms. This is not to deny the importance of
economic factors in the sociology of Western Australia past or present, but it is a
warning against the over-enthusiastic application of class theory. In an Australia
where capitalism was overthrown and marxist principles were everywhere estab-
lished, Western Australian society would still have been shaped by geographical
isolation, industrial retardation as against the Eastern States, and the complex of
communal attitudes inherited from the past.

It is perhaps a temptation for historians to over-estimate the pervasive influence
of past attitudes on the present. Hasluck, as a pioneer of oral history in the days
before tape-recorders, certainly shows a sensitive awareness of the ways in which
the reflections of older citizens on their shared past come to influence a com-
munity’s perception of itself. Yet it is arguable that the modernization of the past
half-century is carrying Western Australia away from its easy-going sense of
gemeinschaft. Undoubtedly there has been a great transformation since the de-
pression, with the doubling of the population through massive immigration and

634T. Rowse, ‘Liberalism and Hancock’s Australia’, in Arena 44-45 (1976), pp. 60-93, esp.
p. 64.
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the industrialization which began in the Second World War and accelerated with
Kwinana and the mineral boom. The Poseidon episode of 1969-70 brought
Western Australia within coo-ee of a nouveau riche materialism. One hears it
asserted that the current disagreements between Sir Charles Court’s government
and the trade unions represent a new and unprecedented phase in confrontation
resulting from the State’s greater involvement in international capitalism. If this is
so, it still remains true that in his unselfish enthusiasm for Western Australia’s
economic development, his personal commitment to hard work, his perhaps too
masterful dominance of his cabinet, and his intolerance of pessimists, Sir Charles
bears a much greater resemblance to that archetypal Western Australian Sir James
Mitchell than he does to Bjelke-Petersen. The real problem is whether a style of
leadership and a set of goals shaped by such a tradition can be adapted to the
needs of the last quarter of the twentieth century. But the influence of the past
goes well beyond the personalities of individual State premiers. It must be more
than a coincidence that Queensland, with its history of violent polarizations and
sectional conflict—as much a feature of life under that dreary dynasty of Labor
leaders, Forgan Smith, Hanlon, and Gair, as it is under Bjelke-Petersen—makes its
anti-uranium demonstration an occasion for a confrontation between authority
and protesters which results in over four hundred arrests. Western Australia, with
its history of avoiding showdowns and seeking consensus, gets along without any
show of violence at all.

A community’s response to a period of rapid technological and economic
change is substantially influenced by its dominant myths. Its members will draw
their canons of appropriate behaviour to a considerable extent from their concepts
of the past, mediated to them conscientiously by historians, unconsciously and
much more influentially by senior inhabitants of the community. Such influences
are none the less real for not being exactly measurable by social scientists, but it
is important that the quality of the testimony be as high as possible. Sir Paul
Hasluck’s account of his past is of particular value because he is a skilled historian
as well as an unusually observant and honest eye-witness. He reinforces the
concept of Western Australia fifty years ago as essentially a secure, confident, and
tolerant society, accessible to those who wished to improve themselves and their
community. It may not have been like that entirely; but it is not a bad myth for
a community to carry with it into the last quarter of the twentieth century.
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STEFANIE BENNETT

I Removed the Oxygen

I removed the oxygen tent, my safe
hood, my fall-out coverall

and began the journey naked.

I stormed the dividing ranges,

I pleated my way through shrubbery,
through sand; I tripped out

the notes of the keyboards:

I traced the lines of the forehead
reliable as any compass.

A million light years hence I found
you there

—Diana come lay down your bow. Your
quiver is rust. Your resistance low.

—Don’t be sad. I say Don’t Be Sad. There
are ways: Alternate the strappings.

The Priestess spoke, the tone was steel:

Now when planets collide
and Gods defect

and words no more than cellophane
contend the atmosphere
and cannons are hymns
and thirst is blood

and pride be damned

and the senseless rewarding
and hell a holiday

and sin but praise

and history loves only

in terms of lust

I’ll not wear the costumes.

I removed my nakedness.

I donned the skin of space.

In the crook of her arm
she held me; invisibly.

To the tone of steel

I knew my place.
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FRED ALEXANDER

John La Nauze on Walter Murdoch*

Of all forms of modern historiography, potentially the most dangerous, and there-
fore the most suspect, is the biography of a contemporary or near-contemporary.

Almost invariably, your biographer is drawn to his subject either by strongly
felt antagonism to a prominent public figure or, more commonly, by profound
admiration for his or her personal characteristics. This highly emotive approach is
often intensfied by equally strong convictions as to the soundness or otherwise of
the deceased’s judgment and the value of his major achievements. While the
author is still awaiting the result of a widely publicised appeal for copies of
correspondence to or from the great man; before he has even begun his self-
imposed, arduous labour of sorting and working through collected papers,
writings, speeches and documents, published or unpublished—to all of which
impressive footnotes or bibliography references will in due course appear at the
end of the foreshadowed volume—his central theme of praise or denigration will
already have shaped itself clearly in his mind. Like Boswell, he may profess an
intention to produce a Life and not a panegyric, but his chosen Johnson’s feet
of clay will rarely be visible in the published portrait, though a diligent and
critical reader may well find them there.

This potential danger in contemporary biography is seriously increased when
the work in question has been commissioned or invited; and especially when
initiative comes from the great man’s family, royal or otherwise, with or without
financial or other promised forms of assistance. A professional biographer with an
already established reputation can of course be relied upon not to omit episodes
already widely publicised or to ignore hostile comments by other well-known
contemporaries. By selecting such criticisms carefully, however, a skilled writer
may succeed in drawing a veil sufficiently gently to cause minimal offence to
the faithful, inside or outside the family circle. In this a more or less official
biographer will be aided greatly if, since his subject’s retirement from public life,
and especially since his death, a myth has grown up round his name, and perhaps
his period. This tends to obscure the vision and so distort the judgment of readers
from a later generation.

With some such thoughts at the back of his mind, the casual reader who picks
up a copy of Emeritus Professor John La Nauze’s 189 page record and assessment
of the life and work of Emeritus Professor Sir Walter Murdoch may be forgiven a
little preliminary uneasiness, even a little cynicism, as he leafs the book through.
Its very subtitle, ‘a biographical memoir’, is underlined by the author’s frank
confession in the Preface of his need to write in the first person about a man
who was his teacher in impressionable undergraduate years and who, even earlier

* John La Nauze, Walter Murdoch, 1874-1970 (Melbourne University Press, 1977), 189 pp.
$14.80.
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than that, had been a familiar figure in the sleepy suburb of South Perth in which
both resided.

The easy, informal relationship between professor and pupil which had been
facilitated by the cramped but intimate setting of the huts clustered round ‘tinpot
alley’ in the heart of the city of Perth, which then housed the few hundred
students and the miniscule teaching staff of the University of Western Australia,
continued intermittently throughout the remaining four decades of Murdoch’s life.
The pupil who sat at the feet of the foundation Professor of English in his classes
at Irwin Street, and later at Crawley, deserted formal literary studies for a pro-
fessional career in economic and political history in Oxford, Adelaide, Melbourne
and, finally, at the School of Advanced Studies in the Australian National
University at Canberra. The paths of the two men nevertheless continued to cross.
Spasmodic personal correspondence over forty years was enriched and enlivened
by occasional meetings, in Perth or elsewhere, and through family associations.

By a strange quirk of fate, moreover, Murdoch’s one substantial book! was his
1923 Alfred Deakin: A Sketch; La Nauze’s principal claim to significant and dis-
tinctive historical scholarship came to rest firmly on his two 1965 volumes, Alfred
Deakin: A Biography.

There’s a warning here for any reader approaching the current Walter
Murdoch memoir who has already worked through its author’s two definitive
volumes. The La Nauze of 1965 wrote kindly and with respect of his former
teacher’s Sketch of 1923 but his own text made it abundantly clear that Murdoch’s
technique as an historian was somewhat shaky and that the earlier work could not
be deemed a major biography, whether in form or content. Nor, indeed, had it
been so regarded, either by Murdoch himself or by the Deakin family who,
through son-in-law Herbert Brookes, had pushed, persuaded or tempted Walter
Murdoch to write this preliminary tribute to his old friend and mentor, partly
during the equivalent of a 1921 sabbatical study leave spent in and around
Melbourne. One leaves La Nauze’s sixth chapter, “Writing the ‘Sketch’,” with the
distinct feeling that Murdoch had a lucky escape by then withdrawing from what
had been contemplated as a larger, two volume project, spread over several years’
study, which was to be written jointly with Brookes. Murdoch was thus able to
concentrate once more on academic teaching and the more profitable newspaper
articles—for the Skefch had not been a financial success.

La Nauze’s reputation for meticulous scholarship before and after 1965—some
of his friends and contemporaries, and perhaps more of his junior colleagues,
might express this a little differently but the substance of the comment will not
be questioned—ensured that his 1977 biography would use all the accepted forms
of historical investigation to test and check purely personal judgments, past and
present. Indeed, his book opens with a chapter, ‘A Son of the Manse’, which could
not possibly be brought within its subtitle, except by some miraculous form of
pre-natal inspiration on the author’s part. It covers events in the little fishing
village of Rosehearty, northwest of Aberdeen, some three decades before La
Nauze himself was born—a fact, incidentally, which may help to explain a certain
contrast between the flow of these first eleven pages of the book and the easy
narrative and analysis of subsequent chapters.

Walter Murdoch spent his infancy and early childhood in Rosehearty. There
his father, a matriculant of Glasgow University and a potential professor of
divinity, according to an anonymous parishioner, ministered to the spiritual needs

1 An appendix to the La Nauze memoir lists Murdoch’s publications, in periodicals and
(pp. 174-6) as books and pamphlets. These include the textbook potboilers, annotated literary
texts and anthologies and the successive collections of his newspaper essays, from Speaking
Personally (1930) and Saturday Mornings (1931), published and republished by Angus &
Robertson almost ad infinitum until the 1964 Best of Walter Murdoch. But the Sketch was
Murdoch’s first and only ‘real book’—the phrase was his own.
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of a thousand or more Scottish fisherfolk within the communion of the Free
Church. How much Waiter the man was influenced by actual memory of these
boyhood years, as distinct from family talk about them, may be questioned. They
doubtless contributed something to the burr of his adult speech and they certainly
familiarised him with the outward practices of the Calvinist faith which he subse-
quently discarded. La Nauze’s first chapter thus has its proper place in his biog-
raphy. Its somewhat intricate details, alike of paternal background and of shadowy
maternal links with what in England might have been described as country gentry,
attest the biographer’s diligence in search for recorded fact; they may give satis-
faction to surviving Australian members of the Murdoch family, whether offspring
of Walter or of his more flamboyant nephew, Keith. The most serious lasting
influence of Rosehearty, one suspects, was the dread memory of the scourge of
tuberculosis from which so many of the fisher families suffered. The spectre of
Rosehearty reached out into Western Australia as late as the mid-20th century,
striking down Walter’s only surviving son, Will. Fear of the disease seems to have
haunted the family; references to it reappear in Murdoch’s writings from time
to time.

For most readers of the La Nauze biographical memoir, however, interest will
first be quickened by the lively account given in chapters 2, 3 and 4 of WM’s
Melbourne days. These cover his undergraduate years at the university in Carlton,
early experiences as country and suburban schoolmaster in Victoria during the
nineties of the old century and the first few years of the new, and the period spent
from 1904 as the erudite, amiable if somewhat precious Professor T. G. Tucker’s
associate (and largely independent) lecturer in English. These chapters include a
stimulatng account of the friendships made by Murdoch during those Melbourne
years, some of which lasted throughout most of his life. Above all, they also tell
of the beginnings of his long career in literary journalism, as Elzevir of The Argus.
Murdoch was then feeling his way as a literary critic; more significantly, he was
shaping what became his peculiar contribution to Australian life and letters: the
weekly, fortnightly or monthly essay directed less at the literati than at the general
reader.

Those Melbourne years had a strong, formative and lasting influence on
Murdoch the man, as well as on the teacher and writer, which few who have
written and spoken of him seem to have realised. In this La Nauze confirms one
strong conviction long held by the present writer and emphasizes another effect,
probably unknown outside the family and one or two intimate friends.

There can be no question that Murdoch was deeply disappointed, and humili-
ated when, at the age of 37, he was in May 1911 passed over for the newly created
chair of English which absorbed the independent lectureship held by him for some
six years. La Nauze’s documented account of the Melbourne University Council’s
deliberations confirms the present writer’s study of those records for other pur-
poses a quarter century ago; his references to the comments of contemporaries
carry the story further and deeper. The Council’s majority decision of 1911 was
undoubtedly supported by R. S. Wallace’s evidently greater linguistic qualifications.
It was probably influenced in some degree by the then prevailing academic prefer-
ence for applicants with training at one of the older, overseas seats of Iearning.
We shall never know how far it revealed the weakness as well as the strength of
Murdoch’s growing reputation qua Elzevir.

In the short term, the setback served to sharpen and widen the range of WM’s
skill in literary journalism during a year or so of full time employment on The
Argus. Its long range psychological effects went deeper. He wrote later that the
incident caused him to suffer from an inferiority complex. He had, he said, ‘a silly
desire’ to prove to his wife and her brothers and sisters that he ‘had the goods’.
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I suspected myself of being a nobody and I wanted a chair as evidence that
I was a somebody...

This probably explains his strange and unsuccessful request of mid-1912 to the
Melbourne Faculty of Arts that it accept his three elementary textbooks in place
of a thesis for the degree of doctor of letters. It may also have influenced his
decision a decade later formally to submit the (as yet unpublished) Deakin Sketch
for the same purpose.

That Murdoch was ‘hurt and indignant’ when the Deakin MS was rejected,
following a difference of opinion between the local (literary) and the overseas
(politico-historical) examiners, is understandable. The 1911-12 and 1922 incidents
also go a long way to explain the unfailing sympathy he displayed after he had
obtained his Perth chair, with the aspirations and difficulties of non-professorial
staff members, particularly those who, in a small academic community, were
carrying responsibilities comparable with, or even greater than, those of colleagues
enjoying full professorial status and salary.

La Nauze also brings out—for the first time to the present writer’s knowledge—
the strength of the pull which Melbourne and the Victorian friendships continued
to have on the foundation professor of English in Perth, even when he was in his
fifties. His correspondence with his old friend Herbert Brookes reveals a very
strong desire to get back to or near Melbourne. In 1924 he was eager for his name
to go up for a chair in Hobart, even at a drop of two hundred pounds in salary—
but the Tasmanian authorities preferred a younger man.

There is more significance in this, it is suggested, than the mere isolation of the
West and the limitations of its literary circle. Murdoch never ceased to be aware
of the dangers inherent in the parochialism of Perth in the 1920s and early ’30s.
This was evident in one phase of his extra-curricular activities not mentioned by
La Nauze: his strong opposition to the Secession campaign of those years.

By the same token, however, Murdoch had no time for narrow Australian
nationalism, whether literary or political. This, it may be suggested, is part
explanation of his failure to do full justice, later in life, to 20th century Australian
literature. In La Nauze’s treatment of the severe criticism then levelled against
Murdoch by Frank Dalby Davison and others for neglect of Australian writers
since the Great War, he admits the neglect. He might perhaps have strengthened
his defence a little by suggesting that the explanation lay not only in the laziness,
perhaps justified in a man on the eve of academic retirement, but also in Mur-
doch’s irritation with those who thought that nothing was Australian literature
which did not concern itself with Australiana, rural or urban. There was indeed a
certain lazy streak in Murdoch the writer as well as in Murdoch the teacher. He
was, however, ahead of his time, and of at least some of his artistic contempor-
aries, in insisting that Australian writers, like Australian painters, should be
concerned with international standards and seek subjects of worldwide interest
instead of being preoccupied exclusively with gumtrees and kangaroos, diggers
and Ned Kellys, with the bush or the backyards of Sydney and Melbourne slums.
In this sense WM’s outlook foreshadowed that of the later 20th century even if he
himself continued to turn back for enjoyment to the Lawsons, the Wilmots and
the O’Dowds of the 19th.

The Melbourne University episode of 1911 and its aftermath also raise the
more fundamental question, with which La Nauze is concerned intermittently
throughout his book: the quality of Murdoch’s scholarship and his academic
standing. Many issues run together in the consideration of this complex question.
Murdoch’s lack of qualifications and active interest in linguistics had certainly
prejudiced his Melbourne chances in 1911. The absence of significant linguistic
studies during his tenure of the chair in Irwin Street and at Crawley may also
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have been a certain disadvantage to the handful of his students who subsequently
sought to do graduate work in English at older British universities. But these were
exceptions which, if they did not prove the rule, were consistent enough with his
declared 1913 objective when taking up his professorship: to instil ‘a love of
reading and a capacity for clear expression.’.

For the first two decades in the life of the young University of Western
Australia, moreover, there was neither the demand for, nor the staff to provide
graduate studies in English. The quality of Murdoch’s purely academic achieve-
ment between 1913 and 1939 (the year when he vacated the chair though he had
been teaching less than full-time since 1934) should be assessed against the actual
background of those inter-war years, in the Western Australian environment of
that day. By these criteria, La Nauze’s coolly considered verdict may be accepted
without qualification: ‘He was a good academic man for the time, the place and
the circumstances. ..’

Murdoch’s contribution to the intellectual life of the infant university was not,
however, limited to the students in his classes, to a good many more outside the
English classroom and to his academic associates. No near-contemporary of those
days would question his biographer’s assertion that Murdoch was “a ‘figure’ in the
university despite his ostentatious lack of bustling energy or flamboyance...”.
Precise assessment is nevertheless difficult; there was something of a paradox here.
Always accessible to students or colleagues in distress, Murdoch nevertheless kept
himself physically aloof. He was rarely seen on the campus except before and after
scheduled classes or meetings. These he cut frequently and sheltered behind the
walls of his booklined study in the Suburban Road residence he had built over-
looking the Swan. There his wife Violet sedulously encouraged the growth of the
first Murdoch myth: that Walter in his early fifties was a delicate, ageing person
who needed to be protected against the excessive demands of students and
colleagues alike. Though he suffered from an irritatng form of nettlerash, which
he thought the Perth climate aggravated, WM was then, and remained an ex-
tremely healthy person. But, as early as the mid 1920s, he seemed not only to his
students but also to some of his younger colleagues—the present writer included
—already something of an old man when he was in fact wiry and tough, in more
senses than one, with nearly half his lifespan still ahead of him. It was understand-
able that he should enjoy the company of his books and his home—and, no doubt,
the opportunity to compose regular contributions to Perth and Melbourne news-
papers.

Some colleagues resented Murdoch’s absence from tiresome preliminary com-
mittee discussions of significant academic projects, which he might subsequently
riddle with destructive criticism when they reached the final stage of Professorial
Board or Senate deliberations, which he rarely missed. The student body as a
whole warmly welcomed displays of ‘Old Murdie’s’ sardonic humour but some of
them saw through the Suburban Road smokescreen. Hence the undergraduate
doggerel which should be set alongside other Graduation Day verses which La
Nauze cites and no doubt correctly attributes to WM:

Weary Wally, of the West Australian staff,
Weary Wally, who tries to make us laugh;
Sets his students work to do;
Marks it in a year or two;
Weary Wally, of the West Australian staff.
La Nauze does not dodge such implied undergraduate criticism. ... When it came
to marking student essays, Murdoch had by our time grown, if not lazy, at any
rate bored.” This frank comment does not, however, prevent a highly sympathetic
summing-up on Murdoch the academician which few contemporaries, students or
colleagues, would have disputed:
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He earned his salary ... If his circumstances in Perth and his own tempera-
ment and interests meant that he was happy to be relieved of the burden of
‘specialism’, he was soaked in his English Literature ... from Chaucer to
Conrad, he was at least as widely read as the ‘specialists’ and in some fields
—for example, the nineteenth century novel—more deeply read than most of
them. The newly founded university, in its relatively raw and utterly isolated
community, had been fortunate in its choice of the first professor of English
literature. It had appointed, not a second class scholar, but a first class man
of letters.

In matters of government and high policy, WM’s contribution at Crawley
lasted a decade longer than his teaching. Despite his professed distaste for ‘the
paltry business’ of committee meetings, Murdoch welcomed if he did not seek
membership of the Senate, on which he sat continuously from 1917 to 1948, for
the last five years as Chancellor. He was no doubt happier and more effective as
an individual senator than when in the Chancellor’s chair. I find nothing, how-
ever, in the fruits of La Nauze’s researches here to challenge my own 1963 Campus
at Crawley conclusion, expressed as both colleague and chronicler, that, whatever
Murdoch’s shortcomings as a chairman, “his independence of outlook and his
Australia-wide reputation restored dignity to the chancellorship”.

It is well to avoid exaggeration. The very considerable post-World War devel-
opment of the University of Western Australia must be linked with the names of
others than its foundation professors. This was the work of younger men and
women than Murdoch, including successive vice-chancellors and their senatorial
superiors of the 1950s and ’60s. Yet the sixth chancellor of 1943-48 helped to
bridge the gap between the new university and the old; by then, moreover, his
name meant much outside as well as within the State.

I recall a conversation on the Crawley campus nearly two decades after
Murdoch had ceased to be a senator as well as professor. The Prime Minister of
the day had accepted an invitation which I had extended through the Vice-
Chancellor to open the new buildings of the Faculty of Arts of which I was then
having my third two-year term as dean in forty years. Menzies and I were chatting
about student days at ‘the shop’ in Melbourne, of which Murdoch, he and I were
all graduates and at which his term and mine had overlapped. In confidence, the
Prime Minister mentioned that he had recommended Murdoch for a knighthood
in the next Birthday Honours; he expressed the hope that, in part, this would be
recognised as a Commonwealth tribute to the increased post-war standing of the
University of Western Australia.

My reply seemed to surprise Menzies a little. I said that I was sure that the
honouring of Murdoch would be warmly and widely appreciated by the people of
the West but that few of them would think to link his name with the University
of the mid-1960s.

Ironically enough, another political decision was to associate Murdoch’s name
more formally with tertiary education, through the State’s second university. Early
in the month of July 1970, at the end of which Walter Murdoch was to die at the
ripe old age of 96, Premier Sir David Brand announced that the new institution
would bear his name as that of ‘a distinguished scholar and a man of letters’.

A fitting memorial, indeed, though omission of the Christian name from the
formal title of the new ‘Murdoch University’ implied a danger which might well
have been apparent to WM had he been able to display all the sharpness and wit
of earlier years. In the publication of his essays outside Western Australia Mur-
doch had long clung to the declining Argus rather than accept the implications of
sponsorship (and syndicalising) by the expanding Herald empire of his nephew
Keith. Might he not possibly have foreseen the risk that future generations of
undergraduates across the Swan would come to link the name of their university
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less with the highest standards of literary journalism than with the scandal sheets
of the News of the World?!

Appraisal of the merits of Walter Murdoch the essayist is perhaps La Nauze’s
most difficult task. He tackles it with characteristic care and skill, combining
recollection of personal appreciation and industrious rereading of originals (not
mere selections) with some frank and, insofar as this is possible for him, detached
criticism.

Some conclusions emerge clearly and should not be disputed. La Nauze is at
pains to insist that the essays, like the purely academic record, must be viewed in
their original settings, as regular contributions to the literary pages of newspapers.
That they eventually obtained a wider circulation—sales figures are given in an
appendix—when brought together in one or other of the Angus & Robertson
collections, cannot be allowed to obsure the fact that they were written, if not
exactly between the breakfast egg and the breakfast bacon, for enforced dead-
lines, regardless of other commitments. Some were composed at times of con-
siderable personal stress as, for example, during his wife Violet’s prolonged illness
and decline when Walter was part nurse and houseman-cook.

Even more important is the fact that their greatest impact was upon the
readers of those Saturday morning Life and Letters pages or their journalistic
equivalent. Others, including present and future students, might read the several
selections and collections and, perhaps, dispute their distinctive form and quality.
They could not be expected to recapture easily the atmosphere in which the essays
were originally read, often with the breakfast egg and bacon, in sitting rooms or
kitchens, urban and rural, by litterateurs and labourers alike, in an age when
newspapers were read, if only because there was little Radio and no T.V.

La Nauze does his best to distinguish between the classes of readers: those who
read for laughs and little more; those who disregarded the content but thoroughly
enjoyed the form, an especially the literary allusions; those who openly scoffed—
but continued to read; and those who were stimulated to thought and action by
the pricking of the pompous and complacent as well as by the denunciation of
accepted dogma—for WM prided himself on being a persistent ‘growler’. Today,
no doubt, he’d be dubbed a ‘stirrer’. But no biographer and no reviewer, even if
he should have the doubtful advantage of being also a near-contemporary, may
estimate these several classes of reader statistically. And any such comment or
further assessment must needs be essentially subjective; for what they’re worth,
however, I venture three suggestions.

First, I would stress the wit and humour with which WM beguiled not only
his readers but also the live audiences who welcomed his pre-world war appear-
ances on public platforms and who later enjoyed his highly successful radio
sessions. ‘Beguiled’ is used deliberately; Murdoch had a capacity for putting both
individuals and groups at their ease—sometimes when he was preparing to direct
a shattering shaft against them.

Secondly, I'd incline to replace ‘growler’ by ‘debunker’—with perhaps a some-
what sinister implication. I am no more able than anyone else to estimate the
effects of WM’s Essays on the general public. My considered opinion in the mid-
1930s, however, after having watched closely the reactions of undergraduates over
a decade—and I, too, met them outside the classrooms, in my home and at other
functions where a few years difference in age was no barrier to frank discussion—
was that Murdoch’s influence on young students could be as disturbing as it was
stimulating. When old gods are torn down and nothing put in their place the effect
can be anarchic.

A third comment is more controversial. My personal impression at the time
was that the most vulnerable feature of WM’s prewar essays—his preaching of
Douglas Credit in and out of season—was a conscious or unconscious recognition
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of the fact that widespread distress caused by the economic depression could not
be remedied merely by the cheap device of denouncing orthodox economists.

La Nauze struggles hard to cover this Douglas Credit lapse but does not fully
succeed. His position is indeed unenviable. Not only must his later training and
expertise in Economic History—his biographical memoir is published while
engaged in a post-retirement visiting fellowship in the Department of Economic
History at the National University—compel criticism of his old teacher of litera-
ture for dogmatic intrusion into an alien disciplinary field. He must also have felt
the pull of loyalty to his other academic mentor at Irwin Street and Crawley, the
economic historian Edward Shann. One can but sympathise with the La Nauze
lament that J. M. Keynes had not published his General Theory before C. H.
Douglas produced the Control and Distribution of Production and his regret that
WM had not succumbed to the former rather than the latter!

If this comment be deemed unkind it should be added that the biographical
memoir deals fairly and firmly with what WM’s religious critics had to say of his
recurring ventures into another field, that of theology, in the 1940s as well as in
the ’30s. And La Nauze makes it clear that he has no intention of subscribing
to the myth which grew up round Murdoch’s name in the closing years of his life.
He frankly rejects the ‘sage of South Perth’ soubriquet and suggests that WM
should have done likewise.

This is as it should be. Above all, Walter Murdoch emerges from this extremely
readable memoir as an essentially human person, not only widely read and person-
ally generous but gifted, with a capacity for warm friendships and with a sharp
and lively wit, a happy turn of phrase and the courage of his convictions. These
characteristics attracted to him the sympathy and the respect of a large and varied
reading public as well as his visual and unseen audiences before he gave up public
speaking and broadcasting and replaced his essays by ‘Answers to Questions’. La
Nauze is convincing in presenting the latter, like the ‘Afterthoughts’, as a literary
device of increasing old age, devised primarily perhaps as ‘a source of income
without too much strain in preparation but still revealing a remarkably wide range
of intellectual interests as well as the continuing literary skill of one who was by
then an octogenarian.

In a portrait of one so human, closely knit family relationships compel, and
receive, due recognition by Murdoch’s biographer—but sparingly, and with
restraint. John La Nauze’s memoir is of Walter Murdoch, not of his household.

One could have wished for a little more of Mrs Violet Murdoch’s influence and
contribution. She was not only largely responsible for what has been called above
the first Murdoch myth and for the good works of which La Nauze speaks. She
also succeeded in making ‘Blithedale’, South Perth, a hospitable centre for a large
circle of WM’s friends and associates, some from interstate and overseas. With the
wives of one or two other foundation professors, she helped to provide some
social community life for the small band of academic teachers who built the young
University of Western Australia; in time of trouble, she could be relied on to
provide them with practical assistance, in motherly if somewhat ‘bossy’ fashion.
There was a sad irony about Violet Murdoch’s closing years, when her ‘ailing’ and
much protected husband himself became both nurse and comforter.

Catherine, the elder daughter, appears and re-appears throughout the memoir
as her father’s close companion and, later, his responsive and sympathetic corres-
pondent. Her husband, Alec King, receives a little more prominence, perhaps
because of the belated appreciation of his quality which came after he had taken
up his chair at Monash and so had escaped from the somewhat confining and
dwarfing effects of the strong Murdoch tradition at Crawley. The younger
daughter, Anne, remains rather a slight figure in the biography—almost a by-
product of its treatment of the warm personal and literary association between
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WM and her father-in-law, the cultivated Francisco Vanzetti. Will, the only adult
son, who became a journalist on The West Australian, is a pale figure throughout
La Nauze’s pages, likely to be remembered by the reader primarily as the mid-
century victim of the Spectre of Rosehearty.

By contrast, Lady Murdoch (née Barbara Cameron) receives her full meed of
professional praise for nursing services before and during Violet Murdoch’s illness
and, subsequently, through her eighteen years of close companionship with WM,
at home and on two octogenarian visits overseas (which included his beloved
Italy), for the last eight years as his wife. She was to see WM through his more
dfficult years at Blithedale at the end of the 1960s when he was severely handi-
happed by increasing deafness and failing eyesight and became less and less mobile.
Murdoch had long been a ‘shuffler’, La Nauze rightly remembers; for all that he
remained to the end a grand old man, literate to the last.

The twelve illustrations scattered through the biography are adequate—for the
most part family photographs, possibly blown-up snapshots. None of them come
up to the standard of the impressive Louis Kahan wash drawing which doubles
for frontispiece and jacket and was made in 1959, a few years after that talented
Vienna-born French artist left Perth to live outside Melbourne.

ANNE LLOYD

after street walk, 3 am

tick the tin chantsong,
tattoo blown
windlass of street life,
midnight and a second one lit.
alone and it’s,
god, two in a night
and no forgetfulness.

ashen windsong
ashen deadsong
ash and bent butts.

what more could the king bring
on a bare sunday blownabout?
what more could a cold girl give
than two bent butts
and tick of a fridge?
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VIJAY C. MISHRA

Early Literary Responses to Charles Harpur

“There’s a path to redemption—but that shall we miss,
Till we seek it no more in the old warring manner”
—Charles Harpur

‘... Australia has now produced a poet all her own, to atone for the indiscretions
of poetasters among her adopted sons.” So wrote Henry Parkes in his review of
Charles Harpur’s first published volume, Thoughts, A Series of Sonnets,! which
appeared in the Register of 22 November 1845.2 The enthusiasm with which
Parkes greeted the publication of verses by a ‘native’ poet who had already made
his presence felt through contributions to various magazines and newspapers in the
colony,® echoed the sentiments expressed in an earlier review of Harpur’s short
volume in the Australian Chronicle.* The Chronicle detected in it verse of some
creative merit and eagerly pronounced that at long last Australia had found grace
in the eyes of the Muses. Thus the Chronicle contended that Charles Harpur was
one of those whose literary pursuits ‘were fitted to crown his country with a
diadem of poetry worthy of herself, and of her children’. Yet these reviews were
not restricted to prophetic prognostications alone, they also pointed out the more
concrete aspects of Harpur’s verse. Parkes, for instance, felt that ‘Mr. Harpur was
... not unworthy to be named with these august sons of genius (i.e. Shakespeare,
Milton and Wordsworth)’ and the Chronicle critic complimented Harpur on his
‘great flow of words ... rich stores of imagination’. This young ‘sonnet-writer’, as
Parkes called him, was however not without ‘affected piety and pure patriotism’.5
Unwittingly perhaps—though a more deliberate action is certainly discernible—
Harpur was raised to the heights of the first genuine ‘bard of the country’, a
position which agreed closely with Harpur’s own self-proclaimed position as stated
in ‘The Dream of the Fountain’ which appeared in the Chronicle of 14 March
1843. In that poem the Muse of Poetry urged the poet to:

Be then the Bard of thy Country! O rather

Should such be thy choice than a monarchy wide!
Lo! ’tis the Land of the grave of thy father!

*Tis the cradle of Liberty!—Think and decide.®

In some ways, much of the literary reputation and the critical positions sur-
rounding Charles Harpur arises from the inevitable conflict between cultural and
historical significance on the one hand—Harpur was, after all, the first major poet
of the country—and the aesthetic foundations of these assumptions on the other.
As Henry Parkes’ own evocation demonstrates, too often ‘criticism’ aligned Harpur
with the poetic ‘greats’ without attempting to distinguish Harpur’s personal
strengths.” Analogies of this sort are quite often nothing more than subconscious
projections of an underlying sense of social and cultural uncertainty, the need to
assert indigenous culture without denying its links with the overall European
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civilisation. In the absence of a strong ‘popular opinion’—the type of ‘opinion’
which was partly responsible for Gordon’s elevation—assertions of this sort
became all the more important. Yet popular ‘literary opinion’ is another matter
and many people did write in praise of Harpur (though, it is equally true that a
large number did not always concur). However, even literary opinion found
Harpur slightly evasive at times, refusing to fit into the preconceived patterns of
the writers concerned. A study of this sort cannot ignore the difficulties Harpur
presented the critics of the time, difficulties, which, in part, can be explained by
the collision of the literary expectations of the times against a very individualistic
expresson of poetry on the part of Harpur. It remains one of the great mysteries
of Australian literary history that Australia’s first major poet was a ‘difficult’ poet
who, even consciously, remained slightly aloof from the prevailing tastes of the
period, tastes which, as Dr Webby has so aptly demonstrated, were still circum-
scribed by Shakespeare, Milton, Scott and Burns.®

Moreover, it cannot be denied that part of the uncertainty also arose from
Harpur’s strong mystical bent which infused his somewhat ‘traditional’ roman-
ticism with an element of the unknown which inevitably made readers uncomfort-
able. Thus the Hawkesbury Courier of 30 July 1846 wrote about Harpur’s ‘The
Poet Boy’s Love Wishes’:

The above lines are very pretty, but the genius of the Bard, we think, soars too
high for our comprehension. If it was somewhat more confined to terrestrial
objects we should have read the verses with somewhat greater satisfaction.

Similarly, some eight years earlier (1838), James Martin in an article entitled “The
Pseudo-poets’ (later included in ‘The Australian Sketchbook’) had, on slightly
different grounds, repudiated Harpur for producing ‘nothing colonial’. It is thus
not surprising that Harpur’s contemporary reputation became awkwardly incon-
clusive and even ragged: occasional outbursts followed by long periods of almost
total silence.

Some months before the publication of Thoughts, the Colonial Literary
Journal® published a letter by A SON OF THE SOIL in which lavish praise was
endowed upon the poet. In the letter the author praised Harpur’s work for the
‘cause of Australian literature’ and continued with the compliment, ‘the name of
Charles Harpur is a magic-word for those of his countrymen who have aught of
communion with the graceful and the beautiful in intellect’. ‘The native bard of
the southern isle’, the author added, ‘(should) come forward and occupy that place
which his exalted abilities entitled him—as the guiding altar of his countrymen in
the glorious and soul-elevating paths of literature,—of a literature NATIONAL
and “Australian”.” Something of an evangelical role is early thrust upon Harpur
by this rather ‘effulgent’ enthusiast who himself writes in a lush, romantic style
complete with a liberal garnishing of loaded romantic terminology. Yet the fact
that the writer signs himself (and so boldly) ‘A SON OF THE SOIL’ surely
explains a lot of the nature of the inherent in Harpur. With this also comes the
pre-ordained role of Harpur within the cultural history of Australia. Whether
Harpur agreed with the exact meaning of that role remains, as we have seen, an
‘undefined’ phenomenon. No doubt, Harpur, the author of ‘the Dream of the
Fountain’, had a strong sense of his poetic vocation but, he did not, one gathers
from contemporary reports, want to be a simple poet voicing the virgin melodies
of the Australian bush. When later editors such as Martin detected this, they were
quick to excise the non-descriptive elements from his poetry. Few poets, it is true,
have suffered because what they were was precisely what they were denied.

Newspaper articles and notes appended to poems of Charles Harpur continued
to put across the view that Australian writing had come of age with Harpur. This
sense of euphoria, broken occasionally by James Martin’s criticism, continued until
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the more volatile 1850’s when for the first time Harpur’s contributions to colonial
culture began to be seriously questioned. In the 1840’s, however, the applause was
always there. The note preceding the republication of Harpur’s ‘To an Echo on
the Banks of the Hunter’!? in the People’s Advocate of 20 January 1849 is typical
of the period:

We venture to assert that the following is the most beautiful poem belonging
to the infant literature of this country. A still, deep, shining power pervades
it ... (Mr. Harpur’s) is a wayward and erratic genius; but we consider this
production alone would stamp him as a true poet.!!

The poem is quite self-consciously Wordsworthian with the usual pantheistic
delight in ‘swift murmurs’, ‘the whisperings’ and the ‘spirit of the past’. It is, how-
ever, a much better poem than many others written by Harpur. Here is the first
stanza as it appeared in 1849:

I hear thee, Echo, and I start to hear thee,

With a strange tremour; as among the hills
Thy voice reverbs, and in swift murmurs near me
Dies down the stream, or with its gurgle low

Blends whisperingly—until my bosom thrills
With gentle tribulations, that endear thee,
But smack not of the present. "Twas as though
Some spirit of the past did then insphere Thee
Even with the taste of life’s regretted spring—
Waking wild recollections, to evince
My being’s transfused connexion with each thing
Loved though long since.!2

The precise reason why readers found this poem attractive is much more difficult
fo establish. If one uses ‘Australian impressions’ as a criterion then surely no other
contemporary poem could have been further removed. If, however, even in the
absence of local colouring people accepted this as indigenous verse, then it would
not be totally incorrect to say that no one was too clear in his mind about the
direction poetry should take in the young country. That Harpur is indeed being
praised for sincerely capturing English ideals seems to me to be the only incon-
trovertible verdict one can give.

Yet it would be wrong to assume that part of if not the only real problem in
the 1840’s was an almost total absence of critical stance. Criticism—and creativity
for that matter—did not exist in a vacuum in the colony. If major yardsticks by
way of established men of letters and literary journals did not exist, there was still
no dearth of speakers willing to elaborate on poetic ideas—especially Coleridgean
and Romantic—to responsive audiences in Sydney. A slightly different perspective
on national literature was given in a reprint of an article by the American
Unitarian and sometime teacher of Ralph Waldo Emerson, Dr William Channing.
The article entitled “The Importance and Means of a National Literature’ appeared
on Saturday 14 April 1838 in The Colonist. Echoing the American experience,
Channing related literature to culture, society and the overall progress of human
life. ‘We maintain’, he wrote, ‘that a people, which has any serious purpose of
taking a place among the improved communities, should studiously promote within
itself every variety of intellectual exertion... Mind is the creative power... It
should train within itself, men able to understand, and to use, whatever is thought
and discovered over the whole earth . .. the whole mass of human knowledge must
exist . .. in its higher minds.”'® Dr Channing’s article was also a strong plea against
provincialism and it emphasised that the creation of local literature should not
mean that overseas trends ought not be completely ignored or that the works of the
past should be by-passed. “The more we receive from the other countries’, he
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added, ‘the greater the need of an original literature.” Four years later, Hastings
Elwin’s translation of Metatasio’s Observations on the Poetics of Aristotle was
published by Kemp and Fairfax, the owners of the Sydney (Morning) Herald.14
The leve' of intellectual activity in the colony suggests that Harpur was quite
possibly aware of a good many currents and cross-currents in the literary thought
of the time. We know for certain that Harpur knew Emerson’s ideas very well.15
Thus Harpur is not, as has been suggested by a number of twentieth-century
apologists,’® a man who needs sympathy because of his essential isolation from
‘culture’. That handicap was no doubt there: Harpur could not have had the
exposure of a Gordon, for instance. But this is no feasible criterion on which to
make judgments about Harpur because first it is not totally accurate and second
it takes us to areas of conjecture verging on the sentimental.

Channing’s American notes were used by R. K. Ewing who delivered a number
of lectures on poetry at the Sydney School of Arts during 1844-46. The series
ended in late June 1846 with a lecture which was partly devoted to *“Colonial
Poetry”.1” In it Ewing referred to about twenty colonial poets including H.
Halloran, W. C. Wentworth, Henry Parkes and Charles Harpur. In the Spectator
report, however, it was felt that Mr Ewing ‘might have devoted more time to
analyze the beauties and less to the defects of Australian poetry’. At the same time
the Spectator did note that ‘there was much justice in his examination of the
extravagantly high claims set up for Mr. C. Harpur by some injudicious friends’.
In spite of this concession, the Spectator, like much contemporary criticism,
wished to have it both ways: ‘Yet, that gentleman has produced compositions of
much merit’ and ‘Whatever be his faults we will forgive them, if it be only that
some lines of his “To an Echo on the Banks of the Hunter” formed the inspiring
theme for the following beautiful stanzas by Mr. Henry Halloran’.1®8 S. P. Hill’s
interpolation is typical of the ‘damning with faint praise’ which often occurs in the
period. But no real definition of the special peculiarities or flavour of Australian
poetry is actually given in defence. Without mentioning Harpur by name, the
Spectator continued, ‘their art (the Art of Australian poets) is no more trick of
versification, but is a genuine growth of nature, having their root deep in their
hearts—hearts accustomed to meditate with earnestness and feel with truth, upon
the great duties and interests of mankind’.

In his June 1846 lecture, Ewing had referred to the claims made by Parkes
about Harpur in his November 1845 review of Harpur’s Thoughts. Parkes had
suggested that Harpur was not unworthy of the genius of poets such as Shakes-
peare, Milton and Wordsworth. It is true, as Parkes pointed out in a letter to
the Spectator of 4 July 1846, that Mr Duncan, the editor of the Register, had in
fact cautioned him that ‘it was a piece of extravagance to compare Harpur with
Wordsworth’. As we have already seen, the comparison was in fact made by
Parkes, though in his defence Parkes quickly pointed out that he did not feel
that Harpur would ever ‘attain to their (Shakespeare, Milton and Wordsworth’s)
universal fame’.19 Parkes left Harpur ‘to take care of his own reputation’ which,
he felt, Harpur ‘is well able to defend’.

And, indeed, Harpur wasted no time in getting himself involved in this mini
Ewing-Parker-Harpur-Milton controversy, a controversy which, with some changes
in cast, was to emerge again later in his career. Charging the editor of the
Spectator of collusion with Mr Ewing (‘that he and yourself had laid heads
together upon the matter’), Harpur fumed with the wrath of a weather-beaten
journalist and quipped at the ‘intolerable nonsense’ and the ‘subterfuge’ which was
‘gross as the nature of a bog, and vile as the odour of the fox’.2° In tone and
sentiment at least, Harpur’s violent outburst had already been equalled by his
earlier letters to newspapers, especially those written in protest against editorial
emendations of his poems.?!
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Thus by the time The Bushrangers: A Play in Five Acts and Other Poems
appeared in 1853,22 Harpur had been the centre of lively and vigorous discussions
in the Australian literary scene. But the exact nature of that enthusiasm, the
responses to Harpur primarily as a poet, demonstrates a certain amount of dis-
comfort in critical stance. What the critics and the newspapers of the period in
fact sought was an ‘epic’ voice in Australian literature to strengthen cultural
claims about the colony’s ‘maturity’. In this way wild comparisons to Homer,
Milton and Shakespeare were made to assert one’s own search for permanence in
art and aesthetics. Hence the early literary responses to Harpur reflect a critical
stance which has been pervasive since—an uneasiness arising out of a conflict
between an uncertainty as to the literary worth of a writer against the feeling that
indigenous culture should be encouraged and asserted at all times. Not surpris-
ingly, then, to this day Harpur’s reputation, while saved of the excesses of the
early period, still continues to survive inconclusively.

NOTES:

1. Sydney, W. A. Duncan, 1845, 8vo. 16pp. Mitchell Library copy (C378) inscribed by the
author to Mrs Parkes, 1 November 1845, with holograph notes by Sir Henry Parkes, 1895.

2. Duncan’s newspaper to which Harpur had contributed poems pseudonymously under ‘A
Spirit of the Past’ etc. Parkes also reviewed a work by G. F. Poole which was peremp-
torily dismissed.

3. For instance, the Currency Lad published a poem by Harpur as early as 4 May 1833.
Another poem by ‘Stebii’ (Charles Harpur) appeared in Tegg’s Literary News, 2 December
1837.

. Australian Chronicle, 5 November 1845.

. Australian Chronicle, op. cit.

. Martin’s 1883 edition of Harpur Poems has 1.1 ‘bard of the country’, 1.3 ‘land’ and 1.4
‘Liberty! think’. This is followed by J. McAuley, The Personal Element in Australian
Poetry, Angus & Robertson, 1970.

7. Harpur himself was very conscious of the larger ‘tradition’. See Harpur holograph
‘Discourse on Poetry’, 32 mo. n.d., Mitchell Library, C386. Also Sydney Morning Herald,
30/9/1859 for a report of a lecture given by Harpur.

8. Webby, E. A. “Literature and the Reading Public 1800-1850: A Study of the Growth and
Differentiation of a Colonial Literary Culture during the Earlier Nineteenth Century”,
PhD thesis, Sydney University, August 1971. 4 Vols.

9. Colonial Literary Journal, 8 February 1845.

10. First appeared in the Chronicle, 7 March 1843, In the same year the Chronicle also pub-
lished Harpur’s ‘Loneliness of Heart’, ‘The Dream of the Fountain’, ‘Sonnet to My
Friend, Mr, J. J. Walsh’, ‘Sonnet, Description of the Prospect from Mount View, South
of Jerry Plains’ etc.

11. Note by Edward John Hawkesley, Editor of the People’s Advocate, founded in December
1848 and sympathetic towards colonial poetry.

12. The text is the same as the one which appeared in 1843. In the final copy made by
Harpur in 1865 (Mitchell A87, MS No. 6), however, the following changes were made:
1.2 .. strange shock, as from among.., 1.3 .. voice, reverbing, in swift.., 1.5.. whis-
peringly, until .., 1.7 .. Present.., 1.8 .. Spirit . . thee, 1.9 .. Spring.

Martin made further changes in the 1883 edition of Harpur Poems and completely altered
the final stanza.

13. It is worth remembering that like many other advocates of ‘literary tradition’ Channing
also used the example of the Greeks as his overall paradigm.

14. So J. Normington-Rawling, Charles Harpur, An Australian, Sydney, Angus & Robertson,
1962, p. 102. However, Webby, op. cit., Vol. 111, p. 345, observes °. . . an anonymous trans-
lation of Observations . .. rendered into English with biographical notice of the author
(Sydney, 1842)°’.

15. The Mitchell Library copy of Emerson’s Eight Essays (1852) is in fact the copy which
was actually owned by Harpur and has 1855 inscribed in it.

16. Notably H. M. Green and E. Morris Miller.

17. Spectator, 1 July 1846. The lectures on poetry were generally of a high quality. The basic
assumptions of his criticism were Platonic and Coleridgean: the ‘ideal beauty’ is the
‘sublimer emanation’ than the ‘soul of poetry, which is energy’ said Ewing in connection
I\)vitlé Bl‘)yrtl)_;n]whosc poetry, he felt, belonged to the latter category. The review was written

y S. P. Hill.
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18. Poem beginning ‘And I in early youth had hopes as deep’ quoted in full by the Spectator.
19. Spectator, 4 July 1846.

20. Spectator, 18 July 1846.

21. Chronicle, May 1844, for instance.

22. The Bushrangers: A Play in Five Acts and Other Poems, Sydney, W. R. Piddington, 1853.

COLLEEN BURKE
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DERICK R. C. MARSH

English — A Dying Discipline?

To readers familiar with the situation in Arts faculties of Australian universities,
my topic may weil seem absurd. How can English be a dying discipline, when it
is a subject that seems to attract more and more students each year? At the
University of Western Australia there are some 800 students enrolled in the first
year English courses, and as many again in the later years. Yet in spite of this, I
have felt, as have many of my friends and colleagues, that the subject we profess,
as we understand it, is in serious danger, and at least partly so because of its very
popularity.

If I may be allowed to postpone for a while saying just what 1 believe my
subject is, I shall try to identify four main sources of danger which threaten to
overwhelm the study of English literature, or to force such changes in the way it
is taught, and consequently in the sort of understanding of it that can be imparted,
that the subject becomes something different. These dangers, not necessarily in
order of importance, come from the numbers of students wanting to, or having
to read English in universities, from the sorts of preparation they have had
before coming up to the universities, from the demands on the subject for an
immediate relevance, not least from a governmental pressure for an easily quanti-
fiable return for the taxpayer’s dollar, and finally from attitudes to the subject
within the profession itself.

It is, then, the nature of the subject that I see threatened, and that I believe is
worth preserving, and I can best describe what that nature is by explaining what
I, as a university teacher of English Literature, try to do. I have a very simple
idea of what I should do, although I don’t know any simple ways of doing it.
I try, in whatever ways I can, to make the great literary works of the human
imagination and intelligence, written in my own language, available to others, to
help them to read these works for themselves. Since great works of literature are
the records of the responses of more than usually sensitive and intelligent human
beings to the conditions of our common human existence, I believe, as a sort of
faith, that it is a valuable thing to be aware of these responses. What use one
makes of that awareness is one’s own concern; it will not necessarily confer
material success or happiness or any other certain benefit. But I do believe that
greater awareness makes one’s choices more informed and therefore more morally
responsible. All this may appear very old-fashioned and Arnoldian, but I can think
of no other serious justification for the way I earn my living. If I am merely
organizing people’s pleasures for them, then I really cannot claim any right to
tell them what they ought to enjoy, and as I hope I can show later, I do feel a
responsibility to tell people what they ought to read, if they are seriously interested
in literature. Perhaps I may quote here from Wordsworth, in the Preface to the
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second edition of the Lyrical Bailads, the famous passage in which he scornfully
dismisses those who see the reading of poetry as a trivial pleasure.

...it is the language of men who speak of what they do not understand; who
talk of Poetry as a matter of amusement and idle pleasure; who will converse
with us as gravely about a taste for Poetry, as they express it, as if it were a
thing as indifferent as a taste for rope-dancing, or Frontiniac or Sherry. Aris-
totle, I have been told, has said, that Poetry is the most philosophic of all
writing: it is so: its object is truth, not individual and local, but general, and
operative; not standing upon external testimony, but carried alive into the
heart by passion; truth which is its own testimony, which gives competence
and confidence to the tribunal to which it appeals, and receives them from the
same tribunal. Poetry is the image of man and nature. The obstacles which
stand in the way of the fidelity of the Biographer and Historian, and of their
consequent utility, are incalculably greater than those which are to be en-
countered by the Poet who comprehends the dignity of his art. The Poet
writes under one restriction only, namely, the necessity of giving immediate
pleasure to a human Being possessed of that information which may be
expected from him, not as a lawyer, a physician, a mariner, an astronomer,
or a natural philosopher, but as a Man. Except this one restriction, there is
no object standing between the Poet and the image of things; between this,
and the Biographer and Historian, there are a thousand.

Because great literature has a complexity approaching that of life itself and
something of the same variety, there is no system or method of approach that
will allow easy mastery. Each individual work demands an individual approach.
The aim of the formal study of works of literature in a university is to equip the
students to make these approaches for themselves. There is no easy way of doing
this; books of criticism, which are records of approaches other readers have made
can be recommended, formal lectures can be given suggesting various lines of
approach, but if students are to be shown how to read and encouraged to read
for themselves, then there is no substitute for regular and detailed discussions in
small groups, where responses can be compared and discussed and refined. In a
lecture I can offer my own reading of a complex poem, say Andrew Marvell’s
The Garden, and with all the practice I've had, I've no doubt I can be very
persuasive. In a series of lectures I can offer my reading of Hamlet; if my audi-
ence has never read the play, or indeed only read it casually, then no matter how
careful I am I will to some extent impose that reading on my hearers, and when
they later come to look at Hamlet, they will find it difficult to see it in any other
than my terms. But to get them to read that poem or play properly, we must be
able to compare readings. No two readings will be identical, nor should they be,
for every reader brings a different range of experience to the work, but good
readings will be similar. As a tutor working with a small group, I have not only
to be able to explain why I read as I do, I must also be prepared to modify my
reading, draw out theirs, encourage them to respond intellectually and emotion-
ally, get them to be prepared to change and modify their readings, to recognise
the distinction between acceptable differences of opinion and radical misreadings.
All this is very difficult, and can only be done in small discussion groups, but until
that detailed basic reading of the text, which must in some real sense be the
student’s own, has been established, nothing else can be done. It seems to me to
be sheer folly to expect our students to have this skill when they arrive at the
university, or to acquire it without the most dedicated teaching when they do.

With this account of what I think the study and teaching of English Literature
involves, the nature of the dangers may emerge more clearly. The first was the
large number of students reading English. The subject has always been, to some
extent, the sort of general hold-all of the Arts Faculty, just as the Arts Faculty
has been, too often, the hold-all of the university. Now, when many Pure Science
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faculties are finding it difficult to fill their undergraduate places, and Geology
no longer seems quite as attractive a proposition as it did when Poseidon stood at
$200 a share, the universities still have to take their required number of students.
We can get the customers in Arts, so to Arts they come, and once in, they almost
all “do” English, whether or not they have studied English Literature, because,
after all, they all speak English. The result is that too many have little sense of
vocation, almost no notion of what the subject is. But they come in huge numbers;
currently at the University of Western Australia there would need to be 80
tutorial groups to accommodate the first year students in groups of 10; 80 hours
of teaching a week, no single one of which is quite like any other, and in which
the students show an enormous variation in their levels of interest and ability.
That would be bad enough, but since there is no physical limiting factor other
than room size, the tendency has been, in each of the five universities in which
I've worked, to admit more students than the English Department staff can
properly teach. I think this is very foolish. Medical faculties do not take more
students than they feel they can train, and they are allowed this limitation. In the
Sciences and Applied Sciences, there are just so many spaces at the benches, round
the microscopes, at the calculators, and when they are full they are full. But Dr X
or Mrs Y can always be asked to accept a few more people into the tutorial
group, as if the human attention were infinitely stretchable. It is distressing to see
the trained academic intelligence treated with such scant respect—much less,
really, than that afforded to an expensive piece of equipment. Of course what
happens is that the students are enrolled first, and once they are accepted they
must be taught. So we do our best, and we increase the size of the groups a bit,
year by year, and we employ part-time tutors because they are cheap, and who
may be very good, but are not, for the most part, as readily available for indi-
vidual discussion as full-time tutors would be. We manage somehow, but not as
well as we should, and the nature of our teaching changes, almost imperceptibly,
and so does the sort of understanding that is taken in the senior years. We muddle
on, with the feeling that the subject we profess and love never quite gets the
attention it needs if it is to survive in the form we want it to.

There is another effect of the large intake. The more students one takes the
less well qualified they are, on average, and furthermore the nature of the whole
intake is changing. It is not that they are worse, or have less intelligence, than
comparable students of, say, ten or fifteen years ago, but there is no doubt that
they have less literary experience than used to be the case. We start, in other
words, very nearly from scratch. A large number would not have taken the
English Literature option at matriculation level. Very many would never have read
any poetry. Very many would be taking English not from any interest in the
subject, but because of a sort of inertia. Very few indeed would have a second
language, and almost all would have been brought up on television and therefore
be out of imaginative training. Teaching such classes is hard work, and given the
staffing problems I've outlined above, there is a great temptation to take short
cuts. In the teaching of literature these almost always substitute information for
understanding. Opinions, theories, literary history, background of ideas, are all
offered as something that can be learnt, before there is the basic familiarity with
and understanding of the text, to which they can be related. Large student
numbers, lack of reading experience, overtaxed tutors, all these things combine to
make both staff and students reluctant to undertake a task that in the best of
conditions is a difficult, if rewarding one.

The third danger I listed is perhaps more controversial. It is the comparatively
recent (by which I mean the last fifteen years or so) tendency to question the
relevance of English literary studies as the centre, or sometimes even an important
part of an Arts degree in an English speaking country. Less of this pressure comes
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directly from the students, and more from society at large, than would generally
be supposed. There is a general feeling, particularly since the economic difficulties
of the Western world, that value is not being got for money spent on higher
education unless it leads directly to some vocational or professional qualification.
It ought to be easy enough to convince people that someone whose experience as
a person has been extended by literary studies might make a better, in the sense
of a more humane, businessman or lawyer or doctor or politician or teacher or
whatever, but in practice this does not seem to be so, because the nature of
humane studies, of what I was taught to call a liberal education, is not sufficiently
recognised. And if society at large is conditioned by the voracity of the electronic
media to think that what is not new and immediate is unworthy of serious
attention, some of this contempt must brush off on the students, who are therefore
less likely to make that initial gesture of goodwill which allows the relevance of
literary studies to be demonstrated.

Universities are of course also partly to blame. In the happy days of more
generous funding, they competed for students. Now, in the United Kingdom at
least, they compete even more frantically, for fear that they are on that perhaps
mythical list of institutions marked down for closure if they don’t pay their way.
The newer universities, wanting to be different, went in for newer kinds of courses,
and defended their choices on the grounds of greater relevance. It didn’t always
work. Studies in comparative literature for instance, which are extremely valuable
when conducted by men and women of great intelligence and a wide range of
cultural interest, are offered to students who have no literary experience in their
own language, let alone any other, and sweeping and abstruse literary theories are
placed before students who have never properly read a play, a novel or a poem.
This doesn’t always happen, and I have no particular institution in mind, but
there is always the danger that to popularise these courses, which, I believe, no
matter how intellectually rigorous they may claim to be, are actually easier courses
to master than those that try to produce readers, their proponents may decry as
no longer relevant those courses which deal with the English literary heritage,
from Chaucer onward. It is one of the more bitter ironies of the situation that
the relevance of the great works of literature to contemporary situations has
always been recognised, and feared, by repressive governments. Elizabeth I recog-
nised herself in Richard II, played in London at Essex’s command, before his
abortive rebellion, and through the ages books have been recognised as dangerous.
One need only think of Nazi Germany, or Soviet Russia, or South Africa. It is the
ideas, the attitudes to our common humanity that remain relevant and dangerous
to such people, and it is the particular form of their expression that preserves that
relevance. So I believe that the relevance is there, in the human values that inform
the great works of literature, if only we treat these works as literature, as about
life, and not as pegs on which to hang systems of thought.

Which brings me to my last point: the danger from the enemy within the gates.
It has, I hope, been implicit in my argument already that if our subject appears
boring and unattractive to students, we have only ourselves to blame. Consider
our subject matter; if we fail to reveal its interest, this failure almost always stems
from an inability, a reluctance, or a doctrinal refusal to get to grips with the text,
because it is in the recognition of the unique value of the particular literary work
that the justification for and fascination of our subject lies. But some teachers of
literature either cannot talk about the text in a detailed, enthusiastic and illuminat-
ing way, or they feel that they really ought to be doing something more obviously
academically respectable, engaged in some intellectual pursuit which will bear
comparison with the principles, and facts and tables and models of Philosophy or
Maths or Sociology. To take an example: let us compare and categorise. It is
true that King Lear and Cinderella have in common a myth about a good daughter
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and two wicked daughters; if we then went on to use the one to illuminate the
other, all might be well, though I suspect that the comparison would have a limited
usefulness. But too often such descriptive information is used as a substitute for
the effort of reading King Lear, which is a thoroughly uncomfortable experience,
if properly undertaken. Or we take refuge in backgrounds of ideas, in literary and
social history, in theories of criticism, which, though marvellous tools if used with
sensitivity and discrimination, and sometimes indispensable aids to the understand-
ing of a text, are not substitutes for that understanding. Such things have a seduc-
tive value for staff and students, because here at least is something that can be
learnt, and something that may even excuse us from the difficult, and sometimes
disconcerting need to read for ourselves. If English isn’t to become a dying
discipline, we must all recognise that the needs of our students are not necessarily
met by an account of what is of immediate interest to us, whether we are fresh
from a high-powered graduate school, or from writing a learned article, or a book
which is directed at our peers within our own specialization. We simply cannot
afford to become too specialized or esoteric. If we don’t teach our students to
read, nobody else will do it for us. We don’t want to turn out “literary critics”,
unless by that we mean people who can give a reasoned account of their own
responses to works of literature. We do want them to be able in some sense to
transcend the human limitations of space and time by extending their awareness
beyond their own experience, by reading, so that they can be more fully alive.
I’d like to quote here from W. B. Yeats’s The Cutting of an Agate because it
seems to me to indicate beautifully the sort of life and relevance that resides in
the great works of literature.

Art bids us touch and taste and hear and see the world, and shrinks from
what Blake calls mathematic form, from every abstract theory, from all that
is of the brain only, from all that is not a fountain jetting from the entire
hopes, memories and sensations of the body.!

If we can somehow communicate that, then I don’t believe English will be a dying
discipline.

1 W. B. Yeats, Essays and Introductions. Macmillan, 1961, p. 292.
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BOOKS

Patrick O’Brien, The Saviours : An Intellec-
tual History of the Left in Australia. Drum-
mond, 1977, 220 pp.

His book might have been entitled “The Mind
of the Left in Australia”, Patrick O’Brien
remarks. The title he decided upon, The
Saviours, encapsulates what I think he shows
to be the most important feature of this mind
—its salvationist character. Politics, for the
Australian Left, is no merely mundane con-
cern; moral and spiritual issues are at stake;
not less than the transformation of man is
the ultimate goal. “It is difficult to resist the
conclusion”, Dr Cairns wrote in a passage
which is cited by O’Brien (pp. 172-3),

that the history of man as seen through
the eyes of Labor’s philosophers shows a
purpose, a groping, a drive towards a better
life. How else could all the evolutionary
stages have been overcome? . . . This evo-
lution is certainly not without direction. It
moves logically as though it has a destina-
tion. And that destination is not of man
divided into races, nations, parties or
groups; it is man in one, men in unity...
Whatever we may choose to call this goal
of man’s evolution, this unity of all men,
there can be no doubt that it is present in
all religions and philosophies. There can
be, of course, no unity in conditions of con-
flict, acquisitiveness and violence. There
can be unity only in conditions of co-oper-
ation, friendship and love. This is the phil-
osophical background of the Australian
Labor Party as it is of many others in our
midst, and therefore, it is not the exclusive
property of the Labor Party. But there are
things derived from this background.
which, in Australia, are the exclusive pro-
perty of the Labor Party . . . Labor then
reflects the view that man is moving to-
wards a unity of human association ...

One thing deriving from this background
to which the Labor Party could lay exclusive
claim, would be the appointment of a Royal
Commission (in 1974) having as part of its
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terms to enquire into “every aspect” of human
situations in Australia. However harmlessly,
if expensively, such a Commission might
operate in this country, the conception of it
reflects the totalistic attitude of political sal-
vationism. Other features of political sal-
vationism picked out by O’Brien include the
following: seeing the world as a field of con-
flict between (the “forces” of) light and dark-
ness, which involves categorizing people as
moral opposites according as they are politic-
ally on the good or the bad side; seeing the
world as it is as doomed, and salvation as
likely to have at least somewhat of an apoca-
lyptic character; seeing the world’s evils as
having a single cause or a group of closely
interrelated causes; having a “supreme evan-
gelical faith” in the efficacy of one’s proposi-
tions.

The salvationist goal — a transformation
of man — and these features of the salvation-
ist attitude, powerfully attract the “seekers”
in politics. The seekers are likely to find the
Left because it is especially the Left that
proclaims the salvationist goal and exhibits
these features of the salvationist attitude. In
connection with this seeking and finding,
O’Brien puts forward his “greylag goose
theory of political commitment”, emphasizing,
however, that the phenomenon to which it
applies transcends political boundaries, and
particularly traditional distinctions between
Left and Right.

Greylag goose political commitment he des-
cribes as

the phenomenon whereby individuals who
are breaking out of their traditional family
and/or church-derived belief systems tend
to identify with the first big cause or be-
lief system that they encounter during this
period of seeking (p.31).

Konrad Lorenz (King Solomon’s Ring, pp.
40-41) found that his artificially incubated
and newly hatched greylag goslings “unques-
tionably accept the first living being whom
they meet as their mother, and run confidently
after him”.

If the point about the greylag in politics is
that he is attracted to anything, provided it is
the first thing he encounters after he breaks
out, the attraction provided for the seeker by
salvationist views and associations is unex-
plained. There is a bird which Lorenz con-
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trasts with the greylag goose. Mallard duck-
lings ran away from him and even from a
muscovy duck that had hatched a clutch of
mallard eggs. Lorenz found out what would
work: “I must quack like a mother mallard
in order to make the little ducks run after
me”.

Well, too much is not to be made of this:
the greylag goose attaches itself to whatever
it is as to its mother, and the greylags in
politics, with whom O’Brien is predominantly
concerned, attach themselves to salvationist
views and associations because these answer
to a deep need in themselves. The important
consideration is that this need is not one
which anything might satisfy pretty well as
much as anything else. The need is a religious
one. Denied, for whatever reason, its proper
satisfaction by a religion, it obtains satisfac-
tion from political religion.

“‘Seekers’ and ‘Greylags’ in Politics” is the
first essay in O’Brien’s book. The second is
“Zhdanov in Australia”. It was Zhdanov who,
at the All-Union Congress of Soviet writers
in 1934, laid down socialist realism as a re-
quirement not to be deviated from in litera-
ture and painting. The essay reviews the “lit-
erary and cultural style of the Zhdanovites
in Australia”. Part of this style is the vilifica-
tory rhetoric directed against heretics and
apostates. I choose for illustration — reluc-
tantly passing over the denunciation of Albert
Tucker who had left the Communist Party,
by his fellow-painter, Noel Counihan—Lance
Sharkey’s denunciation of Professor John
Anderson of Sydney. Anderson had been
briefly a member of the Party and was one of
the few liberal intellectuals in Australia at
the time (1943) who called the foreign policy
of the Soviet Union imperialist and who spoke
out against the mass murders under Stalin.
He “mouths slanders invented by the arch-
scoundrel, Trotsky”, Sharkey wrote (in the
Communist Review, May 1943: quoted p. 53).
“Anderson has no free mind, he is a bigot, a
fanatic, his mind is closed . . . Anderson’s
creed in the absolute links Anderson with
Hitler, Goebbels, Archie Cameron and the
blackest reactionaries in the world over.”

Positively, under Zhdanovite influence, at-
tempts were made to celebrate the Soviet
Union in an Australian idiom. To quote
O’Brien:
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Whilst poets in the Soviet Union wrote
hymns in praise of Stalin as a means of
staying alive, Australian writers of the
Soviet school wrote them voluntarily as
quite genuine celebrations of ecstasy and in
conformity with the prevailing ideological
mode. The writers tried to combine the
style of the Australian nationalist tradition
with the style of the Soviet court flatterers.
They attempted to ‘Australianize’ Stalin
and to ‘Stalinize’ the Australian outback
and populist traditions, which they claimed
as their own (p.42).

The broad theme of the cultural Left in
Australia, entered upon in this essay, is con-
tinued in the essays “Melbourne’s Left Intel-
lectual Establishment and the ALP”, and
“Revolutionary Romantics”. They contribute
essentially to showing in detail and with
meticulous documentation the mind of the
Left in Australia. Having nothing to say
worth saying about them, I will come back
to the general salvationist theme of the book.
One might have expected illumination to be
cast on this theme in the essay “Catholic Rad-
icals, Communism, the ALP and the Radical-
Progressive World View”. But this in a way
is a rather disappointing essay. With Catholic
radicalism, O’Brien had a contemporary case
of the sort of thing merely referred to in the
“Seekers” and “Greylags™ essay: the breaking
out of “church-derived belief systems” and
identification with a substitute. Concentrating,
however, on the political radicalism of the
Catholic radicals and not on their theological
radicalism, he does not study an example of
secular religion in the making. And in line
with this omission he does no more than men-
tion in another essay Australian theologians
who represent “salvation” as meaning “libera-
tion”. All the same, besides much else, the
essay assembles interesting material on the
advocacy of Catholic-Marxist rapprochement.
Looking at this material one notices a point
of some importance: Naively, or by design,
the advocates of this rapprochement, and
those who talk more vaguely of “dialogue”
between Catholicism and Marxism, compare
the Marxist vision with the actuality of states
with a capitalist economy, but not with the
actuality of the Marxist states. Thus Father
Denis Kenny, writes in his contribution to
the book Catholics in Revolution (ed. P.
Ormonde, Melbourne, 1968, p.13; quoted
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O’Brien, p.147) of the Catholic New Left as
seeing

greater compatibility between the spirit of
the Last Supper and the Marxist vision of
the international community of the class-
less society based on co-operative owner-
ship and endeavour, than there is between
Christianity and a society which is radic-
ally competitive and consumer oriented.

The last essay in the book is entitled “On
Understanding Labor and Its Defeat: Spirit-
ualist and Eclectic Forms of Socialism”. Pas-
sages which O’Brien quotes from politicians
and theorists of the Australian Labor Party
strongly suggest a will to dedicate the Party
to bringing about salvation by transforma-
tion. The transformationist idea, O’Brien
writes,

has become to ALP politicians what the
Declaration of Independence and the Bill
of Rights are to US politicians or what the
Marxist/Leninist /Stalinist texts are to Sov-
iet politicians.

Because of the commitment to notions
of ‘transformation’ by the party’s principal
clientele groups, leading party members
must pay notional respect to the ideal and
at least give the appearance that they are
working towards the reality, even if ever
so slowly, and even if in fact they are not
(p. 175).

Seeing the transformist idea as uniquely im-
portant ideologically in the Australian Labor
Party, O’Brien sees those on its Left wing as
likely to be where they are not out of
political sympathy with the Soviet Union, but
because they regard the Soviet Union as a
great transformationist agency. And, indeed,
when Labor is seen in the way O’Brien exhi-
bits it, as having strongly salvationist tenden-
cies, the terms Left, Centre and Right seem to
characterize quite misleadingly, sometimes,
attitudes of those to whom they are properly
enough applied.

One of the books O’Brien makes use of for
the ideological background of the Labor Party
is Rooms in the Darwin Hotel by Tom Gib-
bons which is a study of literary criticism and
ideas between 1880 and 1920. From this book
can be obtained an indication of the great
permeation of socialist thought during the
period with occultist, spiritualist, evolutionary
— optimistic ideas.
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Before making a comment, in relation to
some remarks on Labor’s defeat in the 1975
federal election, I want to quote a passage
celebrating Labor’s victory in the previous
election, which O’Brien reproduces. I quote
this passage both for its thematic value, and
as an example of his deadly eye for what
does you in. Fancy being one of the most
celebrated of contemporary Australian his-
torians, Professor Manning Clark, and, in the
throes of emotion, writing like this:

I remember in particular that great day of
elation on a Sunday late in November
1972. The place was Queanbeyan. The hall
was packed with people of all ages, all
occupations, all creeds — yes, and all
colours. That night tears came not only to
my eyes when we stood and clapped and
stamped and cheered Gough Whitlam. He
told us that when he became Prime Minis-
ter the last vestige of colonialism would
disappear, and that our years of shame in
Vietnam, and the old corrupt order of
society would come to an end. It seemed
that the years of unleavened bread were
over. At long last we had a teacher who
had a chance to lead us out of darkness
into light, always provided THEY did not
cut him down, that THEY spared him a
little before he went from hence and was
no more seen... (Meanjin, vol.32, Sep-
tember 1973; quoted O’Brien, p.170)

After its defeat Dr Cairns said that the
Labor Party needed to become more radical.

He claimed [O’Brien writes] that under
Whitlam’s direction, the party had lost
sight of its goals and had become too con-
cerned with money matters, adding that
the pursuit of money and material satis-
faction were the preoccupation of Labor’s
political opponents. . ..

Such a reaction to adversity is similar to
that of men of religious fervour who attri-
bute ill-fortune to acts of retribution dir-
ected against them for having strayed from
the true path (p.191).

Yes, saying that the Labor Party must be-
come more radical when the radicalism it
went in for contributed so strongly to its de-
feat, does express a kind of religious reaction
for the reason O’Brien gives. But it expresses
a religious attitude to a political cause for
another reason as well: it invests that cause
with an invulnerability to empirical consider-
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ations because its claims are largely or wholly
transcendental. (Though largely invulnerable
to empirical considerations, the Christian reli-
gion, it might be remarked, is open to con-
ceivable empirical refutation: it would be re-
futed by the discovery in Palestine of bodily
remains positively identified as those of
Christ). An invulnerability to empirical con-
siderations does not matter in the case of a
religious as it does in the case of a political
cause. That is because while the claims of a
religion are at least primarily transcendental,
political claims are wholly empirical. A poli-
tical religion is deeply, and dangerously, frau-
dulent.

There is another side to the Labor Party, a
side of it where the concern is with such
things as wages and working conditions, not
with the transformation of man. Inadvertently,
O’Brien’s very important book pays little at-
tention to this side of Labor. It is to the point
that Bob Hawke’s name appears only once.

S. A. GRAVE

DA SLESSOR A DRANSFIELD Antologia
Della Poesia Australiana Moderna, Mito
Societa Individuo, ed. Bernard Hickey (Edizi-
oni Accademia, Venice, 1977). Available at
Liberia Scopo, Italian Bookshop, Suite 1, 264
Lygon Street, Carlton, Victoria.

In the last but one edition of this magazine,
Bruce Bennett contributed a short article
(“Aust. Lit. Exported”) on the growing inter-
est in Australian literature overseas. As well
as chronicling the more recent outbreaks of
enthusiasm, his article made the point that
those that have been considerate enough to
show interest so far have been content merely
to describe and elucidate that literature with-
out offering it any sort of critical appraisal.
This is a common enough phenomenon among
initiates to any new or rare experience and is
by no means limited to overseas, indeed it can
usually be traced back to the originators of
the literature itself. This particular anthology
of Australian poetry illustrates the tendencies
that Mr. Bennett first pointed out in that edi-
tion of Westerly.

The book (From Slessor to Dransfield, an
anthology of modern Australian poetry: myth,
society, the individual) is a reasonably-priced
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glossy hardback, produced with the intention
of introducing post-war Australian poetry to
an Italian reading public. A long article by
the anthologist, Dr. Bernard Hickey, Associ-
ate Professor of Commonwealth Literature at
the University of Venice, painstakingly ex-
plains the general cultural background to the
poems, and the work of each poet is (with
one exception) preceded by a sympathetic
explanatory note written either by Professor
Hickey or by the poet in question. Each poem
is accompanied on its facing page by a literal
translation in Italian by one Giovanni Diste-
fano. In all, it is a very thorough attempt to
establish Australian literature as something
worthy of serious and lasting consideration
within another, quite different culture and
Professor Hickey is to be applauded for his
splendid initial intentions. Their success, how-
ever, would seem to depend to a large extent
on the excellence of the works chosen and the
quality of their translation. Here, one is
bound to be less than enthusiastic.

In making a selection of poems from those
written, say, thirty or more years ago, the
would-be anthologist has time on his side.
All the trivia and vers d’occasion have sunk
without trace together with the circumstances
that engendered them, and only a few works
remain, hardy and undefiled. The values im-
plicit in such works are those relevant to any
time or place. To attempt to explain them
solely in terms of the circumstances within
which they were created would be to ignore
the very qualities that enabled them to sur-
vive those original circumstances. There is
therefore very little work entailed in selecting
works from the immediate post-war period,
and it comes as no surprise to find all the
much-anthologised old favourites of Hope,
Wright, and even McAuley once again doing
the rounds.

It is odd, though, to find these works em-
bedded in a mass of additional detail about
Jindyworobaks, Angry Penguins, Ern Malley
and Melbourne/Sydney differences. Any ac-
count of the cabals and furores of yesteryear
would at least inspire bewilderment in a Med-
iterranean reader, to an Australian the text
has all the disturbing savour of time regained,
of flaunted anachronism. It is as though Lot’s
wife, realising that the pillar-of-salt-scene was
at hand, had thrown the Great Cinemascope
Projector into reverse and marched triumph-
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antly backwards into the miraculously rebuilt
Cities of the Plain to wallow happily ever
after.

This is not entirely fair, though. Professor
Hickey is careful to dissociate the works of
these better writers from the various literary
movements of the forties and fifties. Why then
should he waste time trying to revive these
long-dead issues? The answer probably lies in
the rest of the book, which contains quite a
broad coverage of the present literary scene.
The majority of works taken from this later
period, particularly those of the sixties and
seventies, cannot be appreciated without mak-
ing some reference to the cultural or political
circumstances within which they were written.
In other words, posterity’s sorting-out process
hasn’t quite begun to take hold. It eventually
will, of course, and so many of the works
that seemed so real at the time will be bun-
dled into the dustbin of history (there pre-
sumably to await the attentions of Ph.D.
students, those dustmen of history). Were the
anthologists to dismiss the irrelevant squab-
bles of a bygone epoch, he would be hard put
to prove that the majority of circumstantial
verse written nowadays was any more rele-
vant (or better, for that matter). If, on the
other hand, a writer’s cultural background is
considered to be of prime importance, then
the anthologist is justified in including any of
the works contained in this volume.

Yet it is hard to believe that Professor
Hickey is not unaware that many of the
poems that he has chosen will not survive
another decade of anthologising. To find the
reason for his choice we must consider the
public that the anthology is aimed at. Many
poems seem to have been chosen because of
their affinity with several of the issues current
in Italian and indeed all Western European
society: for example, pacifism and the Viet-
nam war (Noel Macainsh’s At the front,
Bruce Dawe’s Homecoming, Jennifer Strauss’s
Songs our mothers teach us); police repression
(Les Murray’s The Breach); immigration
(Bruce Dawe’s Migrants, Wilma Hedley’s
Celebration, Geoffrey Dutton’s To a migrant
girl, Jessica Aldridge’s Italian workmen on a
country road); and urban alienation (too
numerous to mention). The work of two
Italian writers resident in Australia is repre-
sented, and certain poems seem to have been
chosen because of their Italian setting (Rod-
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ney Hall’s Studio at Anticoli Corrado, Andrew
Taylor’s Sistine Spiders). Of this latter group,
Geoffrey Lehmann’s fantasising about Ancient
Rome (Meditation of Marcus Furius Camillus
in Old Age and After Exile) would oddly
enough have more impact in Italy, which is
still beset by its Fascist past, than in the
writer’s native country.

Whatever the reason for their choice, few
of the poems are well served by their trans-
lator. Some consideration should be given to
the daunting nature of the task, of course:
there are fifty English-language writers repre-
sented here, with all the bewildering array of
styles, quirks and oddities that that entails.
Still, the translator has for the most part
taken the expedient approach of aiming for
nothing more than literal accuracy. Presumably
any poetry that survived this process could
speak for itself, and occasionally it does:
Francis Webb’s Five Days Old loses very
little in Distefano’s translation. Bruce Dawe’s
humour and exquisite sensibility are on the
other hand particular victims of this method,
disappearing without trace. Certain bad ori-
ginals improve, but these are rare indeed:
Richard Tipping’s slavish adherence to liter-
ary fashion, you, becomes livelier in Italian,
the pretentious ramblings of Robert Adam-
son’s Towards abstraction | possibly a gull's
wing positively glow in their new monotony.
Usually, however, nobody escapes the same
nubbly, prosaic tread that tramples over the
works of good and bad alike. Whatever the
English original may have lacked in stylistic
consistency (not a bad thing if all the poems
are good) is amply compensated for in the
ponderous uniformity of the translations.
Here, one style is apparent.

Assuming that anyone compiling an anthol-
ogy of this sort is obliged to compromise his
own tastes to a certain extent in order to
ensure the success of the publication, Profes-
sor Hickey must be praised for the measure
in which he has still allowed himself to be
guided by his own good sense. If we assume
that the poets represented in this book by a
fair number of works are those preferred by
the good professor, then we begin to have
some idea of his tastes. A system even begins
to emerge. Those writers that need not have
been included but were because of some
“representative” aspect are allotted one poem
apiece (this is hard on people like Slessor,
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chosen to begin the anthology because of his
claim to being the first “modern” Australian
voice but only allowed Beach Burial). Those
who are more interesting rate two poems;
anyone with three or more may be considered
to have arrived. Curiously enough, the num-
ber of poems allowed any particular poet
usually varies in direct proportion to the
amount of attention accorded him in the
book’s introductory essay.

With this in mind, a brief look at the poets
given most prominence and their particular
poems reveal that Professor Hickey possesses
a very fine sensibility indeed. Moreover, he
displays in no small measure an ability to cull
those works most likely to last. He has clearly
seen that in the world of literature virtually
any year is a lean year, and when he has
chosen in any quantity he has chosen well.
Rarely has the clear evidence of another per-
son’s tastes given so much delight. It is only
to be regretted that the constraints of “rele-
vance” and cultural difference have been so
strong as to impede the free movement of his
sensibilities. Perhaps, if the book were to be a
success, a further edition might allow a
greater freedom of choice (providing always
that public taste, never a certainty, did not
perversely clamour for more of the same
thing), and thereby permit a more true repre-
sentation of all that is good in Australian
poetry. With this thought foremost in mind it
would be churlish not to wish success to this
book.

LEON TRAINOR

“Women Believe In The Moon”

Judith Wright, Fourth Quarter and Other
Poems (Angus & Robertson, 1976), 71 pp.

The publication of Fourth Quarter, Judith
Wright’s latest volume of poetry, is a signifi-
cant event, occurring as it does just thirty
years after her first volume The Moving
Image. In a way, the poems of Fourth Quar-
ter crystallise many of the themes which have
preoccupied the poet during those thirty years.
At the same time, the poet has not lost her
power to surprise us with her new and often
quite startling treatment of those themes.
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Fourth Quarter is one of the most thematic-
ally unified of any of the poet’s volumes, for
the whole collection constitutes a celebration
of the feminine principle — the dynamic of
love and creativity, both physical and imagin-
ative, which so dominated -the earlier poetry.
The central symbol is the moon in its differ-
ent phases and various aspects, for the moon
controls the ebb and flow of the tide, the
mysterious cycles of the feminine, and the
“salt blood” of man which betrays his marine
origin. The sublunary world is the world of
physical change and flux, and in these poems
the poet reaffirms her earlier commitment to
it. Moreover, the moon as muse inspires the
imaginative and creative power of the uncon-
scious which, according to Jung, is feminine
in essence. In these poems the emphasis is
upon psychic rather than physical creativity,
and the source of psychic power (the uncon-
scious) is symbolised by sleep. dream and
water. Water and the sea image the source
of and the ebb and flow of creativity. The
individual in dream or creative states floats
upon the sea of subjectivity like a boat lightly
tethered to the tangibility of rational thought.
All aspects of creativity, such as the vision of
Burley Griffin, are related to this generative
compulsion, and subsidiary symbolic motifs
such as the owl and the hare (these are tradi-
tionally associated with the moon), the platy-
pus, the whale, and the termite queen, are
brought into play to amplify the conception,
and to expand its reverberations out to the
furthest horizons of feeling, intuition, medita-
tion, vision, and the action which stems from
these states.

Against this creativity is set the concept of
rationalism symbolised by the daylight world,
the land, and the active male principle. Here
the poet’s attitude towards evil is interesting.
In “White Night”, from the previous volume
Alive, she poses a question which has been a
constant preoccupation throughout her poetry:

Where does it all begin?
If evil has a beginning
it may disclose its meaning.

and the poems of Fourth Quarter provide her
answer. Here evil is placed in perspective as
the inevitable consequence of rationalistic
ways of thought, of the dissociation of
thought and feeling, and the denial of human
values which this split involves. From the
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rationalistic principle stem all the evils of the
modern world — war, inhumanity, environ-
mental despoliation and mechanistic ways of
life and thought. The consequences of ration-
alism are, once again, taken out to their fur-
thest limits. They apply not only to the phys-
ical world but to the mind of man. The sludge
and detritus of modern civilization has silted
up and choked not only the pure streams of
the physical world (“At Cedar Creek”), but
the well-springs of the unconscious. Yet nature
will not be spoiled nor will the creative power
of the psyche ever be completely suppressed.
This is the point of the poem “Platypus”,
where the platypus is both itself and the elu-
sive poetic impulse which is threatened by the
ugly consequences of a polluted word and
rationalistic ways of thought:

Platypus, wary paradox,

ancient of beasts,

like a strange word rising

through the waterhole’s rocks,
you’re gone. That once bright water
won’t hold you now.

No quicksilver bubble-trail

in that scummy fetor . . .

Yet when the conditions are right (“At mid-
night and alone / there’s a stir in my mind”)
the streams run clear, and the paradoxical
image, half memory and half symbol, rises up
through the scum which threatens to block it:

suddenly my mind

runs clear and you rise through . . .

platypus, paradox —

like the ripples of your wake.

Within this dialectical framework — the
creative feminine principle against the ration-
alistic will to power — the keynote of the
poetry is acceptance. For instance the poet’s
former preoccupation with poetic or linguistic
failure, as shown in such poems as “For Pre-
cision”, “The Lake”, “Nameless Flower”,
“Beside the Creek” and “The Real Dream”, is
at last resolved, for her own shortcomings are
freely conceded, placed in perspective, and
accepted as simply a reflection of and a paral-
lel to the waning moon and the ebbing tide:

In my last quarter
let me be hag, but poet.
The lyric note may vanish from my verse,
but you have also found acceptable
the witch’s spell —
the witch’s curse.
(“Easter Moon and Owl”)
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The poet accepts her decline, projects herself
into the tragi-comic figures of age and sibyl-
line power (“hag” and “witch”), and defies
the moon’s advice to “throw it in”, for her
response to nature is still powerful, still sen-
suous:

. .. still this rim of gold,

this last-light tongue

touches me till I shiver.
(“Fourth Quarter”)

There’s still “gold to win”, and the poems
of Fourth Quarter are the proof of it.

Although the volume opens with a tradi-
tional address to the muse, the tone is ironic
and wry, and the muse is no longer the ab-
stract Power, Truth or Love of an earlier
stage, but the moon, the symbolic embodiment
of the imaginative life of manknd. Here the
continuity of all artistic endeavour (the moon
will make a “comeback™) is set against the
individual poet who “won’t be back again / or
not this way”. In “Easter Moon and Owl”,
this continuity is further emphasised and, at
the same time, the antithesis of imagination
and intellect, emotion and reason, which dom-
inates the volume is established. The moon is
closest and clearest at the Easter season; its
“full-tide flood of light” most powerfully felt.
Women and poets are the true citizens of the
moon in its dual aspect of ruler over the sub-
lunary cycles and over the world of the im-
agination. The male world of intellect and
action (the colonization of space and the re-
duction of the mysterious power of the moon
to mere matter) and of appropriation (“Their
red brand’s on your flank™) is here establish-
ed, and declared subject to the rule of the
feminine, the moon, the feelings and intui-
tion:

Yet we still drag his tides.

His salt blood’s subject

to the old spells of women

as to your own, Selene.

He fears the night, and still our music
draws him.

In the “Interference” sequence, the inherent
dualism of human nature is seen as a conse-
quence of evolution. Having left his mother
element, man is now a creature of both the
sea (intuition and emotion) and the land (the
intellect). The dominant antithesis of the
creative unconscious and conscious rational
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states is symbolised throughout the poetry by
sleep (or dream) and waking, sea and land.
In “Interface (I)”, mist and sea signify a
dimension to which man has access only in
sleep or the dream-life of the imagination:

Dreams: waves. Their mind-meandering
changes

reach to the edge of shore, no further.

Their soft admonishing voices

sound from a sea where we can swim no
longer.

Now we must wake.

and this is conveyed not only by symbolism,
but by the meandering lines, the humming
and swishing sea-sounds of the various com-
binations of “s”, “w”, “m” and “n”, and the
lulling vowel sounds of this extract. In “Half-
dream”, the poet uses similar symbolism and
similar effects to simulate the pattern of her
own imaginative and emotional life. Like the
old boat, she is moored to the land by a fray-
ing rope, drawn by the ebb and flow of the
water and the moon-road. The poem also sug-
gests the unity of the mind with the elements
and the creatures of night and water, and the
inevitability of the final drift out towards
darkness and death. “Dream” is far more vig-
orous than “Half-dream”; it suggests that the
unconscious expresses the truth of life far
more accurately than waking life, which is
seen as a comfortable rationalization, the
soothing of an infant by the parent:

“No one is dying, nobody’s being tortured
this is the real world and perfectly safe.”

Man can have access to this truth only in
states of lowered consciousness — dream, in-
tuition, vision — for the evolutionary process
has betrayed him (“unfinned”) to the day-
time rational life ashore:

Beached by the old betraying sea
I drag my body further,
crawl to my unfinned feet and dress and
go.
(“Interface (I)”)

and he is caught in the “cross-traffic” of anti-
thetical ways of thought and the actions which
stem from them. In the “Interface” sequence
his plight is contrasted to that of the whale
who, at the evolutionary crossroads, denied
the call to progress up from the dark seas
and regressed:
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Whales tried the land early,

didn’t like it. Easy to slip back

into the mothering upholding element,
be rocked again to half-sleep.

(“Interface (II)”)

This regression explains the whale’s guilty
impulse to suicide:

This is where they choose their suicides.

Dry harsh wind-battered beaches remind
them

of an unaccepted challenge; their

old uneasy guilts

over that failure.

(“Interface (II)”)

Yet man “from the opposite direction”, hav-
ing accepted a challenge which he can’t quite
meet, is no better off. Humans too ‘“come to
their own extremes” and “take their own
guilts / back to surrender”. Because of his
dualistic (amphibian) nature, there is no real
answer for man. If there were, it is long-
since past, for he is now on the highroad
which sweeps him on into a world of increas-
ing inhumanity and violence (“By-pass”) and
the chance for a “U Turn” has been missed
for ever. “By-pass” is over-allegorical, but its
point is apposite. Because of the poet’s clear
recognition of man’s dilemma, these are
poems of acceptance. Modern man is, after
all, the product of the Quaternary Age, an
age of violent and contending forces:

Quaternary Age that made me in your
dream,
fertile and violent, swung from ice to heat
to flood to famine — what you’ve grafted
in!
Could T be calm when you are so extreme?
(“Quarternary Age”)

and the poet not only accepts this, but de-
lights in it:

... I’'m still your child,

adoring this sudden light, the gaps between
terrors, the glow of cloud-tops, crevices

of green serenity. Whimpering, half in love,
I press on the armoured glass to watch
you, lean to your diverse passages, asking
what you mean by those mute and merci-
ful designs of pearl.

(“Quarternary Age”)

Part of this acceptance is the acceptance of
love, and “Eve Sings” is a magnificent love
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lyric, informed and strengthened by an accep-
tance of the imperfection of love. The key-
word is “human”, and its full implications are
defined by the old Edenic symbols: serpent,
crossed swords, Eden, the tree, and a doomed
world. Against the full knowledge of guilt,
failure and betrayal, the poet sets the “greed
and joy” of love, for still “... the tree / drops
one last fruit for you and me”. In “Eve
Scolds”, the implications of being ‘“human”
are further developed, for the individual
woman, Eve and mother earth are identified
and opposed to the active, rapacious male
principle:

. so entrepreneurial, vulgarly moreish,
plunging on and exploring where there’s
nothing left to explore, exhausting the last
of our flesh.

The two impulses — creative (female) and
imperialistic (male) — are clearly incompat-
ibles:

But you and I, at heart, never got on.
Each of us wants to own —

You, to own me, but even more, the
world;

I, to own you.

As always, the female impulse is to surrender:

I go overboard for you,

here at the world’s last edge.

Ravage us still; the very last green’s our
kiss.

The witty colloquialisms — “I go overboard”
and “the world’s last edge” — suggest that
the surrender to male domination is suicidal
but inevitable, and the poem’s irony is light
and humorous, in keeping with the title.

Age is more difficult to accept, and the nar-
cissistic young woman in the orchard (Eve
again?)! who “kneels /to love her body in
the pool / and dream herself for ever young”
confronts instead her alter ego, herself grown
old, the witch who “steals / not the flesh but
the joy of it”:

Look down, you fool;

the witch js watching from the pool
to make you what you will be

and poison what you are.

1 There may be a reference to Milton’s Paradise
Lost, Bk. 1V, 11.456-68.
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There are chilling implications in the poem,
for the series of changing time perspectives
as the feminine figure confronts herself at
different stages of development calls the very
basis of identity into question, and the figure
of the artist who stands outside yet manipu-
lates the perspectives is ambivalent, yet the
tone is once again light and these implications
should perhaps not be taken too seriously.
“Moving South” is more serious and less com-
plex, for moving south, closer towards the
pole, is a metaphor for divesting oneself of
the fleshly extravagance of “summer” exist-
ence — an extravagance which is, after all, a
cheating enchantment (“Beaute de diable”)—
in order to approach the essence of experi-
ence; not only the “root’s endurance” which
the poet has been stressing throughout her
work, but also the waiting winter and death.

In Fourth Quarter Judith Wright returns to
a number of old themes with a new vigour
and often in a completely new context, dem-
onstrating control, detachment, and a mastery
of her material. In “The Dark Ones”, for
instance, the aboriginals are identified with
the dark and potent contents of the uncon-
scious. They rise up like wraiths to confound
and reproach the confidence and assurance of
the daylight world:

In the town on pension day

mute shadows glide.

The white talk dies away

the faces turn aside.

A shudder like breath caught

runs through the town.

Are they still here? We thought . . .
Let us alone.

The aboriginals are the shadow side of the
self; to deny them is analogous to a denial
of part of the self:

Something leaks in our blood
like the ooze from a wound . . .
The night ghosts of a land

only by day possessed

come haunting into the mind
like a shadow cast.

Like the Jungian shadow, the aboriginals
must be brought up into the consciousness,
accepted and assimilated, before the shame
and guilt of the white race can be healed.
This is a significant and moving poem; to me
quite as powerful as the early “Bora Ring”
and “Nigger’s Leap, New England”, for it re-
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lates the immediate racial problem to the
deepest levels of the psyche, of feeling and
intuition, of repressed guilt and shame which,
like the “dark ones” of the poem, is denied
at our own risk.

In Fourth Quarter there are a number of
poems which appear on first sight to be sim-
ply descriptive of nature, examples of that
reverence for nature and concern for its
uniqueness which the poet has always advo-
cated. These poems are not a return to an
earlier mode (for instance the complex sym-
bolism of many earlier poems), but a new
departure, for by imitative form, and subtle
modulations in linguistic texture, the poet cap-
tures the visual, tactile, and even the Kkinetic
quality of the subject. She thus avoids, as far
as possible, the propensity of symbolism to
humanize nature and, by mimesis, captures
the individuality of the natural form. In “The
Eucalypt and the National Character”, for
instance, the long and flexible, broken yet
springy rhythms effectively imitate the sprawl-
ing and informal / even dishevelled, disorder-
ly landscape:

Ready for any catastrophe, every extreme,

she leaves herself plenty of margin. Noth-
ing is stiff, '

symmetrical, indispensable. Everything
bends

whip-supple, pivoting, loose . . .

In “Case-moth” too the texture of the lan-
guage captures the visual form, the movement
and the life-quality of this particular organ-
ism:

Homespun, homewoven pod,
case-moth wears a clever web.
Sloth-grey, slug-slow,

slung safe in a sad-coloured sack,
a twig-camouflaged bedsock,
shifts from leaf to next leaf;

lips life at a bag-mouth.

“Swamp Plant” and “Encounter” are simi-
larly impressive. These poems however are
not simply examples of imitative form: each
has a major point to make. “Case-moth”, for
instance, conveys the tenacity of life and the
cautious subterfuges required for survival,
and suggests that such caution stunts the life
of the moth (“Inside, your wings wither’)
and, by extension to the human sphere, the
life of the imagination. The termite queen too
(in the poem of that name) is both valid on a
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naturalistic level, and a superb indigenous
symbol for the generative feminine principle
(thus tying the poem to the central theme of
the volume):

Now gross and tended,

the clay-red temple’s centre,

still she pours out

her milky stream of slaves.

She is nursery, granary, industry,
army and agriculture.

Her swollen motionless tissues
rule every tentacle.

Meanwhile the predatory echidna symbolises
the threat to the dark generative world of
nature — and the dark world of the uncon-
scious — by the daylight forces of philistin-
ism and rationalism. This is a feature of
Fourth Quarter, that the indigenous creatures
— whale, platypus, termite queen, and echid-
na — are transmuted into resonant symbols
without any betrayal of their unique Austra-
lian quality. The balance between inner and
outer is exquisite, particularly in the case of
the platypus; while the whale, the water-
inhabiting air-breathing mammal, is a wholly
appropriate analogue for man’s dualistic
psyche. Throughout this volume symbolism is
a finely integrated structural feature, exempli-
fied not only by the basic symbolic dualisms
which dominate the volume (darkness and
light, water and land, dream and waking, male
and female), but by the symbolism of individ-
ual poems; for instance the sequence “bitter”,
“lemon” and “shiver” in the title poem, which
sustains the astringency of the poet’s wry
acceptance.

Irony and humour are a feature of Fourth
Quarter, and a number of Judith Wright’s
serious preoccupations are satirised here. In
“At Cedar Creek”, for instance, the poet
seeks a “formula” for poetry in a satiric
“schema” which parodies her previous con-
cern with primitivism, with language, and with
myth:

Complex ritual connections

between Culture and Nature

are demonstrated by linguistic studies.
The myths of primitive people

can reveal codes

we may interpret . . .

Religions suppress the decays of time
and relate the Conscious

to the Unconscious (collective).
Metaphorical apprehensions
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of the relations of deities, men and animals
can be set out in this schema.

Meanwhile in the superb “Creation - Annihi-
lation” the previously sacred creative act is
treated with irreverent irony. Creation is no
longer the linguistic feat of man, but the work
of a jubilant and playful God who, with un-
tidy gusto, scatters his “mudscraps and sparks
of light” everywhere to the bewilderment of
men:

Notes from his hand’s delight
crowded earth, water, air,
too small, it seemed, for care;
too small for Adam’s eye
when all the names began.
None of the words of man
reached lower than the Fly.

The importance of Anthony van Leeuwen-
hoek in the context of this poem is not only
that he discovered minute forms of life pre-
viously un-named by man and thus consider-
ed not to exist (for instance bacteria), but
that he established the basic unity on the level
of sexual generation of man, fleas, weevils
and other “scraps and huslement(s)” of the
Creation — hence man’s insecurity; he is no
longer “Favourite Child”! In its wit, sheer
energy, and virtuosity, this poem is quite dif-
ferent from anything that Judith Wright has
written before. This versatility is displayed
to a lesser extent in other poems of Fourth
Quarter such as “Counting in Sevens” which
has the surface simplicity of a child’s counting
rhyme, yet is a moving recapitulation of the
poet’s emotional life-story.

This is not to suggest that the poet’s control
of tone is always sure. Her description of the
Canberra sky, for instance, is startling and
grotesque:

Tiny invisible midges

draw over it

snail-trails

of glistening snot.

Day

why don’t you wipe your eye?
(“Brief Notes on Canberra:

iii Military Aircraft”)
and the whole Canberra sequence is disap-
pointing. Nevertheless, in Fourth Quarter all
the positive themes of the earlier poetry are
crystallised and expressed in poetry which, in
most instances, demonstrates the poet’s men-
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tal dexterity, her control of irony, and her
versatility with language and form. Continuity,
for instance, was a major thematic preoccu-
pation in the earlier poetry. In Fourth Quar-
ter continuity is no longer simply the physical
continuity of the generation and the cycles
of nature, but the expensive vision of the con-
tinuity of artistic endeavour, of the rage to
create, and to transmute the flux into “im-
mutable jade”:

Holding all skill and tradition, all times
and eyes,

feeling the chill of the poles of art, the
blaze

of its equator where the moment of mak-
ing lies,

all lives and visions our own; past nights
and days

my raging kin, we’d shape eternity

into earth’s image, make the unseen seen

in forms of immutable jade.

(“Envy”)

Meanwhile love is still, as it was in the ear-
lier poetry, the creative principle itself, the
urge to ‘“celebrate lovelong / life’s wholeness,
spring’s return, the flesh’s tune (“Unpacking
Books”). “For M.R.” is a superb example of
this celebration:

All summer the leaves grow dense, the
water-lilies

push up arrowhead after arrowhead,

burst into smoke-blue, hit the central gold,

and then retract themselves into bulb and
mud.

Coming round the world, another season
begins.

The old fears — time, evil, death and person-
al failure — do not matter in this context, for
“the arrow sprung to the target, /the shaft
trembling in the central gold” is a rare event
for any poet — “more than once is luck”. At
the same time there is always the possibility
of “reaching the highest power of what we’ve
been” (“Envy”), and it seems to me that, in
the poems of Fourth Quarter, Judith Wright
has once again done just this. There has al-
ways been a point of growth in her vision,
and she has followed her vision and the con-
flict inherent in it through to that sense of
acceptance and of fulfilment which she cele-
brates in “Growingpoint” — one of the finest
poems in this latest volume:
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Breadth, form, completion — those depend
upon a proper symmetry.

The length of branch, the stance in space,
what leaf and fruit tree can sustain

dispose around a central strain.

I know no word for growing-point,

but in myself the sapling rose,

an aim, a need, a sleep to air;

where weighted, rounded, bough on bough
the tree fills out its limits now.

SHIRLEY WALKER

Wild and Scrappy — Two Readers
From The Mezzanine

Colin Talbot's Greatest Hits, 237 pp. $4.95,
Wild and Woolley, Sydney.

The Radical Reader, ed. Stephen Knight and
Michael Wilding, 239 pp. $4.95, Wild and
Woolley, Sydney.

The two readers put out by Wild and
Woolley hover somewhere between the under-
ground and the pedestrian level. Colin Talbot’s
“Greatest Hits” follows the pattern of the
pop albums — some good tracks laced with
garbage to fill the sides. At its best it’s lively,
sharp and funny, at worst sloppy and juvenile.
At some point in the book, and it doesn’t
matter much where you start reading, the
flavour changes. From the enjoyment to be
expected from the picaresque reporter with a
sense of humour venturing into the sleazier
reaches of the contemporary scene, the reader
finds himself confronted with a passable im-
pression of contemporary hell. The cumula-
tive effect of the relentlessly defensive witti-
cisms is a grim ferocity and the world exposed
by this jokey voyeur is seen to be a freak
show. Our uneasiness is not lessened by the
way he stands aside from it — at the skin-
flicks he is the only one without a dirty rain-
coat, and his forays into massage parlours and
other disaster areas are usually written with
the assistance of an insider.

In fairness, one must remember that these
pieces were not written with a view to ap-
pearing en masse — or for that matter of
reappearing at all once they had left the fish
and chip shop. Seen singly the effect is less
strident and more piquant. Nobody in their
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right mind would chew a whole mouthful of
peppercorns either.

The pieces are reprinted from sources as
far apart as The Australian, and Nation
Review, to such evocatively titled publications
as Flash and Loose Licks. They vary from
throwaway fragments just over a page long,
which to warrant collective publication would
need to be little gems, but aren’t, to more
solid pieces bulking out to twelve or so pages.

The first section, Cosmopolitan Punk on the
Road, is by far the best. These American
travel notes are funny and vivid in a way the
Australian material rarely turns out to be.
Talbot is responding to the stimulus of an
unfamiliar vibrant scene. He picks up telling
detail, gets hysterical about the strangeness of
it all (American hotels, rituals of saying good-
bye), but clearly relishing it all. The equiva-
lent experience in Australia (except when
charting the lowest depths) is either tainted
with stock responses or petulance. For exam-
ple, when dealing with the “elite” at the Ade-
laide festival, his traveller’s eye deserts him
and instead of being delighted at absurdity he
pillories it with the bitterness of the rejected.
Elsewhere, the familiarity with local Austra-
lian backgrounds makes him dispense with
descriptive touches and resort to place-name
dropping which is adequate for identification
but flat.

Name-dropping also tends to mar another
largely successful area — the pop scene. The
tacky life-style of the rock groups and the
hysteria are marvellously brought to life (Joe
Cocker, the Stones), and in a piece called
Presenting the Lady Singers there is some first
rate critical comment. Again and again one
feels that, given just that extra burst of ener-
gy, and if the writer weren’t so easily con-
tented with the gossipy catalogue he would be
excellent and do something really original,
like breaking out of the in-group and make
the sub-culture accessible and fascinating to
a larger readership. (It’s not what he’s aiming
at, but worth consideration.)

One of the more memorable pieces is a
collage called Plugging in on the Surrealistic
Telephone, written in collaboration with an
anonymous male nurse in one of the Mel-
bourne hospitals, which reveals that death be-
fore brain-fajlure doesn’t merely occur with
the patients: the examples of shock-treatment
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and associated mindless brutality exercised by
staff are as shocking as any s.f. fantasies
about the undead could ever be. With this
piece the limits of journalism are pushed out
to something altogether tougher and more
significant.

None of the other exposé pieces reach this
level, particularly the sex-section called True
Romance, which is devoted primariy to mas-
turbation. A heading like Sliding down the
Aisles at Wank Palace says it all. As a com-
ment on stunted sexuality it’s valid, and the
piece on massage parlours has some nicely
matter-of-fact cameos of the ladies who do
the rubbing. The ultimate impression, though,
is less of the wide-eyed Candide reporting on
a grotesque world than a knowing lad show-
ing off.

If Greatest Hits is too slight to stay in the
memory, The Radical Reader often errs the
other way. Radical here is a political stance
not necessarily a radical new approach to
the critic’s method and function. Occasionally
the book reads like an unwitting parody of its
“straight” peers, complete with interminable
footnotes and fulsome presentation of creden-
tials. Thus Richard Kostelanetz, whose most
notable achievement is a book called The End
of Intelligent Writing, is credited with having
“written and edited some thirty or forty
books” which may, indeed, explain the end of
etc. . ..

Memorable for excellence: Jan Bruck’s
“The Alienation of the Academic”; Jonah
Raskin’s “In Search of Traven”; and Craig
and Egan’s “Decadence and Crack-up”. Mem-
orable for awfulness: Didier Coste’s “Poli-
textual Economy (In Defence of an Unborn
Science)”; and Carole Ferrier’s “The Inade-
quacy of the Imagination (Towards a Fem-
inist Literary Criticism).”

Of the eleven essays these five seem to
demonstrate what is best and worst about the
“radical” approach. At its best it does two
things; it takes a revitalising look at old prob-
lems and comes up with new insights by
breaking the constricting modes of academic
writing which by now is so overlaid with man-
nerisms and rules of the game that personal
expression and analysis have become almost
impossible. In the hands of a lively writer
this is an act of liberation, and the results are
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exhilarating. However, where the freedom is
misapplied, merely to set up alternative sys-
tems of bondage, the reverse is the case. Not
merely does the writing achieve a dullness
that any hidebound traditionalist might envy,
but the lack of discipline inherent in “rebel”
activity usually ensures that the result will be
obscurantist nonsense or even a capricious
game relying on private language. There is no
outside authority to furnish any kind of per-
spective.

Bruck’s Alienation of the Academic digs
deep into the nature of the disease that craves
for the kind of remedy that “radical” criti-
cism might provide. Dividing his paper, at the
centre, into three sections, he examines the
academic’s social situation, the range of aca-
demic discourse, and the relevant psycholo-
gical aspects, which all taken together sum
up the current dilemma of the teaching/learn-
ing experience at the tertiary level. It exam-
ines the loss of purpose and direction of the
tertiary level. It examines the loss of purpose
and direction of the academic, the poisoning
of human values by petty politicking, the sub-
stitution of analysis for what first originates
as the creative impulse. The academic des-
cribed here is an isolated creature in an irre-
levant world.

Jonah Raskin’s In Search of Traven is a
good example of the man of literature not
alienated from his original impulses. Written
in what must be the shortest, most direct sen-
tences seen in 1977 (though alas, he is cap-
able of writing “a . . . relationship developed
between Rosa Elena and I’’), this is an ac-
count of a literary hunter at work stalking
the enigmatic and colourful figure of B.
Traven, who had not wanted a biography, to
write his biography. Mexican backgrounds and
an affectionate portrait of Rosa Elena, Trav-
en’s widow, make this as compulsively read-
able as any novel, whilst at the same time
showing the researcher at work, refreshingly
not counting commas or uses of the subjunc-
tive, but being conscious of “unlocking a
mystery” when allowed to examine the con-
tents of a locked trunk. There are occasional
lapses into bad novelese — as when Rosa
Elena asks about their next meeting. “Not
for a while,” I said, feeling heartless and
cruel.” Well, perhaps it’s worth paying the
price for the lively bits which dominate.



Closer to the area of traditional Eng. Lit.
is “Decadence and Crack-up” which seeks to
incorporate in an ambitious mosaic of 25-odd
pages all the elements and symptoms of the
forces at work in the twenties that were fin-
ally to erupt in the disease of nazism. The
traditional critic would be frightened of such
a display of fireworks (if he had to attempt
it), or suspicious of it (if he had to evaluate
it). The sparks fly everywhere — Bunuel,
Eliot, Lawrence, Waugh, Fitzgerald, Yeats,
Isherwood, Conrad, L. H. Myers, Kipling and
Forster, are all pressed into service — and the
resulting picture achieves a new relevance
that would be far less dramatic and satisfying
if presented in greater detail.

The Unborn Science suggested in Didier
Coste’s Politextual Economy is a mutant
worthy of co-existing with the monsters posit-
ed by the genetic engineers. It is a textual
system made dynamic and full of zones and
infrastructures. I suspect it is hoax, and if
not, as a cure it is far worse than the com-
plaints (any complaints) it may seek to allev-
iate. As this is the most totally condemnatory
piece of the current book review, it is only
fair to advise the reader to buy the book and
puzzle it out, by way of recompense.

Ferrier’s piece on feminist criticism while
raising many interesting points is so encased
in its dual cage of dogmatic assumptions that
it fails to make direct contact with the issues
that matter. Taking in good faith outmoded
assumptions about what is possible in a “capi-
talistic society” and what liberation actually
means in the feminist context, the entire ar-
ticle is thorough, wide ranging and intelligent,
but ultimately hamstrung. It lacks the directly
perceptive quality shown by Colin Talbot in
his piece on the Lady Singers: “The ability of
a lady-singer to say she is a woman, better
than a man can say he is a man (in song),
and be more credible doing so, creates the
genre of lady-singer.” Very simple, but it hits
the spot.

Despite the cavilling, both books have
enough to offer to justify their existence and
a place on the bookshelf partly for the
straightforward interest and enjoyment they
provide, partly as sociological documents —
tomorrow’s museum pieces.

MARGOT LUKE
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Peter Cowan (ed.) A Faithful Picture, the
letters of Eliza and Thomas Brown at York
in the Swan River Colony 1841-1852, Freman-
tle Arts Centre Press, 1977, 168 pp., $7.95.

Throughout a period of ten years I have
endeavoured to give a faithful picture of
all that has happened to us of good or evil,
storm or sunshine. If I have lifted up the
veil that should have been hidden in some
matters it was that you might know all my
heart.

Thus wrote Eliza Brown from Swan River
Colony to her father, William Bussey, in a
letter near the close of ten years’ correspond-
ence. The letters collected in this volume are
vital and expressive, giving a detailed picture,
as Alexandra Hasluck writes in her Introduc-
tion, “of the colony and of the character of
the writer”, and beyond that of a complex
pattern of relationships.

The whole correspondence has an almost
literary coherence; life is yet again copying
art. There is a beginning, a middle, and an
end to the story; we are first introduced to the
Brown family as they wait to weigh anchor
for Swan River, we follow their fortunes in
the colony, and we leave them at the point
where their real pioneering efforts are over.
Eliza and Thomas Brown, whose very differ-
ent voices counterpoint each other through-
out, both write with a clarity and a capacity
to convey emotion which any novelist would
envy, and their constant movement between
adjustment to the new and attachment to the
old shapes the correspondence. Even the silent
recipient of the letters, old William Bussey,
has a role in the drama; he effectively cuts
both the attachment and the correspondence
as we now have it by ceasing to preserve his
daughter’s letters.

The triangular relationship between Eliza,
her father and her husband is both the raison
d’étre of the correspondence and its most
fascinating theme. Eliza is tied to England,
and to her family there, by strong bonds of
affection expressed and perpetuated in best
Victorian style:

This is the greatest loss in coming to Swan
River, the deprivation of social intercourse
with our relatives and friends which I can-
not at times but feel most keenly. My dear
little ones have no indulgent grandfather
or kind aunts to promote their pleasures
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and expand their affections. The benefit of
such helps to the parents and aids to their
mental and moral development are lost to
them by the step we have taken. This is the
dark side of our enterprise. ..

In addition, both Eliza and Thomas are
tied to old Mr Bussey by a strong bond of
gratitude and dependence because of his ser-
vices in managing their remaining property in
England, in supplying them with a flow of
essential household goods for private use and
very profitable barter, and in loaning them
the major part of the capital required for
their Swan River venture. The letters mirror
the general lack of viability of the early
colony, and the continuing dependence of all
the colonists on their tenuous link with Eng-
land. Thomas’s inability to repay the loan and
worse, his continuing requests for more assist-
ance, create a tension in which Eliza must
mediate between husband and father to
achieve her own ends without loss of dignity
to either, a delicate task often impinging
upon “the veil that should have been hidden”.
Some elements of ths tension are timeless;
others are peculiarly Victorian, especially
Eliza’s show of deference in matters of fin-
ance:

Make every allowance for me my dear
Papa if it should be absurd, remember I
know nothing at all of money matters or
business matters and am very dependent,
never venturing to give an opinion about
anything except where my sweet children
are concerned ...

Ironically it is a perceived lack of loyalty to
her husband which leads William Bussey to
punish his daughter by restricting their cor-
respondence in the early 1850s.

It is Eliza who works hardest to preserve
the ties with home, and it is also she who is
most drawn to the new land. As Thomas pro-
tests to Mr Bussey, on being taxed for his
mismanagement:

I never had a wish to leave prosperity in
England where I always felt comfortable
and happy . . . My sole object in coming
hither was for the improvement of Mrs
Brown’s health and spirits, she . . . took a
particular fancy to Swan River which she
has never deviated from, always liking the
colony and seeing better hope than I ever
did. Her health and spirits are certainly
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much benefitted which makes me not regret
the change although it has plunged me in
pecuniary difficulties from which however
I have never seen so fair a chance of being
extricated as the colony gives hope of as
at the present time. ..

This hope lies in the coming of convicts to
Western Australia, bringing cheap labour and
Imperial expenditure which will give Thomas
Brown and other struggling capitalists the
means to cut their ties of dependence to Eng-
land — although not those of the colony as
a whole.

If distance and crusty old age make the
relationship between father and children in-
creasingly difficult, the distances within the
colony whch sometimes separate husband and
wife tend if anything to strengthen the bond
between them by moving Thomas to open
statements of affection:

My Dear Eliza,

I received yours of the 16th. Inst. last
night and beg to give you warning that if
you continue to write in the same strain
you will dispel all my stern and morose
disposition and more than ever charm me
in love and affection.

Eliza replies in a vein described by Alexandra
Hasluck as “a sort of stately teasing” which
is at once engaging and strange to the modern
reader; again in Hasluck’s terms “Eliza
Brown’s pages show the real woman in the
frame of her times”.

The frame of the times shapes other rela-
tionships into patterns foreign to modern sen-
sibilities. Servants are ungrateful creatures
requiring the force of law to show them their
proper place — though the family’s herdsboy
is a “parlour guest” and the children’s play-
mate after his work is done. Relations with
the “better people” in the colony are carefully
preserved; Eliza writes

I am not much of a visitor but feel it to be
for the interest of my family to keep up a
distant acquaintance with the higher circle
that they may feel it to be their natural
position when they grow up.

Her own social relations, however, are delib-
erately restricted:

I do not wish to know any person out of
my own family very intimately for fear
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they should find out my imperfections and
like me less.

Despite the breach in family relations which
ends it, A Faithful Picture is a success story
of satisfactory accommodation to the new
land. Through their hard labour, consistent
support from the family at home, and well-
cultivated relations with the colonial govern-
ment, the Browns prosper and take their place
amongst “the higher circle” of the colony. The
tragedies of settlement are only incidental to
this narrative — men like the Browns’ labour-
er, Mitchell, who dies of inflammation of the
brain “brought on by his good nature in
carrying a woman through . . . the floods”,
and like Fruin, their steward, “no-one’s ene-
my but his own” who is destroyed by “his old
habits of intemperance”, the death of an only
child, and the lingering illness of his devoted
wife.

A Faithful Picture is a most attractive pub-
lication, designed and produced with the usual
elegance of the Fremantle Arts Centre Press.
Alexandra Hasluck’s Introduction is useful
and much too brief. A reader with no previous
knowledge of the Swan River colony may well
welcome more historical information on many
points raised in the correspondence, perhaps
in note form, together with maps less decor-
ative and more legible. Two recent publica-
tions provide a more detailed narrative of the
settlement of the colony to which such a

ROBERT C. BOYCE

Cycle

the good poem

reader might turn. Mary E. Calder’s Early
Swan River Colony, published in Rigby’s
“Pageant of Australia” series in late 1977,
gives a brief, pleasantly written account which
reconstructs the lives of the more prominent
settlers in simple prose and attractive pic-
tures; this tale is also a success story, though
darker shades are sketched in where the docu-
mentation allows. Mary Durack’s brilliant
history, To Be Heirs Forever, published by
Constable in 1976, sets the story of the Shaw
family in a colonial tragedy of misplaced
hopes, destroyed lives and stunted growth, in
which another Eliza emerges as a great and
lone survivor.

Eliza Brown outlived her husband by more
than thirty years. In her last years, we are
enigmatically told in the Introduction, “other
tragedies were to befall her. One can live too
long.” The two Eliza’s shared, perhaps with
many other women in the Swan River Colony,
a great strength limited in its expression to
the famiy circle alone, and both outlived
their chosen function and died lonely. One
wonders how they would have taken the dic-
tum of Edith Cowan, Eliza and Thomas’
grand-daughter and the first woman to enter
an Australian parliament, that women must
move beyond home and family to full social
responsibility.

MARIAN AVELING

the good poet makes

right now

other poems

all other poets make

right later
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NOTES ON CONTRIBUTORS

FRED ALEXANDER—emeritus professor of modern history, joined the teaching
staff of the University of W.A. in 1924 after graduating from the Universities of
Melbourne and Oxford. His fields of interest have included contemporary British
Commonwealth and North American history, and, more recently, 20th century
Australian history. He is author of the jubilee history, Campus at Crawley (1963).
He was part-time director of adult education in W.A. from 1941-54 and founded
and directed the first two years of the Festival of Perth. Chairman of the Library
Board of W.A. since its creation in 1952, he is also a director of the Australian
Elizabethan Theatre Trust and of the Australian Ballet Foundation and is an
honorary fellow of the Academy of the Social Sciences of Australia.

MARIAN AVELING—teaches history at the University of Western Australia.
VERONICA BRADY—is a graduate of the Universities of Melbourne and
Toronto, now lecturer in English at the University of Western Australia. Editor
of Soundings, a poetry anthology published by Fremantle Arts Centre Press,
and contributes critical articles to various journals.

NORMAN BARTLETT—born in England and educated at State schools in
Western Australia and the University of Western Australia. He worked as a
journalist in Perth, and served with the R.A.A.F. during the war as an Intelligence
Officer and in Public Relations. Returned to journalism and then became press
attache and information counsellor in Bangkok, New Delhi, Tokyo and London.
He has published a number of books, and has a new work in progress, The
Enigma of Japan.

G. C. BOLTON—is Dean of the School of Social Inquiry and Professor of
History at Murdoch University, and previously held a chair at the University of
Western Australia. His publications include Alexander Forrest (1958), A Fine
Country to Starve In (1972), and other writings on the history of Western
Australia.

COLLEEN BURKE—was born and has lived mostly in Sydney, and travelled
overseas in Ireland and England. She is a community worker in Glebe, Sydney.
Has published a collection of poems and poetry in anthologies and magazines.
CAROLINE M. CADDY—lives in Perth. She has published poems in Patterns
and Westerly.

PHILIP COLLIER—a West Australian, has published poems in poetry journals
and anthologies.

MICHAEL DUGAN-—Ilives mainly in Melbourne, but spends a lot of time in
the country. He has published collections of poetry and several books for children.
JOHN FOULCHER—is at present teaching in a Sydney secondary school. His
poems have appeared in Australian publications.

S. A. GRAVE—is Professor of Philosophy at the University of Western Australia.
Author of The Scottish Philosophy of Common Sense, he is working on a study of
philosophy in Australia.

JOHN GRIFFIN—is deputy principal of an Adelaide high school. He has pub-
lished poems in newspapers and magazines, and a book of poems, A Waltz on
Stones (1974) in Gargoyle Poets.

SUSAN HAMPTON—was born in New South Wales, and studied at Newcastle
University. She is now completing English honours at Sydney University. Has
published poems and stories in Australian journals.

MARGARET HARGRAVE—now lives in Dubbo. She has worked as a nursing
sister, and is now employed part-time by the local paper, for which she compiles
the women’s section. Is studying as an external student towards an Arts degree.
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WENDY JENKINS—has worked as a social worker for Mental Health Services
in Perth, and has been travelling in Europe. Has published poems in Australian
literary magazines.

EDWIN JAGGARD—lectures in Social Science and History at Churchlands
College of Advanced Education. Edited (with Jim Cameron) West Australian
Readings, a documentary survey from 1600 to 1900.

DIANA KAN—born and educated in Melbourne. She has worked as an artist,
at present works in a school library. Wrote and illustrated Happy Families and
other poems (1973).

JEAN KENT—completed an Arts degree at the University of Queensland, and
has been working in Vocational and Educational Guidance, and writing. Now
lives in Sydney. She has published poems in Australian anthologies.

MALCOLM LEADER—was born and educated in Perth. He was for a short
time tutor in French at the University of Western Australia, before moving to
Canberra, where he now works with the Department of Foreign Affairs.

JOHN LEVETT—lives at Margate, and works in the Division of Educational
Services of the Tasmanian College of Advanced Education.

MARGOT LUKE—teaches at the University of Western Australia, is a regular
contributor to Theatre Australia, ABC arts discussion programmes and is drama
critic for The Australian.

ANNE LLOYD—is a lecturer in Linguistics at Capricornia Institute of Advanced
Education. She has teen writing for some time but only recently seeking publica-
tion. Her poems have now appeared in some overseas and Australian journals.

MARK MacLEOD—is a senior tutor in the School of English at Macquarie Uni-
versity. Has published poems in Australian literary magazines, and reviews for
the Sydney Morning Herald.

DERICK R. C. MARSH—is head of the Department of English at the Univer-
sity of Western Australia. He was born in South Africa and has worked at the
universities of Natal, Queen’s in Kingston, Ontario, Sydney and La Trobe, where
he was Foundation Professor of English. His publications include works on poetry
and Shakespearian plays.

VIJAY C. MISHRA—is a graduate of Sydney University, and teaches Common-
wealth literature at Murdoch University.

PETER MURPHY—born in Melbourne, where he is a teacher. He has published
poems and short stories in magazines and newspapers, and two collections of
poetry. He has a new collection to be published this year.

PAUL O’'DONOHUE—was born in New Zealand, and has travelled and worked
in the North and South Islands. Came to Australia in 1975, and now lives in
North Fremantle.

FAIRLIE SZACINSKI—born and lives in Melbourne, and has travelled in and
out of Australia, spending some months in India. She is a nurse by profession,
at present working part-time in a pharmacy.

LEON TRAINOR—is a graduate of the University of Western Australia in
French and Italian. He is a Training Officer with the Executive Development
Centre of the State Public Service and has published a volume of poetry,
Memory’s Apprentice (1977), and State on the Move, a management game for-
100 participants.

SHIRLEY WALKER—teaches English at the Northern Rivers College of Ad-
vanced Education. Special interest in Judith Wright’s work.
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a selection of Western Australian short stories $3.50
ANCHOR and other poems
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