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ROBERT HILLMAN

Lovesong

A suburban station on a Sunday morning is as silent as a tomb. One stands waiting
like a figure in a painting by Delvaux. Behind me-I was careful to avoid
glimpsing it-sat a little hill of vomit built up around a beer bottle. I was in
an odd mood-of course, I must have been: dazed, miserable.
The 8.33 can be red, silver or blue-that morning it was silver, rocking quietly
along the platform as bright as a new minted coin. 'Power operated closing doors
--open by hand'-I still have to work it out. Once inside, where to sit? Not next
to an old woman with grey stubble on her chin. Or to a well groomed gent with a
beery, veined face asleep in a corner, mouth agape like one about to sneeze. I
passed through into another compartment and sat next to a family of ... Yugoslavs? ... and immediately began to read from a paperback copy of Eliot's
collected poems. Eliot is a marvellous tonic when you're miserable-there's that
lovely, maudlin empathy-fake, of course. But no-to tell the truth, even Eliot
didn't have any affect that morning, perhaps just as well or I may have become
too absorbed to pay any attention to the little girl on the seat opposite-the
daughter of the Yugoslav family. She was singing quietly and sweetly to herself,
and was not really so little-she was about ten-beautiful!-I still have her as
clear as a colour snapshot: a full soft face with a small, pink mouth, a neat nose,
beautiful, luminous brown eyes as dark as coffee beans; and her hair a rich brown
and an olive skin. Something there in her ten or eleven years: an inchoate sexuality, painfully tender, of which she knew nothing consciously. They say there are
poor mad old men who can only do it with kids like that. I can understand.
Especially if the child is grateful for it. Remember Dulcie? Orange and white
striped playsuit, dirty bare feet, her mouth as warm inside as an apricot heated
by the sun. She was like a monkey, with that artless monkey way of squatting
suddenly, limbs everywhere .... Nostalgia is sickening, but then I'm sick of fighting
it ... like a monkey . .. very difficult to find it in her current shape, as big as
a bathtub, been married three times, I think.
The mother of this girl was pretty big herself: dressed in a blue pants-suit,
watching me suspiciously and with good reason too. The father dozed by the
window, a smallish man with a harried expression in his eyes when he opened
them. At the feet of the parents, on the seat beside them were string-bags full of
what looked like cabbages wrapped in newspaper. Where were they going? I was
suddenly curious, thirstily curious-where were all these people going? Imagine
an aerial view: the train pulls up, a hundred ants alight and head off by a hundred
routes-to where? Are all these lives as dull as mine? I used to day-dream of
following a stranger to his destination after picking him out from a crowd in
the city and even now and again I slip into a mood in which the commonplace
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becomes crazily exciting to me: how did two people meet, mate, marry-what
have they been through-what do they believe-what do they keep in their refrigerator-what do their aunts, uncles and cousins do-where do they live?
Bill-boards flung themselves up at the window, Dickies Medibank Funerals
Huttons, bells sounded, some homely shops appeared. The family was leaving,
gathering their string bags. Take me with you! I wanted to plead. But they'd
forgotten me. I watched the girl as she waited at the gate, gazing down at her
shoes, smiling enigmatically: behind her, a bandy kid with lumpy hips and
straggly hair, leering. Two years from now, two or three, up against the brick
wall of a public toilet in the park, holding up her dress with one hand, an arm
around his neck.
Oakleigh, that station was. Oakleigh .... Twenty-four years ago, that very station,
probably unchanged in a single detail .... a girl named .... Louise, or Lois:
up against the brick veneer of her front verandah, moths circling the naked
lightbulb, trying to force my tongue through the hard line of her lips:
What are you doing?
What is it you're trying to do?
she asked. In a sullen
fury I walked back to the station, to the stillness preceding the arrival of the last
train to the city-waiting for trains even then dazed and miserable. It used to
be my custom-God keep me from it now!-to ask myself, What will you be
doing ten years from this day? Oh the poignance in that question! I'll be married,
I thought. But no. A series of de factos-it became a pattern, just as others change
lovers every six months, every three years I changed my de facto-or was changed
by her-but I have known the satisfaction, once or twice, of being the first to
weary of it. Until Denise, a name I'd always loathed. I was teaching privately,
sixteen coy ladies in Toorak, life drawing, and she replied to my ad for a modela student. I made her regret it, marrying me. It used to frighten the shit out of her
when I lost my temper and screamed. But it was nothing compared to what she
had in store for me.
'I have to make a confession'
What I resent most in looking back is her denying me enough time to rise to the
occasion, perhaps throw a fit: instead I sat trembling like a schoolboy being
chastised outside the classroom by a teacher. 'It's so sad, isn't it?' she sighed.
'What?' I asked, sickening faintly. Two people making each other unhappy'. 'Not
necessarily. Unhappiness is often more honest.' She ignored that and I realised
that she was living an inspired hour; there was a queer light in her eyes, quite
terrifying. 'I've fallen in love with Angus,' she said (she meant Murdoch). 'You
can't: 1 told her unblinkingly, 'because you're married to me.'
That Murdoch.
He worked on the sixteenth floor of the National Mutual Building. He was almost
fifty, with a face as ravaged as a sailor's, a hint of heliotrope in the nose, concavical cheeks netted with veins the colour of sheep's liver, hands as smoothworn
as the rubber of an old hot-water bottle. And the eyes. 'Have you seen that man's
eyes?' she asked just after we'd moved in and met our neighbour outside the door
of flat six. 'I felt like bursting into tears when 1 saw them.' He looked at her with
the eyes of the martyr as he lifts his head and sees the scaffold: terror and a
vision transcending the terror present at the one time. We came to know those
eyes well, and their history: the church in the small town where he'd been a lay
preacher, his handsome wife, quite frigid, and their four bonny children, the
ingenue from the girl's club, the fall, the disgrace, the divorce, the loneliness.
When did they get the chance to become lovers? 1 have no idea. Unless while
1 painted. 1 used to paint in what Denise called the Living Room, and to get
6
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from anywhere in the house to the front door it was necessary to pass through
it. So I can only assume that some sordid creeping on all fours went on behind
me as I stood covering canvas after canvas with blue latex, looking for a seaside
sky for my carnival series-a hopeless failure, there's not an atom of carnival
in me.
I suspected nothing! I could not have conceived of it in my enduring naivety.
I stood about the flat shaking my head in amazement as that tired old strip of
chewed red rubber shuffled up and down the corridor carrying armfuls of my
wife's clothes away. By ten that night the move was complete: virtually the entire
contents of flat flve transferred to flat six. Every time I disputed an item-the
towels, the red Arabia dinner plates I'd always liked-Denise replied with the
name of the donor of the thing, and the donor was always one of her friends.
The last thing to be carried away was my son's cot, with him quite soundly asleep
in it.
Dandenong
End of the line.
Leave the station and very soon you come to the first of a thousand used car
yards, with its maypole of plastic pennants. I cross the highway to the park
always at the same place, waiting for a break in the angry stream of cars. Usually
there are a couple of tramps in the bandstand sitting with their hands on their
knees, gazing ahead indifferently. Then up McAliater Street where on that spring
Sunday morning, as on every Sunday morning, old number 7 in his khaki shorts
and CUB T-shirt is out shaving and trimming his front lawn, which is already
flatter than a bowling green. He's an inveterate greeter of passers-by:
'Lovely day.'
'Very nice.'
Denise no longer lets me in the house, but waits with Luke at the front gate.
She used to complain that I couldn't accept that her talent as an artist was unexceptional. 'I would be perfectly happy as a housewife: she told me-and 1
would quietly and diligently convince her that she was talking nonsense. But she
spoke the plain truth: she bloomed. Murdoch too was re-born, as they say. He
put on weight, began walking erect and of a Sunday morning could be found
with his feet up reading Dostoyevsky, pipe going, his fuller face wearing a
eupeptic expression. He is the only man I've ever swung my fist at, in adult life.
1 hit him squarely in the middle of the face and made his nose bleed. It was
immensely satisfying. It was apropos of nothing at all, so they thought, and I
was banned from the house. But it was apropos of something, all right. A man
may fuck your wife with impunity in our day and age-but he may not lean back
in his armchair, smile smugly and ask how life's treating you after he's done it.
'Good morning, Denise.'
'If it looks like rain, get him under cover immediately-he's just getting over a
chest cold."
'I don't think it looks like rain, Denise.'
'Promise me you'll get him under cover the instant - '
'I promise.'
All we ever do is walk, the boy and I. We've been over Dandenong a hundred
times. A hell of a town to bring a kid up in. He might as well live in a supermarket. But it's all we've got-how far away can you get by public transport
between ten and one? This day I had the idea we might find a bit of countryside
out along the South Gippsland Highway and so we walked for half an hour,
Luke as always grave and silent. But it's hopeless. The factories keep cropping
up, Besser brick and flat iron roofs, heaps of rubble around them, or else
wreckers' yards, drive-ins. Finally we turned around and walked back to the park,
WESTERLY, No.3, SEPTEMBER, 1 978
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sat down in the bandstand, which was deserted by that time, and talked. Or I
should say, I talked: I'm the one who talks, Luke listens, or pretends he's
listening. He knows I'm a case. God knows it's dull enough, what I have to say.
I just reel off what I've done during the week, what I'm working on, fights with
Motherly at the dole office, if I've seen a movie I throw that in. And Luke sits
there grave and still, sublime in his patience. He may even ask a question-'What
is that book?' or some such, if I begin to flag. Then I read him from whatever
book I have with me. That day I read him Prufrock and Preludes. I don't know
what he thinks of. He gazes straight ahead, strangely alert but not listening. It
kills me, Your Honour. All the time I'm with him I'm filled with a horrible love
that surges and swirls in my chest like liquid fire. But from a distance, I daresay,
or even close up, we must look to a stranger like a gaunt, sleepless pervert and
his little blond victim. Ah the looks we've had! And one actually longs to be
approached, for the pleasure of replying, not acrimoniously, 'He's my son-I'm
his father.'
Then home, usually. But that day, no. I started off, but grew more and more
miserable as we approached the house. When I altered direction and headed for
the station, Luke glanced up at me mildly puzzled, then shrugged and let me
lead on.
On the train I read aloud Rhapsody on a Windy Night and The Hollow Men.
By the time we reached Malvern (where the vomit was still sitting in the sun,
helplessly, somehow) I was half aware that I'd been betrayed by my misery, that
I was in the shit properly. But I pretended not to notice. I spent two of my last
three dollars on some rolls and ham and cheese at a delicatessen in High Street,
made a roll up on the spot and handed it to Luke, who was hungry, even if he
hadn't said anything. He ate three rolls on the way home, and I bought him a
milk-shake at the shop just around the corner from my flat.
When we walked around the corner, I saw everything at once: two police cars,
Denise pacing the sidewalk, Murdoch in the station wagon smoking his pipe. My
first impulse was to lie back and take it-I have a victim mentality, basically-but
then I decided to run-God knows why. I got about a hundred yards up the
street-Luke tucked under my arm-when a policeman whispered pantingly in
my ear, 'Better stop, old son.' I walked back, holding Luke, and handed him over
to Denise. She didn't look at me but hugged the kid up and down, kissing and
oohing disgustingly, and even began looking for bruises. Ah God! And here comes
Murdoch ambling up the sidewalk with a bluff and hearty expression, as if to
say, Make nothing of this, an aberration, as when he slapped me in the facebasically a good sort. And it was then that I began shouting and screaming and
swearing in the manner which I do now so sorely repent of. I repented very
quickly, in fact. Denise and Luke and Murdoch went off trailed by one of the
police cars; I was taken down to the station and charged.
They offered to drive me back from the station, but I declined. Murdoch bankrolled the bail, he'd teed it up with them. It was about seven when I got back,
growing dark. I made a cup of tea then sat on the lounge in front of Zeus-six
by four in straight Dulux and I haven't got the faintest fucking idea why I wanted
to call it Zeus. I ate my last roll, with my last piece of cheese. The longer I looked
at Zeus, the more I saw how dumb it was, and weak, and going-nowhere. My
God it was horrible. I'm shit; I'm hopeless. I'm not going to rise again, like
Murdoch. All I'm good for is fatherhood. I bore women to tears with stories of
my kid-I have to make sure I fuck them before I start talking otherwise they
break it off after an hour and go home. The trouble is, I got off on the wrong
leg: I'm not a painter, but I did it for so long I thought I must be You are what
you do after a while.
8
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I'll lose access, for sure. They've whittled it down over the years from fifteen
hours a week to three and now to nought. They'll look at Murdoch and think, The
ideal father really, rose from the grave, inborn good nature, rectitude of the
sincerely reformed so on so on: but I love the boy: a painty, dole-bludging, sinkfull-of-dirty-dishes love, reeking of sentiment, but love. It occurs to me: Love js
always irresponsible.

ANNE LLOYD

The Late Years
I have painted lines along the lithograph of an
old face, etched time cracks in front of a mirror
that moans my life in forced gut spasms.
Patting wrinkle cream into the sag of fish eyes,
I drag the flannel across flesh,
try to scratch the scales
that crust over tight marks of knives you threw.
You keep in practice, love, with those sharp words:
sometimes I sense only a twisted alchemist,
hovering, delighting in the sorcery of making old.

WESTERLY, No.3, SEPTEMBER, 1978

9

ANDREW TAYLOR
There Are Things About The
Hay Plain You Can Want To
Remember
Not really wanting to watch
those kilometres
go under the tyres
like the little green and red parrot
my little chatterbox in the back seat
repeating all that I say
not knowing how it must end
bringing us faster and faster
to tomorrow to goodbye
x
Now he's so far asleep
I'd have to shout for a week
to have him catch up to 10 p.m.
yet today in his back seat
he outran me hopelessly
in some kind of faith
me
my eyes religiously on the road ahead
still not three years old
running his fingers through my hair
trying to straighten things out
x
She seemed chiselled out of something soft
that's meant to be caressed
hewn out of wax maybe
or hacked from clay
she gave me a glass of cold wine
she even offered me a place to sleep
while my kid and I said goodbye
I'd driven him two murderous days of heat
all that was alive on that plain
over 45° was us in the car
we'd played 'killing daddy
with kisses'
to this stranger being kind
10
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AMY WITTING

Lovetalk and the Paranoia Kid

Going without dinner meant empty time as well as empty space, so Isobel got
to the Sloans' place too early. Only Ray and Joel the long and the short of it
were there sitting side by side in the best chairs and they looked up warily as if
she was a traveller getting into their compartment. The halfbottle of Scotch she
had bought in a flurry of indecision (quality must surely be better than quantity)
now proved to be a mistake-showy and inadequate, it was conspicuous in her
hand. She wanted to leave it unnoticed on the diningroom table but Lisa came
through the archway from the diningroom, beautiful thin and vague in limegreen
embroidered tunic and wideflared darkgreen trousers, took the bottle with a small
murmurous smile and then gave her a look at once intent and absentminded as if
she was trying to place her.
Come any Friday, they had said. Friday is our night for having friends drop
in. They had said it with an enthusiasm which seemed to have petered out.
Probably, any Friday didn't mean every Friday. Now did they think when they
saw her, here comes that dreadful girl again? Were they making plans to be rid
of her? A voice as familiar as herself yet unidentified jeered into her mind's ear
'You're always the same, aren't you? Give you an inch and you'll take an ell.'
Now that Lisa had vanished and Ray and Joel had gone back to their conversation she was exposed to attack from the furniture: olivegreen corduroy armchairs matching the big divan, leafbrown carpet, cream linen curtains, a controlled
riot of cushions. We know you, they said. You belong elsewhere.
In a room with ragged linoleum, a sagging bed, one chair, a naked window.
She had taken down the lace curtain stretched on rods across the window. That
was in the Make Poverty Beautiful days: few possessions, few furnishings, everything clean, patched, polished, mended. That was before she found out what
polish and cleaning powders cost. And the curtain washed in the bathroom had
dissolved into a tangled bundle of tatters. A notice had gone up, ferociously
lettered: NO WASHING TO BE DONE IN THIS BATHROOM.
But nothing was as bad as the chamberpot. She had laughed, finding it under
the bed, but now she used it, because of Mr Lynch. The short dank flight of
stairs that zigged from her attic to the lavatory and bathroom landing zagged
then to the door behind which Mr Lynch waited night and day for Isobel. Picturing him, soggypink, whitehaired, blueyed, frozen except for the mouth that moved
with the shiftiness one expects of eyes, she was seized by such a rage of hatred
that she gabbled one of her homemade prayers: Both must ye die, both be ye in
the cart carrying forward, both must ye die, both be ye in the cart carrying
forward, both must ye die.. .
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Saint Thomas More was no help this time. She only wished the cart carrying
Mr Lynch would go faster. A whole lot faster.
She was as guilty of Mr Lynch as if she had borne him without a father.
Lurking behind his door, looking out when she opened hers, the pinknetted paleblue eyes fixed on her and only that mouth moving ... oh, he was hers all right.
Made for each other. The entirely suitable travesty of romance. And here comes
the charming heroine, with her chamberpot in her hand. She can carry it but can
she carry it off?
The sad reek of urine, the weight of the po presented themselves so clearly
that she plunged across the room away from them and fetched up staring at a
batik panel hanging above the divan. Then she felt better, grinning into the panel,
thinking, Carry it like a shield. Who ever tried to rape a girl carrying a po?
Now Duncan was beside her holding a plate of savouries. The sharp smell of
gherkin drew saliva like blood but when she looked downwards at the plate the
energetic little patches of colour, pimento and olive, salmon and cucumber, proved
discouraging and a whiff of hardboiled egg made her feel sick. The story of her
life.
"Interesting, isn't it? We picked it up at the exhibition of Southeast Asian art,
in Canberra. Do you see the motorbike?" He pointed. On the redbrown background strawcoloured lines drew shoulders hunched over handlebars, a helmet
aslant above them, a wheel roaring forward. "Among the traditional motives.
Fascinating. A marriage of cultures ... as they say." His tone apologising for
the cliche was faintly amused.
Better than any motorbike you'd ever draw. A warm breath of sympathy
stirred as she thought of the artist, vague and brownskinned, innocently in love
with the motorbike, making himself an object of amusement to the sophisticated.
The warmth dwindled. She knew it would not survive acquaintance.
"I like it very much."
"But you don't have a drink." He forced a smile but his eyes showed too
much concern. That fitted with Lisa's mechanical politeness.
''I'll get one in a minute. I know where it is."
I suppose he's thinking, too right you know where it is. Worn a track.
She wouldn't ever come again.
But she knew she would, hungry for the human race and sick at the sight
of them.
There were people coming in and Duncan went to greet them. She looked
round: some of the University mob, dull clothes and vivid faces. No Robbie.
She went on looking at the motorbike, thinking how the artist had exposed his
childishness, drawing newness and astonishment into shoulders and wheel, pretending nothing. That's right, she said to him. You have to. Let them laugh if
they like, you have to.
Joel came over to stand beside her and she pointed out the motorbike. "Like
drawing the excitement of being a child, don't you think? Not just drawing a
motorbike, but drawing the first one ever."
She meant it but heard her forced gushing voice turn it into affectation, so
she sank down and slid along the divan to sit on the end of it without waiting
for an answer. If she couldn't manage her own voice, if it was a strange animal
outside her control, how could she ever... She thought with misery of the
evening ahead, of trying surreptitiously to fill her empty stomach so as not to
get drunk ... go slow on the wine, watch it ... hours till supper yet ... and the
cold tedious people, the beautiful girls who gave her heartburn and the young
men who seemed to her like Martians, or maybe it was the planet Venus they
12
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came from and it was somebody like herself who gave the planet its name. What
a laugh. What a harsh laugh.
Why couldn't she stay safe at home?
Ray the tall delicatefeatured one came over to Joel and stared at the panel.
Joel pointed to the motorbike. "See the excitement in the line of it. Seen with
a child's eye, you might say."
I did say, thought Isobel.
Ray said disdainfully, "I don't read emotions into graphics, myself."
Serve him right. She felt steadier. Laughter the bones of the mind. Or its
carapace.
After all, Ray and Joel had singled each other out, made a choice and lived
with it. How was it done? She had moments of loving them all (and might have
one this evening if the wine got ahead of the savouries) and better moments of
accepting them all in the light of shared mortality (both be ye in the cart carrying forward), but love as a sorting device was beyond her. If she could ever love
others, it was because of a likeness discovered. What was this love that accepted
difference?
She went to fetch a drink from the diningroom. Protective colouration only.
A boy and a girl were standing at the table. The girl with long dark hair and
a long Indian dress stood waiting beside the boy as he drew a glass of red wine
from a cardboard winecask. The sight of her in her pliant forwardstooping attitude
put Isobel into a crimsonwattled rage. Bloody affectation. Who does she think she
is, tricked out like a goddam priestess?
The boy turned towards Isobel.
"Red?" he asked, holding out the glass.
"Yes, thanks."
She took the glass, thinking remorsefully that there was nothing odd about the
dress. All the girls were wearing them. She would wear one herself if she could
afford to buy one.
No, she wouldn't. She wouldn't be game. She saw bright shallow glances full of
amusement. Look at Isobel. Take a dekko at Isobel's dress, will you? Poor old
Isobel, making a real effort. Isobel disguised as a girl.
The prison of other people's eyes. No prison narrower.
The nearer half of the diningroom table was devoted to drink, the further half
to food. Not much of a spread, for the Sloans. She sidled towards a tray of
cracker biscuits in rows concentric round a bowl of dip. Now she could see into
the kitchen, where Lisa was standing facing Duncan, her back to the stove, his to
the open door. Something odd about the way Lisa was standing, a contrast between
the rigidity of her figure and her meek passive expression. Duncan too seemed to
be standing rigid, so that Isobel fancied that the same invisible chains the young
couple wore looped like garlands, gathered round them in joy, had tightened round
Lisa and Duncan and were tightening further as they pulled against them.
Then she was gripped by an abject unreasoning fear of trouble and stood
holding her dipped biscuit, trembling as if she might be accused of stealing it.
Suppose Lisa was saying to Duncan, "Get rid of that girl. I won't go out there
till you've told her to go."
Rubbish. Rubbish. Don't invent life. Let it happen.
You exaggerate your own importance. Why should they be talking about you?
But she heard the daunting words so clearly, her heart thudded in her uneasy
body as she made herself walk slowly back to the livingroom.
There were more people there now, standing in groups, heads lifted above the
taut singing net of conversation. She felt better now, leaning against the wall
watching. She didn't want to be in there helping to weave the net. She would tear
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it. Without meaning to, she would tear some jagged hole in it. To be left like
this, watching and taking comfort from the sound, was what she came for.
She said to herself, I'm seeing them from the middle distance. The middle
distance was the most favourable range for viewing the human race. Usually she
saw them too close, or too far away.
The girl in the Indian dress and the boy in jeans had come back. She was
sitting on the divan and he on his heels on the floor beside her. Relaxed, looking
at nothing. She didn't see them at the middle distance. They were far away, in
another world. Or maybe not. In another world all right, but close. Too close.
I hate them for taking it for granted, like people born rich. Staring into space,
but each knowing the other is there, and feeling the better for it. If they feel just
one millimetre the better for it, the thing exists. Even if it's a delusion, the thing
exists.
Now she leans down and feels in her sandal and he looks down too. Looking
at his private patch of sunlight. Christ, I hate them, I can't help hating them.
She takes off the sandal and he feels inside it. A nail, a rough place. No words.
A man passed by and looked back to say affectionately, "What are you dream·
ing about, then?"
"Looking at the batik panel over there. Do you like it?"
"Yes, very fine. Indonesian, isn't it? Do you know Indonesia?"
No, all my journeys are inward.
"No."
With her abrupt tone she had managed to cut off that conversation. The man
moved on and became visible as a stocky back, a thick neck, silvered black curly
hair.
Now stop staring at them. I would give ten years of my life to know how they
talk to each other. How do they open their mouths and take breath without
blowing that little candle out?
I don't want to know for myself, she lied peevishly, trying to appease her nasty
little god.
Ten years of my life, what a laugh. Who wants it? Who would want five
minutes of it?
Don't tell me it's all ordinary, like grass and sunlight. They're not ordinary
when you haven't got them. Grass needs light. I can show you a place where
there's none.
Hunger which had been nagging at her was beginning to scream its wants and
her glass was empty. Her glance wandered slyly, looking for food. Now, that was
a funny thing. The plate Duncan had brought in was empty on the coffeetable
and there was no other food to be seen. There were usually dishes of nuts, crisps
and savouries in profusion. She was so hungry that she dribbled almost at the
word profusion.
She went back to the diningroom to fill her glass. There were two couples
sitting there now and the kitchen door-funny again-was halfclosed. Because of
the couples she took only one sandwich, thinking that was a mistake, it would
only remind her stomach what food was like.
While she was filling her glass Duncan came out of the kitchen, pulled the
door to again behind him as if there was something to be hidden and walked past
her setfaced, staring with unfocussed eyes. Her hand shook so that the wine
spilled on the floor. It was true then. No doubt this time. She had offended-she
didn't know how. Nothing new in that. She never did know how.
I should go now, she thought, before the trouble comes. But she couldn't.
How abject. She couldn't give up hope of supper, one of Lisa's entrancing savoury
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satisfying supper dishes. Pancakes with chicken and mushroom filling .,. she
couldn't afford to enumerate, she mightn't be able to control her face.
With a calm, serious expression, as if she had been sent to fetch it, she took
a bowl of cashew nuts and carried it off to her corner in the sittingroom, like a
squirrel.
In the sittingroom Duncan was talking to the Fergusons and Barbara Smith,
animated, laughing loudly. Could she hope he had forgotten her? She began to
eat the nuts, quickly and privately.
"Isobel! There you are!"
Here came Robbie, beaming, his deepset eyes almost closed between the low
forehead and the rounded cheekbones of his jolly-fat-boy face, such a contrast with
his tall thin frame that he gave a false impression of outgrowing his clothes,
showing bony wrists and ankles, which were actually covered by sober clothes
of good quality.
She smiled at him, welcoming the safety of his simple view of the world.
Robbie saw everything at the middle distance. When he looked at her he saw a
girl who lived in an attic and wrote-romantic and exciting. How she would like
to be the thing that Robbie saw_
"Will you come over? There's somebody who wants to meet you. Stephen
Hines, you know? He does some reviewing for the Herald. Besides lecturing in
English."
He took her arm and drew her away from the bowl of nuts. She came with
her eyebrows raised in surprise. She did know of Stephen Hines. The name had
a life of its own, and crossing the room with Robbie she had time to build an
image of the man to match it. The image deflated with a soft fizzle of laughter
at the sight of him, a gentle bearded slip of a man so young in face and in figure
that the even grey of his hair looked more like a colour than a state. He was
listening to some emphatic speech from a big bony girl perched like a raven on
the arm of a chair. Sitting in the chair a beautiful muscular girl bent her neat
ballerina head, listening too.
As they came near he turned to welcome Isobel with an idiosyncratic eyesmile.
The raven girl fell silent so promptly that he looked the solider for it.
"Well, here's Isobel." Robbie spoke with eager pride.
Stephen Hines looked at her, steady and mild. She knew at once that was
Stephen Hines's way of looking at people. Whatever discoveries he had made
about her he kept to himself. He said, "I was very interested in a story of yours
I read in Southerly. About the survivor of a suicide pact."
Always that damned story. Never me. Well, what was I expecting? Drawn by
my fatal beauty? The image with which she illustrated this thought made her
wince-fat bottom and broad hopeful simper. It was dressed in a scarpink summer
uniform and belonged to Fourth Form, but she had never revised it.
"You write with great vitality. That picture of the suicide's mother-very
powerful, I thought."
He looked to her to explain the power.
Because I was killing a dragon, that's why_ And why haven't I finished anything else? History of my brief literary career: no matter how I try to dodge it,
new plot, new setting, I find myself killing the same dragon again. The joke being
that the dragon is dead. I'm the one who keeps her alive. Dead except to me.
He prompted, "I did think it a strange choice of subject."
Fretful with hunger, she said, "I don't choose subjects. They choose me."
Stephen Hines is a flowerchild, a dispenser of lovingkindness, a returner of soft
answers.
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"Now that is an interesting point. You know, I do think subjects choose
writers, but I wouldn't expect a writer to say so. Do you think that is a good
thing?"
Now she wanted to tell him everything, hoped she had found the genius confessor who would ask the right questions.
"No. No, it's not." Not if the same subject kept choosing you again and again.
"It's a bad thing. You see, there's only a certain range where you know enough.
And if that's too narrow ... " Not knowing enough didn't convey the blackness,
the absence, the unlighted world. She stopped.
"But if you know that, you know a great deal, I think."
"Ah." She breathed out discontent. A bromide. Suppose the motorbike never
came? That was the point.
Under the batik hanging the young lovers were still sitting quietly together.
The boy looked up at the girl, said something that made her smile, then took
her hand.
Isobel's look pointed them out to Stephen. "Those two over there. Look at
them. What do they say to each other?"
"What do you mean? Oh, I see. The lovetalk."
Behind Isobel, a voice said richly, "Now that's a subject on which everyone
has to do his own research."
The start made her twang like a bowstring. She turned and received a mischievous smile from a dark, sleek, tubby man. His companions were listening too.
Stephen Hines drew an audience. She had been observed without knowing it.
"I will agree that the lovetalk is a problem."
It was no use. He did not see. He confused her problem of living with a
problem of style. Perhaps, out of the kindness that appeared to be his chosen
stance, he had turned her question into a more ordinary one to protect her from
the mischievous smile that had made her tremble and from the dead embarrassed
silence of the rest.
"But do you really think that's so, Harry?" He went on with his rescue work.
"On that particular subject, do you think a writer would use the words he used
in life? Or heard in life? Even more so."
"There they are, wrapped in each other's arms, panting with passion. He says,
My little wild bird, don't tremble so. Thinking meanwhile, I must make a note
of that."
Harry spoke flamboyantly, flinging his words about him like a cloak.
The others laughed.
"A great fool you would make of yourself if you did write it down," said the
raven girl. "What is all right at the moment is bloody awful in literature."
"And that's the point, isn't it?" said Stephen. "Lovetalk is for the moment
only."
Now, thought Isobel, furious with boredom, he'll say it's a wine that doesn't
carry.
However, he did not, which increased her respect for him.
"But if it's your business to catch the moment ... " she said impatiently, accepting the change of subject. But it was not, what do they say to express love, but
how not to destroy it, in all the other dangerous moments ... never mind. They'd
never see.
"Now you leave us behind," said Harry, smiling and hating her. "That's your
problem and nobody can help you with it."
"It makes me glad I'm a journeyman of literature with my daily darg." It was
clear Stephen was indeed glad of this but expected his listeners to think otherwise.
The raven girl said dutifully, "You're just as creative as anyone, Stephen."
16

WESTERLY, No.3, SEPTEMBER, 1978

How nice of him, not to be perfect.
"I tell you why you can't use it in literature." The raven girl grew excited.
"Because it is literature, from the beginning. Invented. Always. Every man his
own poet, you might say."
"Romeo and Juliet. Remember all that talk about saints and palmers. Artificial
as you like." Stephen carried on the thought. "As if Shakespeare had seen that,
that it's artificial always. Because it rings true, all right."
"Browning's acrostic," said the raven girl.
"That was just an ego-saver. Well, I suppose we do. Write our own little
lovepoem. Though, goodness me, it's the last thing we're thinking at the time."
They all laughed except Isobel.
"What it is," said the raven girl, "love clothes itself but not to deceive. As a
game."
"The most serious game in life."
"David Williamson's game of table tennis."
"Rules of courtly love."
"Rules, in fact. Rules to set a limit because the thing is frightening."
"And some sort of concealment. Dress, as Sybil puts it. The naked feeling
has to be dressed for the world." Stephen said aside to Isobel, quietly, "They are
all the same words, you know. The ones your mother used."
Shut up damn you shut up damn you shut up
Oh, he had understood all the time and was he ever right! If you didn't know
those words you didn't have a hope of learning ever. Basic. Fundamental.
And the lot of them, short or tall, fat or thin, bony, awkward, big feet and
all, talking about love as if it was for everybody and themselves especially.
A face not even a mother could love.
She stared into her empty glass, felt her heart muscle straining in misery like
a rudimentary animal shut in a casket, life itself straining for air and circumstance.
She walked away from them towards the diningroom. Looking back from the
archway she saw the little group laughing together, united. The girl Sybil with her
head back, laughing ho, ho, hot Robbie beaming till his eyes disappeared, face
turned towards sleek Harry. Stephen smiling broadly. How closeknit they were,
now that she was gone.
I am a speck in the desert.
I am the speck and the desert.
Oh, come now, what about a bit of irrigation, then?
She drew herself a glass of wine in the diningroom, which was empty now.
Not much food left. She moved along to take the last biscuits and scrape the dip
bowl, then she saw that Duncan was back in the kitchen with Lisa. Lisa was sitting
down now, looking wooden and mild and saying-was that it? "What about me?
What about me?" over and over as if she had forgotten what it meant, forgotten
to stop saying it. Duncan was bending towards her as if he was looking down into
a pit.
What were they about? When was Lisa going to start getting supper? How
could any woman cook in that condition?
From selfrighteous indignation she went to fear, real fear this time, cold and
terrible.
Nonsense. They had to give you supper. They had to. Unheard of. She'll just
have to snap out of it, that's all.
She went back to stand where she had stood before, opposite the panel. Duncan
walked into the sittingroom with his face set like concrete and his eyes dull and
wide. He spoke to Keith Wallace, who was his particular friend, then Keith looked
round with something like the same look, said something to Duncan, nodding, then
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to the people with him. After a moment they began to move about, speaking to
other groups, while Keith went back with Duncan to the kitchen.
It was true, then. People looked startled, then put on social faces, smiling
understanding, and began to move towards the door.
Isobel tried to concentrate her mind, to forget how frightened she was of
hunger, what a cruel pain it was. If it was to go on all night ... How much
money did she have? Forty cents, fortyfive... She always made this mistake,
leaving too narrow a margin. She had a job to go to next week, but she had to
live through the week till payday, and the money for that-little enough, not a
cent to spare-was hidden under her mattress. In her bag, maybe fortyfive cents.
She had pushed herself too far, going without dinner for that bloody bottle of
Scotch, and the wine had got to her, no mistake, so that the thought of walking
home-and then, if a bus came, so much less-Christ, how am I going to eat
tonight?
The room was emptying but she waited, feeling giddy and languid, till Robbie
arrived saying, "Do you want to come to Stephen's place? We're going to get
some food and some grog and have supper there."
"O.K."
She and Robbie were the last, except for the close friends of the Sloans who
had gone to the diningroom.
"You do know Lisa's been taken ill, don't you? I don't suppose there's anything
we can do. Except fade." As they went down to the street, he asked, "Did you
like Stephen?"
He seemed to care so much that she nearly said no, to revenge herself for the
lost supper, but there was something about Robbie-some utter and absolute dullness, was it?-that kept her from attacking him. Anyhow, what did it matter what
she thought of Stephen Hines? It was what he thought of her that mattered. And
even that didn't matter at the moment, compared with the savage demanding pain
of hunger.
Following Robbie out into the street she grumbled, ''I'm starving."
Some of the dismissed guests were standing about in groups talking softly or
moving away still in groups to rescue somehow the remainder of the evening.
"Come on, then. I'll buy you a pie." Robbie spoke and stepped out with
unusual gaiety. He led her round a corner to a group of shops and stopped at a
lighted milkbar, reading seriously from a notice in the window, "Hot Pies Fresh
Rolls Sandwiches. Logically, I suppose, the rolls must be as fresh as the notice.
Pies, do you t~Jnk?"
She nodded, though the word pie brought cold sweat to her forehead. She must
discipline herself. Pies are food. Pies are food. I am hungry. Pies are food. I am
sick, I feel bloody terrible. Stop that. It's hunger. Only hunger. She leaned against
the doorway and breathed deeply.
Robbie came out carrying two paper bags. Now he was looking solemn and
walked beside her in silence. "I thought there was a little park."
"Oh, never mind that. Hand it over."
He turned to face her, saying as if it was a lesson he had memorized, "Please
accept this pie as a token of ... of my deep devotion." He finished the words in
a rush, then added with a gasp, "Dearest Isobel."
She saw them all, heads together, laughing. Lovetalk. Everyone has to do his
own research. Oh the bastards. No wonder they had been so close together.
Plotting. The bastards. Sleekfaced Harry would have put him up to it. Telling
him it might be a service to literature.
"What sort of fool do you take me forT' she shouted. "Do you think I don't
know what you're at?"
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His jaw dropped and he stared at her like a loon. When he got his face under
control she saw a brief dead sadness in it. She had done murder. Even if it was
a little thing, like a light in the eye, death was still death, the irremediable absence.
Nothing was going to bring that particular light back, ever.
Thought and pain coming back into his face, his lower lip trembled and he
turned away quickly, hurrying in the direction from which they had come.
She stood in an absolute blackness and bleakness, the pie in her hand like a
little warm corpse growing colder. At last she thought with disgust, "But I have
to eat it. I have to eat." Like a horse munching its way through a bunch of roses
it didn't know the meaning of, that would go on munching even if it knew, because
horses must eat.
She despised herself, yet she was relieved. Bleakness was safe. Better to lose
now than to be always anxious, waiting for the blow to fall. Robbie was safe,
too. Imagine Robbie's cheerful gaze reaching into the black desert.
She couldn't finish the pie, after all. She threw it into the gutter and walked
headlong in the other direction, until light from an open door and known faces in
a pub lounge made her halt, then go in.
She bought a oeer at the counter, though her gorge rose at the smell of it.
The lounge was a small room, nearly empty. Seven people from the aborted
party at the Sloans were sitting around two small tables pushed together. In
spite of the empty spaces, two withered, brightly· coloured old women were sitting
close by, sipping gin in silence, looking as if they needed and got some comfort
from the crowding.
She wanted after all to sit alone, but the group were moving chairs to let her
in, acknowledged her with brief glances and went back to their talk about Lisa:
was this a genuine breakdown, or a way of telling Duncan she was overworked?
Why not both? Wasn't a breakdown always a way of telling somebody something?
"I feel so guilty," sighed one of the women.
Perhaps Lisa had that in mind, too.
Isobel drank her beer. It was not so bad. At least it wasn't going to make her
sick. Indeed, she was beginning to think it was very good. It tasted of things as
they were, strong, bitter, melancholy.
Why hadn't Lisa simply told Duncan for Heaven's sake that the work was too
much for her? Perhaps she had, and he hadn't listened. So she might have been
driven to this form of communication.
Lisa, Lisa. Isobel was sick of the sound of her name.
Well, it was a way of communicating, but not a very sane way, surely.
If they knew what it was like to be mad ...
"If you knew what it was like to be mad," said a loud angry voice that silenced
the talk. "If you knew what it was like, not to be able to say, I am I. Being taken
over, that's it. The other, the secret thing using your mouth to speak through."
"I say, cool it, Isobel," said a voice beside her.
She knew then it was herself speaking, but she didn't care. Let them find out.
What joy, what marvellous relief it was, to say the words.
"It won't help to set your teeth and fight. It's smarter than you. Bigger and
stronger. And it's everything you hate. But you're there. That's the bit people
never see, that you're there. You're watching and you can't do anything. A fiy
on the wall, that's what you are."
"Oh, for God's sake."
"And the rest of it. The muddle. Walls around you that aren't walls and what
you think is a door is all the wall there is." She was proud of that, and was hurt
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when the man beside her said, "I don't follow you. How about letting it go, for
the moment?"
She tried again, speaking to him particularly. "It's being a situation, do you
see? Not a live person but a live situation that uses you-whatever you are-to
... now, a morality play, you see, that uses everything, everything that comes,
to act itself out, that you couldn't get away from by saying I, no use saying that."
He opened his mouth and closed it again.
The others had vanished into a sunken background from which voices rose:
Oh my God ... what on earth ... do shut up ... They sank into a murmur, disappeared into the haha.
She raised her voice at them, coldly. "It's no use trying to beat madness with
reason, either. Madness is reason. Reason gone wild."
The man beside her was nodding as if he was hypnotised.
"Now listen," she said to him, and had to giggle, because it was like saying to
a big pale tremulous praying mantis, "Now be eaten". "Now listen. I know you
are alive like me, but it's a bab. It's abstract. Now listen. I know by eye. I see
you. I know by ear."
"So do we know by ear. Do we ever."
Trouble in the haha. She quelled it with an angry glance, but now they were all
visible, all staring, the two old women at the next table staring too.
She must have fresh air, at once. She said graciously, "Will you excuse me?
I'm afraid ... " but did not stop to tell them what it was she feared.
Outside in the cooler air the world swung heavily through a small arc then
settled back into place. She groped giddily towards a streetlamp, was halted and
held by an arm that went round her unpleasantly tight. She struggled against it.
A harsh female voice said, "Now then, lovey. You stick with me. Don't want to
get yourself run over, do you?"
What gave her that idea?
Protesting was too much trouble. She let herself be conveyed across the street
to the park.
As soon as they halted, the world swung again. She leaned out of the woman's
arms and vomited.
The woman thought that a clever, praiseworthy thing to do.
"That's right, lovey. You bring it up, my darling. Come on, that's it."
She tried to get away, to plunge into the security of the grass. The arms
tightened.
"Not there, love. Come on, my little darling. My own little girl. You just sit
here with me and hold your dear little head up. Now wait a minute."
She did not have enough energy to escape. The woman came back with a wet
handkerchief, wiped her mouth with it and held it against her forehead, murmuring
idiocies.
Christ. Prize for the best comic entry of the evening. Miss Isobel Callaghan
with unknown admirer.
She put the hand with the wet handkerchief away from her, saying coldly, "I
think you must be thinking of somebody else."
The hand vanished. The woman uttered a shocked, discordant laugh, then
said bitterly, "Who isn't, I would like to know?" She added stiffly, "Sorry, I'm
sure.
Isobel said, "Is that right?"
No answer.
"Thinking about somebody else? Is that right?"
No answer. Did she deserve one?
They sat on the bench, apart and silent, birds of a feather.
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The woman said at last, seeming casual, "It's more your stomach than your
head, 1 think. What did you have for tea? You didn't have anything much to
bring up. Have you had anything to eat?"
"Half a bunch of roses."
But she wasn't as drunk as all that, not any more. She was trying to pass off
that insult as a piece of drunken nonsense.
"You and your roses!" The woman's voice was easier.
"I'll be all right now."
"Are you sure?" The woman hesitated, yet was eager to escape. "You won't
go to sleep there?"
"No. I'll start walking home in a minute."
"Well, if you're sure ..."
Watching the woman walk away, Isobel began to smile.
"I know the words," she whispered. "I know the words."
And something else, which she had forgotten for the moment. It would come
back some time.
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HEATHER JOHNSTONE
Peeling Onions
So carefully I approach youknife in handlying on the cutting-board
in cool vegetable unsuspecting serenity.
I tum you over in my hand,
to find the whorled centre
where the stem once grew;
just therewith a swift motionscalped
Now the shrivelled brown epidermis
tears away easily
from the delicate moist onion-white layers
lying beneath the dead outer skin.
Layers on layers.
My fingers work skilfully;
here, peeling away a turgid section,
there, revealing another lying curled beneath,
clasped in integral embrace
around the one beneath it,
and so on,
down to the almond-shaped core
where I stop-and see
all your intimate tissues
lying bruised and tom,
scattered on the cutting-board.
I did this to you,
under the pretence of getting-to-know-you;
stript away all the layers,
going in deeper, getting down to the core of you,
knife in hand.
Getting-to-know-you,
layer upon layer,
gradually, using gentler means,
laying aside the blade;
peeling with fingers now,
assuring you of my good intentions;
How I want to get close to you;
stripping, paring, tearing,
destroying you.
Just look at you now!
lying before me, in limp heaps,
on the board.
Looking-I remember too latethe tears come streaming
to my smarting eyes.
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MICHELE NAYMAN

Melanie

Jean moved in with Melanie in the May vacation of their final year at school.
Both Jean and Melanie's parents were overseas; temporarily they were each other's
family.
The penthouse where Melanie lived overlooked the wealthier suburbs. The den
had a huge window, and in the corner was a little alcove, raised slightly, its three
walls completely of glass. In the alcove was a beautiful crushed leather chair.
Jean used to sink into its cushions and watch the city, sometimes for hours. The
city, in the darkness, was always still; and the glassed alcove, high above the city's
lights, existed in a different reality, in a world of clouds and great silences.
"One, two, three, testing ..."
Jean was startled. "I beg your pardon?" she asked.
Melanie laughed. She cradled the coffee mug with her hands and allowed the
steam to warm her cheeks. "I don't know where you were, Jean," she said as she
put down the mug; "you certainly weren't here."
"I guess not," said Jean.
The two were sitting in the dining area of the fiat, around a large glass coffeetable. A life-size imitation of Michelangelo's David occupied the corner of the
room, towering incongruously over three Louis XVI chairs.
"I believe in Michael Angelo," Jean began, "Velasquez, and Rembrandt; in the
might of design, the mystery of colour, the redempton of all things by Beauty
everlasting, and the message of Art that has made these hands blessed."
It was Melanie's turn to register surprise. "You believe in what?"
Jean permitted herself an enigmatic smile. "Louis Dubedat," she explained,
"from The Doctor's Dilemma. By George Bernard Shaw."
"That's unfair," said Melanie, pushing back her chair. "You know I haven't
read any Shaw."
"War's war," said Jean simply.
Melanie glared at her, but then shrugged and smiled.
The clock on the wall in the den said half past nine. It always said half past
nine, it being another useless antique acquired long ago by Melanie's mother.
"What's the time?" asked Jean.
Melanie looked at her watch. "Four o'clock."
"Mm." Jean closed her textbook and placed it carefully in the corner of the
desk, which faced Melanie's desk at the other end of the room. "I'm bored,"
she said.
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"You're always bored," Melanie replied. "You've only been at your desk an
hour and a half."
"r know," said Jean, "r feel itchy."
"Scratch yourself."
"I'd rather scratch the idea of studying."
"Okay," said Melanie impatiently, "what do you want to do instead?"
"r think I'll ring Simon."
Melanie became quiet. "r don't think you really want to," she said.
"How do you know what r 'really' want to do?" Jean demanded.
"r would have thought you'd have learned by now," Melanie said slowly. "Or
do you enjoy being abused?"
Jean didn't reply.
"r honestly don't know why you even bother with him," said Melanie.
Jean looked up. "He's a challenge."
"A challenge to your better sense. Anyway, why should you ring him? He
knows where you are."
"Don't play innocent," said Jean, "/ was the one who slammed the door in
his face. Or have you forgotten? It was your idea."
Melanie shrugged. "r still think you're better off without him."
"Admit it," said Jean, "you're jealous."
Melanie surveyed Jean coolly and sarcastically. "Of Simon?" she said.
When the door-bell rang, Jean was making-up her eyes.
"It's your guest, not mine," called Melanie from the den.
Jean gave the eye-shadow a quick smudge, grimaced at herself in the mirror,
and went to open the door.
Simon stood leaning against one side of the doorway, with his customary leer.
"Takes a long time to get a bit of service around here."
"Hello," Jean said quietly.
They sat around the glass coffee-table, the three of them, not saying a word.
It was almost seven-thirty and Jean was beginning to get hungry.
"Pizza?" asked Simon.
Jean nodded.
"You too, of course," he said to Melanie.
Melanie raised her eyebrows. "No thank-you," she said, "r have work to do."
Simon shrugged and stood up. "rn that case," he said, motioning to Jean, "r
think we'll be off." He turned to face Melanie: "Thank you for the tea."
Jean followed Melanie into the bedroom to get the key. "Your guest, not
mine," Jean was reminded.
The strange feel of Simon's rooms reminded Jean that she hadn't seen them
for over three months. Which, in tum, reminded her that she hadn't seen Simon
for almost as long.
"Drink?" enquired Simon.
Jean took a quick look around the flat, which consisted basically of the one
room. A mattress occupied the centre of the room, its leopardskin cover in characteristic disarray. Behind the bed, high up on the wall, was a beautiful black and
white study of a nude, underneath which, incongruously inked in were the words
'Join the Hamburger Revolution'. The small desk in the comer exhibited the standard medical textbooks, haphazardly placed. Jean sat down on the worn floral
couch in the other comer of the room.
"Yes, r will have a drink. Cherry Brandy?"
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Simon poured a brandy for her, and a Scotch for himself, before joining Jean
on the couch. Jean cupped the small glass in both hands and slipped off her shoes.
Simon got up, walked over to the bed and stretched himself out on it. They
watched each other warily.
"You look tired," he said.
"The pizza was hot," said Jean.
"And that makes you tired? Anyway, what do you expect, ordering all that
hot salami?"
Jean smiled in answer and pretended to study the nude on the wall. "It's
always worried me," she said, "what exactly is the hamburger revolution?"
Simon grinned. "It's taken you nearly a year to ask that."
Amused, Jean smiled again. "I'm slow."
"Hardly." He was still grinning.
They watched each other. "Join me on the bed," said Simon.
Jean pondered a moment before sitting down beside him. Simon sat up, put
one arm around her, and reached with the other for the packet of cigarettes on
the floor. He lit one and blew the smoke in Jean's face. She brushed it away.
Both were silent as Simon smoked the cigarette and stubbed it out in the ashtray next to the bed.
"Hey," he said, "why so quiet?"
Jean didn't reply. Simon leant to kiss her. She tightened involuntarily, but
allowed him, if unenthusiastically, to continue his kiss. In one smooth, fluid
motion he pulled her up with him to the top of the bed and placed her in the
centre of the leopardskin. Jean watched impassively as he took off his shoes and
unbuckled his belt. He leaned over to touch the inside of her thighs as he unbuttoned his shirt.
"Not tonight, Simon," said Jean quietly. "I don't feel like it."
Simon stiffened. "Don't feel like it. You?"
Jean removed his hand. "Yes, me. I don't feel like it."
Simon stood up straight and stared at her, quizzically at first, and then with
condescension.
"Very well," he said abruptly. "Very well, little Miss Muffet." He reached for
his thick blond hair with his fingers and smoothed it off his forehead. He made
to pick up his shoes but stopped midway.
"About your lesbian friend," he sneered, "I've always known about her. But
I never thought it of you."
Jean stared at him.
"I should have realized," he continued. "The two of you, alone in the flat.
And she so jealous when I came. I should have realized."
"Take me home," said Jean coldly.
"My dear girl," Simon said, sarcastic and enjoying it, "I had every intention
of doing so."
Melanie was asleep. Trying not to disturb her, Jean undressed quietly and got
in next to her, in Melanie's parents' giant bed. Melanie moved but did not wake.
2

The next few days passed idly. The two girls ate when they felt like it, slept
when they felt like it, talked when they felt like it. With no obligations or restrictions, even the furniture discarded its formal pretensions and relaxed. Cut off from
concrete things, Melanie and Jean began to think and talk in abstractions, often
long into the night, into those early hours when most people are asleep. The air
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seemed somehow purer then-they had it all to themselves, and so there was
plenty of room for thoughts to roam.
"Two girls," Jean began. "University students. Strangers. Summer vacation.
Most people are away. Each girl is alone."
"How do they meet?" Melanie asked.
Jean stopped to think. The den was getting messier by the day. Their favourite
room, it was where Melanie and Jean spent most of their time. The low, rectangular table in front of the couch had four or five coffee cups on it, several
plates, and a packet of biscuits. The desks-facing each other from opposite ends
of the room-each had a typewriter, and a neat stack of typing paper. Textbooks
and magazines littered the floor, and a large stained-wood waste-paper basket
stood next to Melanie's desk, overflowing with rough drafts of essays.
"How do they meet," Jean echoed. "In a pub. Peter Poynton's."
Melanie glanced at what she was writing, put a red line through it, and screwed
it up into a ball. "Good idea," she said, "we can get to discuss Carlton that way."
"Anyway," Jean said and watched as Melanie aimed the paper ball at the bin,
"they're drinking in the pub and, as they are both on their own, they strike up a
conversation." Jean paused. "They click immediately and, as they walk through
Carlton-this is where your description can come in-they decide to undertake
an experiment. One girl's parents are overseas, and she lives in a beautiful penthouse overlooking Melbourne -." Jean smiled. "That's my description."
Melanie smiled back.
"The bargain is," Jean continued, "that this experiment is to last one week
and one week only. After this week they are going to leave each other and make
no arrangement to meet again." She stopped to breathe. Melanie leaned forward
and, her elbows on the desk, rested her head on her hands. She nodded and
waited for Jean to continue. "Because of this agreement-because they realize
that this agreement is the very point of the experiment-each girl is prepared to
be completely honest with the other. They can be completely honest because their
relationship is to be only transitory. As a result, they do not have to worry about
the future repercussions of anything they might say."
"Right," said Melanie briskly, her face bright. "They agree not to tell each
other their names, or even what they're studying at University -."
"Exactly." Jean smiled. "The whole week is to be an event in complete isolation. A vacuum. A bubble. And the whole story will be circumscribed by the
limits imposed by the week. The beginning-they meet in the pub; the end-they
part, neither knowing where the other is going -"
"But with the knowledge and the insight of this one week."
"Mm."
They both stopped for a moment and thought it over.
"How does the week get underway?" Melanie asked.
Jean turned her head to look out of the glass walls. Although it must have
been about two or three in the morning, the city was strangely light. The sky
was almost cloudless, the moon unusually strong.
"Well -" She clasped her hands. "As I said before, the week is to be a
bubble. The girls want to cut themselves off completely from the rest of the
world."
"So they need to be self-sufficient."
"Correct. Where the week begins is easy-they go shopping for food." Jean
unclasped her hands and fiddled with some paper-clips on her desk. "Straight
away they are thrust into a domestic situation-buying breakfast food, detergent,
toilet paper, soap -." Jean held up the chain she had made from the paper-clips.
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"So you see, Melanie, the intimacy of their relationship begins immediately. No
getting-to-know-you introductory sequence."
"Mm." Melanie looked thoughtful. "Most of the story will be dialogue."
Jean agreed. "It's a character story -"
"Their characters being revealed through dialogue. Yes. So most of the time
they talk. But, as they have decided not to use their real names -"
"Anonymity is essential if the bubble is to be preserved -"
"Yes, but they can't keep saying 'hey you'. We'll have to work on nick-names."
"Yes," said Jean impatiently, "but that can be worked out later." She added
some more paper-clips to the chain. "Structure. We need a fulcrum. Day threea sexual encounter. Hesitant at first, but then warm and flowing. After they both
have come, they are sleepy and dreamy and relaxed and very close. It is in the
early hours of the morning-atmosphere. They lie in the big double bed and
watch the flickering lights of the city below." Jean looked up from her desk.
"More atmosphere-it can't hurt. Anyway, they're watching the city and talking
about the experience they have just shared. And, as they talk about this experience, they talk about past experiences."
Melanie smiled. "The one girl is slightly frigid, afraid of men, afraid of sexher father's influence."
Jean smiled too. "And the other talks about her promiscuity. She's neurotic."
"But it must be understated."
"Of course," said Jean. "Character development not through explanation but
through dialogue. That goes without saying."
"Title?"
Jean raised her eyebrows in theatrical arch. "It Happened Last Summer? A
Week In Time?"
But Melanie was serious. She was brooding. "They dissociate themselves from
the outside world. Completely, you said." She paused. "But people can never
cut themselves off completely. Sure, the girls may have all the food they need;
and, sure, all their friends may be away on holidays ..."
"And they don't get any newspapers. And they don't turn on the T.V...."
"And all the curtains are drawn, so they can't see what goes on outside ..."
"I see your point. There can be no looking down on the city in the love-making
scene in that case. Point noted."
Melanie frowned. "But time passes. They know that at the end of the week
the bubble must burst."
"Mm," said Jean. "Problem-with curtains closed, and doing what they like
when they like, regardless of time-how are they going to know when the week
is up?"
"A clock," said Melanie.
"Hey!" Jean was enthusiastic. "A clock. A grandfather clock. Next to the
mJlin door." Her voice became louder. "The door leads outside, but it is kept
closed. So their only link with the outside world is time. And the time is measured
by this grandfather clock. That's the title of the story: The Grandfather Clock.
You can't get more understated than that. It's perfect. And the ending, of course:
when the week is up, they find they want to stay together."
"But their education and their conditioning tells them that it's wrong. And
they know how other people will treat them."
"And they do not feel they have the strength to overcome all the obstacles."
There was a silence.
"But they love," said Melanie, "and they know."
"Yes," said Jean quietly, "they know."
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ANNE LLOYD

Last Food Petrol'n Pub
You laugh at the hoarding's threat, the plastic
finger beckoning, but stop.
What else to do, our bellies / our tanks full?
Dealing out cigarettes, her voice planes on
about the drought, and how the bloody pines won't fill;
accepts even a city nod for sympathy. Then
turning, she's lovingly counting out
aniseed, sickly bags of sheepseyes.
Solid scars dog us, pushing on;
Tibrogargan, the Twins, Coonowrin with its poor
broken water flask neck; and underneath pinetowers
seeding themselves along the route, in gutters, needles,
roots plough down to ground.
Not far out of Glasshouse, our car finally wearies
of superstition. Bitumen-burnt tyres throw up stones.
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R. G. HAY

Like the Null Set Exists
On the road to Tannum Sands, a sign
said careful, kangaroos for eight kilometres;
and right on cue a large buck loped
across the road. I drove tensed
for a sudden stop, scanning the roadside
scrub for a grey loom, leap from
the dusk, but there was no more.
Arrived, I found a remembered creek
but then drove round for half-an-hour
unsure whether I couldn't remember
or whether the place was changed.
I know I was there once before
and there was that single familiar spot
but otherwise a grey dusk
from which nothing leapt into recall.
If ever I go back, I'll remember it
as a place I couldn't remember:
that might identify it.
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ROD MORAN

Rabbits
(For Lyn)

Travelling overland
past the salt marsh inlets,
broad-thighed semis
thundering through the night_
I prayed the rabbits
thumping wet against the chassis
would not disturb your sleep;
I heard them squeal
blood above the engine's scream.
Hurtling across dark fiats,
herons like ghosts
stilt-legged on the salty mud,
distant tail-lights
iridescent as rabbit's eyes.
Stopping to refuel
I felt their accusing presence,
their silence like wind
through the tussock,
rabbits, sideways staring,
taking my measure.
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IAN WILLIAMS

Room with Gauguin's 'Two Women
on the Beach'

They met at Peggy's place at a Sunday gathering. Peggy had many such Sunday
gatherings. Said she couldn't get through the weekend without one. All sorts of
people would pop in and out, treating her home as though it were their own.
Felix was there with a flagon of claret and a bearded man in a track suit who
was sleeping in a chair. "This is Jock", Felix told Marion, prodding the sleeping
man in the ribs.
"Is he Scotch?" Marion had asked civilly.
"He ought to be", Felix replied deadpan. "He's drunk enough of it."
Later he said he'd take her home. She thought he had a car but they took
a tram into the city. "While we're here, we might as well have a little refreshment", he said, sucking on his teeth.
"What sort of refreshment?" Marion asked sullenly. The beer and the rolling
tram had made her feel sick.
"My dear! what a question". Felix squeezed her arm. "Why, the liquid type
of course".
"I didn't think there was anything open Sundays".
"Come!" he demanded. "Have faith in your Uncle Felix".
Moving off down Swanston Street and into LaTrobe. He took her into a small
bar. A notice-board outside announced counter teas.
"What do you want to eat?" he asked cheerfully. "Fish and chips, chop suey
or goulash. I wouldn't recommend the goulash".
Marion pouted. "I'm not hungry".
"Of course you are".
"No I'm not. I feel sick".
He looked her over with a professional eye. "Are you pregnant?"
Marion laughed. "Don't be daft".
"Then eat!" He squeezed her backside, edging her towards a corner table.
Marion sat down. ''I'm still not hungry. Order what you like. You'll have
to eat it".
"An excellent idea". He was most agreeable. "Now tell me. What is it you are
not hungry for most".
"The chop suey".
"Marion, I like you. You have taste". He bought her a beer.
"I think I've had enough", she said.
"Rubbish. It's early".
"But I might get drunk".
"Well there's that to it". he agreed.
"And what would you do then?" she asked suspiciously.
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"Why, I'd take you home and tuck you into bed". He emptied the second plate
of chop suey onto his own. "Are you married?" he asked.
"I'm not wearing a ring".
"Doesn't mean a thing". Pointing his fork at her accusingly. "You have a
married look".
Marion laughed. "How can someone look married?"
"Ah, it shows".
"Bullshit".
"Not at all". Quiet and confident he was. "Now tell your Uncle Felix like a
good girl. Are you married?"
"Mind your business".
"Shan't", he said, "I'm more interested in yours. Anyway if you won't tell me
I'll ask Peggy".
Marion scoffed. "Suit yourself. She doesn't know anymore than you".
Felix shrugged. "It doesn't matter. I can guess anyway".
"What can you guess?"
"That you're married .... " He paused. "No, separated more likely".
"Really!" Marion sneered at him. "And what makes you so damn sure?"
He smiled at her. A smiling man. "Your evasive manner, my dear. And your
face. It has the look of a broken woman".
Marion said nothing. Felix wiping the plate with a piece of bread. "Ah Marion,
you're a lovely looking girl you know".
"Yes I know", she answered smugly. Hardly a girl though. And not so lovely
any more either. She stared at Felix. "You're not a bad looking bastard yourself".
Belching and pushing his plate away. "True, true, we're a fine looking pair".
Marion laughed.
"What's so funny?"
"I was thinking of Jock. I wonder if he's woken yet".
"Ah Jock", Felix said thoughtfully, "now there's a man".
"Not much of one", Marion remarked rudely.
"He's my brother".
"Oh!" Marion flushed and embarrassed. "I'm sorry".
"Don't be". Felix shrugged. "It's true". He stared at her until she began to
feel uncomfortable. "Have you any brothers or sisters?" he asked at length.
"I had a brother, but he died".
"Ah", he said, without compassion, "in his bloom no doubt".
"He was fourteen".
"Quem di diligunt adulescens moritur".
"Pardon?"
"He whom the Gods favour dies young".
"You're a clever bastard, aren't you".
"I'm an educated man".
Marion sneered. "What about brother Jock. Is he an educated man too?"
Felix finished his beer. "A moron", he said, "not worth a wank".
Again he said he'd take her home. Marion thought it meant another tram
ride. But he hailed a cab. "A little bit of luxury", he said, kissing her hand.
"That's not very exciting", Marion rebuked him.
"Later my dear, later".
And she turned away, wishing she'd said nothing.
The flats were quiet. Felix followed her up the back stairway. "Is this the way
to heaven?" he asked facetiously.
"Call it what you like".
"My! what a delightful room".
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"Liar. It's a dump".
"But it's home, my dear. All it needs is a little bit of you. Something to give
it that personal touch".
Marion pointed to the painting. "What's that? Scotch mist!"
"No. A Gauguin actually. A common one at that".
He sat on the bed. "Well this is cosy".
Marion glared at him. "You're laughing at me".
"No I'm not". Patting the bed beside him. "Come and sit next to me".
He put his arm around her, and squeezed her leg. Always squeezing something,
Marion thought. I wonder what he'll squeeze next.
"So this is where you live".
"Well I don't bloody work here".
"And all alone". He pulled her closer and kissed her. Fumbling with the buttons
on her blouse.
"You can cut that out". She stood up. "Do you want some coffee?"
"Before or after".
"Instead of". The appropriate cliche.
He sighed. "Marion oh Marion, you're a hard woman. But if you insist.
Turkish or mocha?"
"Instant".

o
The wind had risen, rattling the blinds. On nights like this she thought I like
to be in bed. Entombed in flannelette. Felix pulled her back on the bed and lay
beside her. Kissing her face with cool lips. His hands were thick and wandering.
If you love me now, she dreamed, I'll die under you. He kissed her lips and the
alcohol etherised her. Slipping into dull sleep, she was sure of her soul rising,
dissociated from her body, and floating round the room. Madness, she sighed. I
have been blessed with madness. Felix chewed her ear. A traveller, Peggy said he
was, a roving man. Oh what mileage there was in those thick dark hands. Thank
Christ, and F. W. Woolworth, for pantyhose. He had long fingernails that caught
in her clothes. Let's undress, he whispered, but she pulled him closer. His hands
roved over her buttocks and the small of her back. You're a filthy little beast, she
sighed. And he jumped up and turned out the light. Felix, she called, Felix come
to me. He was taking off his trousers. Oh my Christ, it has come to this. Marion
clutching at his dancing knees. I'm to be seduced. And in my own room too.
Hopping ludicrously on one leg, the trousers twisted round his shoe, and he
tumbled across the bed. Marion groaning under his weight, rolled him off. Kissed
his watery lips but his eyes had closed. He had tumbled into a deep and drunken
sleep.
Now this is peace. Marion held him close, mothering him because he'd lost his
trousers. Such a sadness. He had a little moustache that quivered with each steamy
breath. Kissing his watery lips and running her fingers over his chest. Feeling his
masculinity. It's quite nice really, laying with a man, like this. Rubbing her cheek
against his. Oh Felix, but you need a shave. And your legs are so hairy. Right up
past your knees. His quivering moustache tickled her nose, urging her to sneeze.
Turning away. But his hand reached over instinctively, drawing her back. It's a
rare thing, this hand of his. The manipulating fingers, even in sleep. Dreaming no
doubt of cool sheets and naked ladies. Marion listened to the wind rising, and
the blind shaking at the sill. She shivered. Jesus it's cold! she sighed, and only this
drunken body for warmth. Sitting up with the moon in her eyes. This is too much.
Felix laying there, insulated to the eyeballs. Snoring like a pig. She pulled a
blanket out from under them. His trousers were still tangled round his shoe, so
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she pulled them off, and threw them on the chair. The blanket gave her warmth.
Felix stirred and then settled into a deeper sleep. Marion closed her eyes.

o
There is dust on the window sill, and the louvre blades are dirty. A touch of
decay. In the comer of the sill, a spider's web. Marion fears the spider's dark
body, and the bright eyes. She has seen him move. She could kill him with Mortein
but feels drawn back, holding some strange reverence for the only other living
occupant of her room. But if you move from your web, she says, you'll have to
die. In darkness the spider's hurrying legs are like fingers in her dreams, exploring
the lines of her face. Which is why she checks the web each morning, poking it
with a pencil, waiting for the sudden thrust and dangling legs. Sometimes the
buzzing of a fly is like the drone of summer, asleep in its solitude. Until the
buzzing intensifies, pleading for salvation. Marion shivers for the spider's terrible
intimacy, but refuses to watch. She has seen the death before.
The spider comes rent free apparently. Michaelis, who showed her the room,
had said nothing, blocking the window with his polite frame. Marion appraised
the room. Michaelis said nothing because there was nothing to say. He knew that
Marion would disturb the room's secret places in her own time. It is small and
uninviting, Marion thought, but at least it's bright. Two large windows and a
door that locked, grieving her need for isolation. "Twelve dollars fifty a week",
the agent had said, "a very nice room, J believe. Have you a car?" Marion
hadn't. "I see. Well I'll arrange for Mr Mahon to take you". Michaelis was smiling
and polite, and not at all grotesque. Taking her inside the block which was old
and without form. Up and up the dark stairway until they came to a lit doorway.
Marion followed Michaelis out into space. Six small bungalows, three on each
side of a flat roof, confronting each other with painted doors and no windows.
Michaelis smiled. Up this end is the toilet and shower. Yes, she said, I see. A
wooden stairway at the back of the building led down into an alley. It's quiet up
here, she said. He led her to the room, taking her arm. Well, he said, you'll like it
here I think. Always smiling, she thought. Why did he look at me so strangely
when he showed me the bed? Does he want to see me in it, or do I only think he
wants to see me in it? Marion took the room, and Michaelis took her back to the
office in his car. His wife had multiple sclerosis, he said, it was a sad thing. Yes,
Marion murmured, but felt unmoved. She gave him her signature and returned to
her new room whose secrets she had yet to probe.

o
"Jesus! what a dump", Peggy said when Marion first brought her back. Marion
shrugged. "It's okay. Somewhere to live". Peggy moved freely round the room.
Looking under the bed, opening and closing cupboards, and running the taps. The
hot water ran. "Shit! all mod cons. Where's the loo?" Peggy had a large flat in
Northcote, where she entertained. "I'd die in here", she said, "I'd suffocate". But
Marion didn't suffocate. She breathed freely because she was unrestricted. You
can't squeeze emotion from a room, she thought, its relationship is purely functional. But as a compromise she bought a painting, a reproduction of two bloated
women with passive faces. And propped it on the fridge.

o
Later Michaelis returned, to collect the rent. He had looked at her with such
longing because his wife had multiple sclerosis. He said his sons were away at
boarding school and in the evenings he played patience or went to a concert. He
was a cultured man and her company would be nice. Marion laying with Felix
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listened for the rumbling trams. But it was past midnight and there was nothing.
I wonder why it is, she said to herself, that the only men who are attracted to
me, are the ones who excite my pity. Michaelis said he only wanted her company.
Not her love, or even her fanny. He wasn't like that. His wife couldn't get out,
you see, and he was terribly lonely. He'd take her to a concert, but the Town
Hall was such a barn, like a giant public lavatory ha ha. Marion thought of
Michaelis with his smart suit and polite nose. He said she looked lonely too, and
that she shouldn't shut herself away in her room. He wasn't forward really, just
concerned. And a little desperate.

o
Before dawn Felix woke and put on his trousers. He had a sore head, he said,
and his money was gone. Marion could hear the trams now, rumbling along
Dandenong Road. The wind had blown itself out. Felix kissed her dutifully and
borrowed five dollars for a taxi.

FIA MOPPERT

Surprise
I was even dribbling, I was so surprised, my mouth wide and aghast, my body
leaning back in amazement. But a secret thrill, all the same, ran through me
because of the excitement of it.
I stood, early one night (but being winter, pitch black) on a terribly steep
hill and watched the red back-light of my motorbike climb higher and higher
above me, until it and my boyfriend who was riding it, disappeared round the
curve. Being a small bike, with the two of us on it, it had not made it up the
hill, and I had jumped off as it started to falter. Ben drove slowly on alone, but
I saw, as I panted and strained with the steepness of the hill, that where the hill
levelled out, he did not stop to wait for me, but kept on going, the beam of his
headlight dwindling into the distance. He was, quite simply (and thinking about
it, I wasn't so surprised) leaving me. Things had been going badly for a long time,
and with that opportunity, with the freedom of the little bike beneath him, and me
toiling up the hill after him: he just went, without hesitation, as automatically and
as unthinkingly as he would chew food put in his mouth, cleanly and innocently,
with doubt and guilt miles away.
So there I was, quite alone, on that dark road, miles from anywhere, with my
heavy coat and motorbike helmet on.
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ANDREW McDONALD

Crossings
for my parents

Sassenachs say the Scots are dumb
because the best of us left home.
As may be: from here, it seems a land bled mean
by migrations. My grandfather was the only one
of us a true Scot, but not for long; the homeland
spat him into Yorkshire. Finding that a dead end,
he made the cruel trip to Nova Scotia:
this, even more than home, a land of pure winter.
Was it twelve years there? I still don't know.
In memory I see just the one photo,
as though for a passport-full-face,
unblinking, his hair a thick curled gloss.
And one thing more-he had a lieder voice, baritone;
that gift, at least, survived a generation.
At any rate, there he died; winter took him
to a cold deep as my ignorance, past seeking.
So you and Granny returned (should I call it home?)
and there, I think, you sold grain, maybe sowed
the usual oats; then married, went to war,
had a son, did Dot get killed (non sine gloriaa notion that still holds me, obliquely, in its power).
Post-war England was green fruit in the mouth, soured
with exhaustion. I must elide the next ten years,
though to spin them out would be a kind of praise:
Jamaica, England, Milan: all our hopeful weary stamina
finally fetching up on the gilded coast of California.
This at last seemed a landfall.
I was the first to go,
dodging a dishonourable war, scurrying home.
"Courage means running", as ambiguous Empson wrote,
but it was even more alien than I'd thought.
Ten American years had left me neither limey nor yank;
England was to be the mending of a broken link.
Your letters sent consolations for my state of exile:
"One is always nearer by not keeping still."
(Six years now in Sydney. I watch under the rotten verandah
the winking lizards-or wizards, as I called them in Jamaica:
and so I've skipped eleven years we know far too wellmore than these chopped, stopped lines can handle.)
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And that was not the end of our slow diaspora;
the two of you will go, leaving Alison the last of America,
the last of our sad arithmetic. Now you must haul out
a lifetime's innards from the fabric of a living house.
The orderly latitudes become scrambled with our wanderings,
the longitudes extend, and the blood grows thin
with such distances. Already there are ghosts
you've shipped to me, five boxes of my childhood, things I lost
in the flight to England. But the plane I took from New York
touched Canada, then Glasgow; and before the coming of the dark
I watched amazed the green length of land stretched below.
As you fly in, look to find on the back of the heaving globe
as rich, as real a foothold-a return to where we first hurled
our heavy stones of life, out and across the echoing world.
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BRIAN 1. O'BRIEN

The Early Nineteen-Seventies
An Environmental Pause for Breath in Western Australia

Writing of recent history may cause a severe case of myopic astigmatism or one
of astigmatic myopia!
In my case, writing only half a year after serving as the inaugural Chairman
of the Environmental Protection Authority in Western Australia from 1971 to
1977, there is a real possibility of being too short-sighted about the past.
The more important question is whether, by virtue of having held that position,
I can be more long-sighted about the future.
Several major political events in mid-1978 have prompted this introspection.
I refer particularly to the controversies about bauxite mining in the Darling
Range, and to Sir Charles Court's announcement of plans to have a nuclearfuelled power station in the State by 1995.
It seems to me that the period from about 1971 to 1976 will come to be
regarded as the time when the Western Australian environment "caught its
breath" after the mining and development boom of the nineteen-sixties.
And while it caught its breath, techniques and methodologies of managing and
evaluating the Western Australian environment could be, and were, evolved and
developed.
If all this is in fact the case, then the next decade promises to be a bullish
market for developers, but a brown-bear time for conservationists, and more
accurately, for "preservationists". I make the distinction between "conservation"
and "preservation" because I believe that conservation and properly-managed
development are not necessarily mutually incompatible. 1
Indeed, if I am correct in the belief that the methodologies of environmental
management were dramatically improved during this "pause for breath", then in
fact the environmental market made substantial capital gains, and should yield
a high dividend in the future.
To fill in the colour and put detailed forms into this picture of hazy generalisations, it is necessary to set the scene as it was in the late nineteen-sixties and in
1970. Those were the days of the post-partum blues of the Poseidon adventure,
the Nickel Queen, the Barracks Arch and a public "march on Parliament".
In 1970, the Government was under the skilful and benevolent guidance of the
Premier, Sir David Brand. The dynamic Minister for Industrial Development Mr
(now Sir) Charles Court and his aggressive Department were chafing and fretting
anxiously for new developments and new projects to begin and old ones to gain
momentum.
The value of exports had gone through an absolutely remarkable gradient, for
example in iron ore. Shown in Figure 1 (from the Western Australian Yearbook,
p.452 of 1977) are the annual exports, and even their increases are dramatic
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enough. But also shown is the percentage increase in value of one year's exports
over that of the previous year. From the percentage aspect, 1967 was the peak
of the boom.
Of course, there are many other ways to assess the "boom" nature of the
nineteen-sixties. External trade figures, population growth rates, or even changes
in the growth rates, release of land for agricultural purposes-a "million acres
per year" era-, share prices and indices, and other parameters can be used. All
point, however, to the fact that by about 1970 the rate of change had lessened,
the bubble had burst, the bureaucracy was breathless, the metabolic rate of the
State was lower, or-whatever parody of prose you care to use-things had eased
up, or more accurately, eased down.
The rate of change had been too much for many to tolerate. They had seen
the old order go. Their heritage, both natural and man-made, was under threat.
The membership of the National Trust is some measure of such concern,
although of course specific issues and personalities are major influences of such a
parameter. But the membership numbers and their percentage change shown in
Fig. 1 show interesting similarities to the iron-ore export changes. No correlation
coefficient has been derived, for obvious reasons (c.f. Ref. 2).
Conservation groups began to be given more attention by the press and the
media. These groups were often old and well-established such as the Tree Society,
the King's Park and Swan River Conservation Society. Very often their leaders
were women-and the importance of women in leading conservation in this State
deserves special and separate attention elsewhere.
But in addition to these traditional, generally amateur, groups of conservationists, and in addition to the traditional, generally professional, "learned societies"
such as the Royal Historical Society (W.A.), a new and vocal and often professional element was emerging by 1970. Its members could take strongly emotional
viewpoints, but then be able to argue about them in technical professional terms.
The group called "Environment 2000" was typical.
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World-wide there was then increased attention being given to the environment.
"Spaceship Earth" was the in-phrase, after Armstrong and Aldrin landed on the
moon in July 1969. (Only nine years ago-O tempore, 0 mores!). Of course
Barbara Ward had written a book with that title years before, dealing with
economics and politics, but that fact was ignored in the new polemics, and "ecology" was a fad sweeping the U.S.A. as scrabble had before it.
In the U.SA. the first "National Environmental Teach-In" was held in April
1970. It turned out to be an occasion for University students to have an officiallysanctioned "goof-off" day, and unhappily that's what they did-goof off, most of
them, at any rate. (They lost many balanced and influential supporters by their
widely-reported antics.)
Paul Ehrlich came back from his own road to Damascus, and was venerated.
Eco-catastrophe was in the air abroad. Richard Nixon, in August 1970, transmitted to Congress the first Annual Report of the three-man Council on Environmental Quality. Nixon's ringing words, "we face the prospect of ecological
disaster", were accompanied by evocative and useful ones-"It is vital that our
entire society develop ... 'environmental literacy'," and "it becomes increasingly
evident that broad systems approaches are going to be needed ..." (One of the
three members of his Council was a physicist and space scientist!)
In Japan, in July 1971, the national Environment Agency was established, as
public pressure for pollution control grew during the sixties and 1970.
In the early 1960's Rachel Carson's Silent Spring created a furore, but little
action. But the massive defoliation aerial-spraying in Vietnam gave radical
American environmentalists the chance to attack the Establishment on two unpopular fronts, and there were loud outcries against the use of 2,4, 5-T and 2,4-D
as herbicides in the U.S.A. itself.
Then in the late 1960's, man saw actual photographs of his lonely planet Earth.
And the "world mind" was responsive, via the instancy of the television media,
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to think "biosphere", and to think of outer space, of inner space, and of the
earth, its environment and conservation. Zero-population-growth was made a
U-word (or do I date myself now?), an "in-word" by cocktail party talk of ZPG.
Perhaps because the American pronunciation is the euphonious Zee-Pee-Gee rather
than our Zed-Pee-Gee, America led the world in environmental radicalism.
Meanwhile, back at the City of Lights, the Barracks Arch still blocked the
view of St George's Terrace from the window of the Premier's office in Parliament House.
The will of the people prevailed, and an Act entitled The Physical Environmental Protection Act was passed by State Parliament, and given Royal assent
on November 30, 1970. The Hon. Graham MacKinnon, M.L.e., became the first
Minister for Environmental Protection.
An Environmental Protection Council was appointed to advise the Minister,
but it never met so he was not advised by it. It never met because, perhaps, it
lacked a Chairman and besides, the Act had not been proclaimed. It never was,
and that Council died unmet. It died, for that matter, unshriven, because the
Brand Government was defeated at the election early in 1971.
The new Tonkin Government had promised new environmental legislation with
stronger "teeth". The Premier, Hon. John Tonkin, M.L.A., took unto himself
the portfolio of Environmental Protection. He also took under his wing me as
his Director of Environmental Protection, since I had been appointed by the
Brand Government, but since I was playing lunar-environment games in the
U.S.A. I could not begin work in Western Australia until mid-April 1971.
Many are the tales that can be told of those days of 1971 as I, without even
a Sancho Panza at my side, but with the Premier as my Minister, without a noble
legislative Rosanante to ride, charged and tilted throughout the State. I gave
about fifty speeches in a few months to professional groups, school groups, local
authorities, ladies groups, service organisations, and all, each speech about conservation and environment but not one disclosing the legislative details which were
still confidential.
But of all the windmills that dotted the State, that called Pacminex was the
most formidable. Pacminex, gentle reader of recent residence or limited memory,
was one of a consortium proposing to extract bauxite from the Darling Range
and process it at a refinery in the Upper Swan.
The proposed refinery site (see Fig. 2) was so controversial that it was personalised, and given the name "Pacminex" itself. So if one said "I'm going out to
see Pacminex", it did not mean an appointment with an officer of the Company,
nor an inspection of an exploratory bauxite drilling location, but a visit to the
proposed site in the Upper Swan. Such an inspection might be in a R.A.A.F. helicopter (the proposed height of 500 feet of the proposed stack at the proposed
site was of interest to flight paths of trainee pilots!), or by ground vehicle or
on foot.
So, during 1971, as I proceeded to solve a few inherited problems, and to
draft environmental legislation with a great deal of needed and some unneeded
help, Pacminex loomed always large on the horizon.
I won't go into details here, but it is possible for a Head of a Government
Department, even without enabling legislation or professional staff, to carry out
a great deal of study and collation of data relevant to a project. So that was
done, because it became very clear, after only a month or so, that Pacminex and
the proposed new environmental legislation were going to tangle together in
State Parliament.
Fortunately, at that time the Federal Government was not involving itself in
environmental issues, and did not do so for several more years, otherwise the
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complexities might have been too much to resolve. Physicists, mathematicians and
chemists who may read this will be well-aware of the difficulties of solving threebody dynamics problems versus the difficulties of solving the two·body problem.
In Western Australia, the practice is for a major proposed industrial development to be subject to a contract or agreement which is presented as an Agreement
Bill to State Parliament for debate, amendment and, if ratified, this becomes an
Act of Parliament.
Strictly speaking, the Premier or the Government can sign an Agreement on
behalf of the State without Parliamentary approval, and this is the procedure
adopted for routine minor matters. But Parliamentary sanction is sought for
major undertakings, and this was the case too for Pacminex.
Readers will be aware that the procedure for Government legislation is for
it to be approved in outline by the Minister, then by Cabinet, then in its full
form by Cabinet and so on, before being "read" for the first time in Parliament
on behalf of the appropriate Minister. The Minister may then move for the
Bill to be read a second time, and the Minister gives his general and definitive
rationale for the legislation in his Second Reading speech.
Debate is generally adjourned, for the Opposition and others to regroup,
because it is at that stage that a printed copy of the Bill is generally made public.
Usual procedures then usually follow.
The sequence of timing of the two separate yet symbionic Bills-one on
Pacminex and one on Environmental Protection-is fascinating.
I had hoped to set the timing and interactions out in some form of a Table,
which could be done, in the usual circumstances.
However, by the time that one tries to tabulate the debate sequences and also
take into account the fact that both bills lapsed when Parliament was prorogued,
such simplification to a tabulated record loses the sense and flavour of the interactions.
Instead, I'll simply mention that both Bills were passed on the same day, the
last sitting day for Parliament in 1971, both were approved by the Governor in
Executive Council on the same day, and then I commend reading Hansard in
detail!
With the formation of the E.P.A. and the immediate specific task given to it
of reporting on Pacminex, the data accumulated earlier were used as a basis for
the E.P.A.'s analysis.
It was soon apparent that while the individual service type of Departments
and Government instrumentalities had played their individual roles in determining
whether water could be supplied to the refinery, or whether the stack height (500
feet) was adequate to meet some criteria of the Clean Air Council, and so on,
there had not previously been a comprehensive overview taken.
The E.P.A. found much to concern it in the proposal. Many of its concerns
were ridiculed at the time, but have subsequently been found justified.
For example, the E.P.A. expressed concern about possible leakage of caustic
red mud into the (then little-known) underground waters. In rebuttal it was
claimed that the red mud pits would not leak because those of Alcoa at Kwinana
did not-subsequently one has; and also because the water underground was not
too important-subsequently it has been found to be part of the very important
"Gnangara mound" underground supply drawn on so heavily during the 19761978 droughts.
But there were other causes of concern, such as inappropriate use of land so
close to the city for an industrial project of several decades' duration. So, on
February 18, 1972, the E.P.A. reported to Premier Tonkin recommending against
proceeding with the Pacminex refinery at the proposed site at Upper Swan.
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With extraordinary alacrity, the Government accepted the E.P.A. recommendation, and the environmental movement in W.A. "took an enormous gulp of
fresh air".
Much of the bureaucracy and much of industry gasped in amazement and/or
horror.
However, the E.P.A. then worked along, and in time, an environmentallyacceptable refinery site was found near Muchea. The Alumina Refinery (Muchea)
Agreement Act 1972 was then passed by State Parliament with negligible debate
taking place.
After such a dramatic beginning, of course, the E.P.A. was in a very powerful
position to work towards its goal to achieve "that balance between development
and conservation which should be possible at this stage of the State's development,
in order for the human population to utilise and yet co-exist with the rich natural
resources, and also to plan for the future, while recognising the immediate needs
of the present" (extract from the first Annual Report of the E.P.A., June 30,
1972) .
Before discussing the subsequent role of the E.P.A. and my postulated "environmental pause for breath", some quotations from the Pacminex debate of 1971 and
the Pinjarra debate of 1969 are of interest
In recent times there has been a hardening of public attitude in respect of
large-scale bauxite mining in Western Australia. 3
and again
The water supply to support a community of hundreds of thousands of people
cannot be imperilled even by the most attractive type of mining proposition.4
I refer to the devastation of the forests and the environmental surroundings
which must necessarily accompany (bauxite) mining of this type. 5
and If mining on this scale is to be commenced there should be a full investigation
of the ultimate results which could eventuate; but as far as I know this has
not been undertaken. 6
Subsequent to the E.P.A. report on Pacminex, formal liaison with the Federal
Executive of C.S.I.R.O. was established to carry out research into aspects of
bauxite mining in the Darling Range. The E.P.A. believed "in the need for
extensive research particularly in the Darling Range, on various matters relating
to bauxite mining. Toe Authority expressed its particular interest in revegetation,
ground water hydrology and salinity, and vegetation water usage" (extract from
the first Annual Report of the E.P.A., June 30, 1972).
There had been a number of individual scientific studies of this type carried
out beforehand, of course. But with the drama of the Pacminex events in the past,
and with the legislative powers and duties of the present, the E.P.A. was able to
begin co-ordinating the multidisciplinary research, generating it where deficiencies
existed and lending encouragement, although no research funds, generally, were
available.
As a result, and with ready co-operation from all relevant groups and individuals, a policy as well as a technical bauxite committee was established in 1973
with Cabinet-level approval. This committee was placed under the chairmanship
of Mr Harold Hunt, Chief Engineer of the Metropolitan Water Board.
The initial research results of the "Hunt Committee", were reported in 1976.
It is sufficient to state here that the research is being continued, and-in my
opinion-should continue for many decades. It is pragmatic research, intended to
produce guidelines as to what areas should or should not be mined for bauxite,
what the salinity and turbidity effects of mining are and will be, how mined-out
areas should be revegetated, and so on.
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The Hunt Committee is not, nor was it intended to be, in a position to draw
conclusions about the subjective, much less the objective value of the jarrah that
has to be removed in the open-cut bauxite mining. Its purpose is a managementoriented one. Its existence is based on the assumption that bauxite mining will
occur in the Darling Range.
In fact, the stockpile of research and resource-management material acquired
by and for the group and by Alcoa itself was of fundamental importance to the
preparation of the Wagerup refinery Environmental Review and Management
Programme in 1978. 7
Indeed, it was the fact that there was a "breathing space" for the earlier
research that the 1978 document was so comprehensive, as it had facts on which
to base its case for development. (I make no personal judgement here as to
whether that case is valid or not.)
But bauxite mining in the Darling Range was only one of very many environmental problems faced by the E.P.A., its advisory Council and its Department.
Whether the problems were of air, water or land management, of aesthetics (e.g.
high-voltage transmission lines or a chair-lift to King's Park), of wildflowers or
of wee beasties, of nuclear-powered warships or of disposable containers for eggs,
of policy or pragmatism, of freeways or funfairs-they came our way. They were
duly reported on in the Annual Reports of the E.P.A. which were made publicly
available and whose contents make interesting reading still.
A pattern persisted generally, however, in most of these issues.
First, there would be a crisis-like immediate problem-what I call a "bushfire"
problem-which had to be solved immediately, if not yesterday. And that problem,
more often than not, was solved generally, like the Beatles understand, with a little
help from our friends.
In solving the problem, however, it was often possible to keep a large anticipatory eye open for possible future problems of a like nature, and therefore go
from the particular to the general in a way that St Thomas may have wanted
more time to think about. A few examples will illustrate the methodology.
First, a problem of air pollution is considered-that of the Coo gee Air Pollution Study-, second, one of water pollution-that of the Hardy Inlet (Blackwood
River) study-, and third, one of mining on land reserves-that of the Fitzgerald
River reserve study.
The Government is the owner, through its Industrial Land Development
Authority (I.L.D.A.) of about 1500 acres of land just north of the Kwinana
industrial area, in the vicinity of Coogee. In 1971-72, the land was zoned for
industrial purposes, and pressure grew to have it rezoned and made urban land
for residential development, thereby capitalising on its value estimated for that
purpose at that time as 3 to 5 million dollars.
Yet there were numerous groups, including industry at Kwinana, which were
concerned that urban development would lead to complaints about air pollution,
and thereby complaints about industry, the sewerage treatment plant at Woodman's Point, and so on.
In October 1972 State Cabinet agreed that a 12-month study of air pollution
levels be made before a decision on rezoning, and so the Coogee Air Pollution
Study (CAPS) was begun.
An interdisciplinary project, involving industry, State and Commonwealth
Government departments (ref. Coogee Air Pollution Study Report 1974), the
exercise proved highly effective.8
The recommendation of the E.P.A. and its advisory Council against rezoning
was accepted by Government. So the immediate problem was resolved, and
methodology of such air-pollution studies in Western Australia was created. The
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'bushfire' problem was extinguished, at least for the time being. (It is ironic that
the land is part of an area which, in 1978, is the subject of controversy about a
proposal for a shipbuilding and repair complex at lervoise Bay.)
More important, the capability of resolving such problems was subsequently
applied in planning (e.g. by Alcoa at its Pinjarra refinery), and funding and
personnel support for future planning have been made available, although still
to an inadequate level.
With regard to water-pollution aspects of environment management the first
clearly-defined "bushfire" problem encountered by the E.P.A. was a proposal to
dredge for heavy mineral sands in the Hardy Inlet-Blackwood River area near the
quiet township of Augusta.
Again, the E.P.A. decided that the knowledge of the ecological consequences
of the proposed mining and dredging was too little to allow a sensible balanced
decision to be made.
The E.P.A. set up an interdisciplinary team under the leadership of Professor
E. Hodgkin to resolve this prototype problem of management of an estuarine
system in the South-West. 9
Again, the findings were such that the E.P.A. recommended against the mining,
and its recommendation was accepted by Government. (The fact that there were
serious questions about the viability of mining should not be ignored.)
So, the team and interdisciplinary approach having successfully resolved this
small and clear· cut prototype problem, with relatively few parameters involved,
the E.P.A. set a comparable but larger team to work on the more complex issues
of the Peel Inlet. It also set a separate team, yet one with some commonality of
interest, to work on the management of multiple uses of Cockburn Sound. Both
studies are still under way.
Of the many 'inherited' problems of land management confronting the E.P.A.
when it was formed in 1971, one that attracted Australia-wide interest was whether
coal-mining exploration leases should be granted in the Fitzgerald River Reserve.
The area of 640,000 acres was then a C-class Reserve, valued by botanists for
its floral diversity and many unique species, and also by others for scenic and
fishing attractiveness.
The dispute between "conservationists" and the mining proponents had been
complex in its legal and other arguments well before the E.P.A. was asked to
resolve it.
In this instance, the argument was settled simply.1O Conservationists had argued
against granting exploration licences because they felt that would be tantamount
to permitting extensive open-cut mining if the deposits proved a viable proposition. The mining applicants, on the other hand, claimed that one could not
validly compare the mineral and the conservation "values" if they were not
permitted to evaluate and explore the mineral potential! (This argument, of
course, is a common one where mining and conservation reserves are involved.)
The solution was for the Geological Survey Department of the Government
to take ore samples at sites selected by the mining company. When this was done,
the results showed that the project was not then a viable one. Hon. Minister for
Mines agreed with the E.P.A.'s recommendation to refuse the applications, and
the entire formerly Class C Reserve was made Class A following a later E.P.A.
recommendation.
Subsequently, new Mining Bills were introduced into Parliament which gave
far greater importance to conservation issues than did the 1904 Mining Act. However, the Bills lapsed, and the 1904 Act and the supremacy given by it to mining
still prevail.
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This is a very important yet often-ignored factor. In one sense, neither
"success" of the E.P.A. in the Hardy Inlet and the Fitzgerald River issues was in
itself a startling one, because in the mineral markets at the time neither mining
proposal could be considered as highly viable.
Yet, both were very "successful" in the broader sense, and conservation causes
and methodologies had an opportunity to consolidate during this "breathing
space" of relatively low economic pressure. Their fate during mining-boom periods
may have been different. In fact, they may still be different because the Mining
Act has not yet been changed to meet the public sentiment and Government
decisions at the time.
There is no doubt that issues of conservation and environment are now more
widely aired at a political and policy level than was the case in the boom period
of the nineteen sixties. One simple illustration is the number of times the terms
are used in Parliamentary debates (see Table I).
Nor is there any doubt that environmental "homework" is a more usual occurrence than in most developments in the past.
Yet a doubt remains in my mind as to whether, in all cases, either political
comments or environmental homework are now really reflecting the importance
in decision-making that they had in the formative years of the E.P.A. in 1971-76
or so.
In the Foreword of the First Annual Report of the E.P.A. in June 1972 I
wrote
The fact that the Authority began its work in a relatively unfavourable economic climate presented both advantages and disadvantages. In time, the
Authority will also have to meet the different stresses that will be posed by
an economic boom period. I have every confidence that the philosophy of
balance which has been adopted by the Authority to date will be adequate
to meet different economic climates of change."
That hope remains, but it is somewhat diminished. For example. by contrast
with the 1971 Pacminex alumina project, the Alcoa Wagerup and the Alwest
Worsley alumina projects were approved by State Parliament in May 1978 before
the E.P.A. had reported on them.
However, because those projects are subject to Environmental Review and
Management Programmes to be approved by the State, some hope remains that
the sensible forward planning of Western Australia can capitalise on the environmental breathing space which we have enjoyed. Much will depend on the part
which is played by the E.P.A. in the future. Much will also depend on the support
which it receives from the pUblic. But most will depend upon the continued evolution of a knowledgeable public concern for a balanced management of the
environment and of development, and not necessarily emotive confrontations on
issues as they arise.
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FIGURE CAPTIONS:
Fig. 1: Annual export value of W.A. iron ore, and annual membership of the W.A. National
Trust. (a) Gross numbers
(b) Annual percentage change
(From W.A. Yearbook, 1977, and R. Clements, pers.comm.)
(Note: The sketched curves have no statistical significance, and for the Fig. I b, serve only
to guide the eye for continuity.)
Fig. 2: Proposed location of the Pacminex Alumina Refinery in the Upper Swan.
(From First Annual Report of the E.P.A., 1972.)
TABLE I
Use of the words "Conservation" and "Environment" etc. * in Second Reading debates in
the Legislative Assembly (as recorded in Hansard).
Project
Year
Number of Uses
Use per Page
Pinjarra Alumina
1969
2
0.08
1969
Manjimup Woodchips
o
o
1971
Pacminex Alumina (Upper Swan)
220
3.3
1972
Pacminex Alumina (Muchea)
29
2.5
1973
Manjimup Woodchips
38
2.9
1973
Alwest Alumina
28
1.2
1978
Wagerup Alumina
154
4.1
1978
Alwest Alumina
56
3.0
*Note: Derivatives such as those in the title E.P.A. are included in the counts, but derogatory
phrases such as "econuts" are not included. The counts are approximate, and are intended
only for illustrative purposes. Terms such as "salinity", "dieback" etc., are NOT included.
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JOHN FOULCHER

A drama critic reviews an
amateur production
(An old woman is a thing
of little beauty, and no joy ... )
I take no favourites, keep
distance, make clean judgmentslast night's young play
spanned a lifetime. and like most
lifetimes, all seemed repetition
after the early lights.
so I chose my own cast
from the front row-an old woman
nodding progressively
through the play, in agreement
or fatigue (I don't know). she watched
quite well for an old woman,
but wandered
on the late spinster scenes, leaning
to her husband, the petrified man....
and the play, the pathos, was a night
unruffled, but for the young woman dying
of age in the lead role (no power,
voice control? fair)later I was moved, regretted
that I denied her
the dignity of a curtain call.
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MELDA PRINCE

Esperance Mallee Depression Days

ESPERANCE MALLEE LAND OFFERS GREAT OPPORTUNITY. . . .
Thus ran a large headline in The West Australian newspaper in about the month
of August 1927, soon after the railway from Coolgardie to Esperance had been
completed. Some of the area thrown open for selection had been intended for
dusted miners from the goldfields, but that project had been abandoned.
However, some improvements had been carried out, such as road-forming and
construction of dams.
In the Beete, Kumarl and Dowak districts roads had been cleared and ploughed
around each square of four 1000-acre blocks. These were the areas thrown open
for public selection, being advertised as suitable for wheatgrowing and with an
estimated 10-inch rainfall.
At the time my husband and I were engaged to be married; we were both used
to country life, each of us having been brought up on farms. My fiance had told
me he had always meant to have a farm of his own but wouldn't go farming till
he had a wife. "Now is my chance," he said, and applied for a lOoo-acre block
near Kumarl Siding.
The Lands Board had a 'Sitting' on the day we were married, and he was
granted the land.
"A good omen," we said.
At the end of a honeymoon we set off with the barest of necessities, in a Chev
truck, to travel the 500 or so miles from Yallingup to Kumarl, taking the route
through Lake Grace, then to Ravensthorpe, where we stayed overnight.
The next 130 miles of this trip was over a narrow, seldom-used sandy track.
The truck bogged so badly several times that we had great difficulty in reaching
a spot called 'Welcome Soak' by nightfall. Here we camped for the night in our
tent and I can remember the weird calling of dingoes as we were boiling our billy,
with dark bush all around us.
After setting off next morning it wasn't long before we came to Peak Charles,
quite a landmark in the district. As we passed it my husband remarked "I
wouldn't mind coming back to camp here for a week sometime to trap some of
those dingoes we heard last night".
A little further on we passed a smaller peak, called Peak Eleanor, and about
20 miles further along at last we came to the Coolgardie·Esperance road, feeling
surprised that we'd ever come to anywhere.
Taking out our land map we were trying to locate the direction of our block
when, on passing a partly-cleared area, our truck decided it was time to do something in the way of celebrating. Its hooter wires became crossed, causing a conWESTERLY, No.3, SEPTEMBER, 1978
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tinuous loud hooting. A man who was working on the clearing came running
across to us thinking we were in some serious trouble.
When we explained and then told him the number of our block he became
quite excited.
"Ee, then," he exclaimed, in broad Lancashire accents, "you be neighbours of
us. Our block be cornerways to yours." He took us across to a tent where his
wife made us each a mug of tea. They had a small boy about three years old
sitting in a high chair eating a meal, and a cat was trying to reach the food.
The boy gave the cat a push and said, "I'll swat thee on top ut head", which
rather amused us.
This was the beginning of a friendship that lasted a good many years, and
brings recollections both happy and sad.
When we found the survey peg with our block number, my husband raved
about how good the soil looked. "I reckon," he said, "this could easily grow
thirteen bushels of wheat per acre."
While he unloaded the truck I dug an oblong trench in the sand, lit a smoky
fire with leaves and sticks, then when it burned down, fried some steak and potato
chips for our evening meal.
After which we spread our bedding on the ground by the roadside and with the
stars twinkling over us from a clear summer sky we slept our first night in the
Esperance Mallee District.
The next morning my husband began cutting down mallee trees for tent poles
and soon had the tent erected. Most of the trees in the district were mallee trees,
which grow only to 3 or 4 inches in diameter, so there was no trouble in finding
suitable straight poles. To make the tent higher and more cool for the hot
weather Ted, my husband, built the tent a foot high off the ground and promised
that when the winter time came he'd get some corn sacks to sew around the tent
to keep the cold out.
First of all I set to work to bake a scone loaf in the large camp oven (Ted
had bought somewhere) to keep us going until I could get some hops and potato
yeast brewing to make bread. The camp oven was so big it took all my strength
to lift it into a large hole beside a fire I had made of a big quantity of sticks
and wood. When the fire burned down to hot coals and ashes I had to shovel it all
over and around the camp oven till it was completely out of sight. It was very
hard work but the flavour of bread and roast meat dinners cooked in this fashion
was particularly good, although it took some time to get expert at judging when
to rake the coals off the lid and test if the contents were cooked sufficiently.
After we had settled down a while, Ted began cutting down a large number
of the biggest mallee trees he could find. He cut them into lengths of about 12 feet
long and split them all lengthways. He had managed to find two discarded
harvester wheels at an older established farm and bolted the lengths of timber all
around the wheels from one wheel to the other. This made a strong, heavy roller,
which he attached to a tractor by angled bars, so that when he dragged it behind
the tractor to smash down the mallee trees, they did not fall on him where he
sat on the tractor. Ted then decided on a patch of 200 acres for the first clearing
and finished it in a few months. I kept myself busy with a garden patch which
at first flourished but didn't ever come to much.
Ted's next project was to find some small timber suitable for fencing posts
and luckily found an area of jam trees some miles away by a salt lake. I used
to go with him some days and load the smallest of the posts on to the truck.
That was the coldest winter I'd ever spent. I kept asking Ted to get some
cornsacks from somewhere and I'd sew them around the bottom of the tent, but
nothing ever eventuated.
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Ted had erected a bough shed in front of the tent. It kept the sun out but
not the wind and rain. We had a pine box for a table and boxes for seats and
to keep our groceries in.
It was a distance of 18 miles to the nearest town of Salmon Gums, which
consisted of an hotel, a timber hall, a butcher shop, two stores and a Post Office
at Kerr's Store. We would get fairly large quantities of stores at a time so as
not to be going there too often.
By degrees more setlters began arriving; most of them were youngish couples
or single young men, all seeming to be full of ambition and great faith in the
Esperance Mallee.
After we had been married ten months I went to stay at my mother's home to
await the arrival of my first babe. When I returned with a five-weeks-old daughter,
Ted was just finishing the building of a three-roomed hessian shack. Although
it had only a dirt floor and no windows I was quite proud of its clean whitewashed walls after living in the old tent which had nearly blown to tatters.
By this time neighbours were beginning to call and we got to know most
of the people for a good many miles around. One day one of our callers suggested
we should form a Progress Association. "What about having a meeting here at
your place?" he said to Ted and me. So a meeting was held and its first project
was to construct a tennis court nearby the Kumarl Siding which was a mile
away from our place. For the next few Saturdays the ladies took afternoon teas
and the men took their tools for clearing and shovelling etc., until a really good
court was the result.
It was summertime now and time to put burns through the clearings that had
been rolled ready for burning. The men would arrange for about six or eight
to attend each burn and some terrible fires there were. Some got out of control
and one of our neighbours, a single young man, had his tent and all belongings
burnt while he was helping at someone else's fire.
As soon as our burn was finished Ted set about finding a gang of men to do
the "picking up work" it was called. There were groups of men around the district
looking for this kind of contract work. most of them were Greeks or Macedonians. They would camp by themselves in tents, doing their own cooking, till
each paddock was cleared of all the half-burnt logs and roots that were left.
When ours was finished the Agricultural Bank Inspector came to inspect and
measure the area. Ted was then paid so much per acre as a loan on the property
and out of this money he paid the "pick-up" men.
The tennis afternons were quite popular for a time. but I didn't get to any
of them. I developed some post-confinement trouble and had to spend a period
in the newly opened Esperance Hospital. where I happened to be the first woman
patient.
The elderly doctor told me I would be very unlikely to ever have any more
children. I didn't ever see him again to tell him that in the following five years
I had four more children.
In 1930 our first crop of wheat was harvested; it was a fairly good yield, but
because of the world-wide depression the price per bushell dropped to one shilling
and eightpence instead of the record four and six of the previous yar.
Over the following three years the crops around the district were all failures
owing to insufficient rain and overmuch salt in the soil.
We had gradually built up a herd of milking cows which flourished well enough
on the half grown crops and we employed two young farm hands to milk them.
For a time the cream was sent in cans to a factory at Northam, but in the
summer we were told it was only second grade after the long journey per train.
I then took to churning the cream, stirring it in a ten gallon can with a flat pine
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stick. Sometimes it would take three hours to turn to butter. I would then wash
it through three times with water, turn it out onto the white scrubbed pine table,
and pat it into one pound pats; then wrap each pound in butter paper. Ted used
to drive to Salmon Gums every Saturday and sell the butter to one of the stores
there for sixpence per pound. I didn't ever get any of the sixpences, or for the
eggs either, which I used to pack with chaff into kerosene tins.
In 1934 the Government began to get worried about granting more and more
loans to the settlers of the district and sent a team of four agricultural experts to
analyze the soil. They camped in tents at Kumarl Siding and came to our place
a few times for butter and eggs.
One day Ted announced to me that he had invited the four men to come to
our place for dinner the following Saturday evening. I was flabbergasted as to
how to make our skimpy supply of cracked plates and cups go around so many
until a neighbour with a better supply helped me out. On the Saturday morning
I reminded Ted that he had not killed a rooster the previous evening as he had
promised. "O.K." he grunted, "I'll catch one in a few minutes." He was busy
getting ready to set off for his day out in Salmon Gums and a few minutes later
I saw his truck disappearing down the road. Our 200-head of poultry had a 200acre paddock to ramble in, so I was in a dilemma about catching this muchneeded rooster. We had no farm boys just at the time. I brought out Ted's doublebarrelled shotgun and loaded it, after carefully shutting the kids inside the shack.
Then I sprinkled some wheat around the back of the stables and called "chook,
chook". The hens and roosters all came running and after deciding which red
rooster looked the biggest I crouched down, lining him up in my gunsights.
That rooster just seemed to know something, and he would stalk off a few
yards. I'd swung the barrel round a few times, then he stopped still just long
enough. As I pulled the trigger there was a deafening roar, the headless rooster
leaped about three feet in the air and then lay still. But alas for me. Mr Rooster
had moved into a direct line with a 500-gallon tank. The nearby dams had all
gone dry and this precious water gushing out of a hole in the tank had been
carted many miles. The roast chicken dinner and apple pie were all ready to
be served when Ted and the visitors arrived, but I was feeling too upset with
worry to eat anything after a sour comment from my husband.
Eventually our land and most of the district was condemned as unfit for wheat
growing. Ted went to Norseman to work and I stayed on in the shack for a
year while we sold off our horses, cattle, poultry and pigs.
When good prices were advertised Ted would order a couple of railway stock
trucks and come home for the weekend to load some of the stock at Kumarl
Siding with the help of our nearest neighbour, who lived five miles away.
It was in December 1935 that Ted informed me he had bought a two-roomed
hessian shack on a block of land on the outskirts of the town of Norseman. All
of the stock had now been sold, so after removing the iron roofing to take with
us we packed our belongings on the truck and set off for Norseman, leaving the
old shack to finish blowing away in the wind.
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GRAEME WILSON

A Brief Note on the Manyoshu

The Manyoshu (The Myriad Leaves Collection), which Otomo no Yakamochi
seems to have ceased compiling in 759, is the earliest surviving Japanese anthology
of poems in Japanese. Its twenty books and 4516 poems do in fact include, either
in whole or in part, older but lost anthologies of poetry in Japanese; while an
earlier anthology of poems in Chinese by Japanese poets, the Kaifuso (Fond
Recollections of Poetry) of 751, survives in its entirety. Curiously enough, the
Manyoshu itself (though rightly regarded by the Japanese as the quintessence of
Japanese-ness in poetry) nevertheless contains a few, a very few, poems in
Chinese.
Most Manyo poems date from the 7th and the first half of the 8th century:
but a not inconsiderable number, such as those drawn from the lost Kokashu
(Collection of Ancient Songs) and the so-called Azuma Uta (Eastland Songs)
in Books XIV and XX, go back in oral tradition to uncertain times possibly as
early as the 3rd century.
The forms of the earliest poems in the Manyoshu are virtually "free", and
were in fact cited by innovating poets of the late 19th century as precedents for
their "new style poetry" (shintaishi) which was, in reality, modelled upon Western
examples. However, though the Manyoshu contains a significant number of longish poems (of which the longest is in some 150 lines) in the forms of the choka
and the sedoka, the vast majority are in the form of the tanka which seems
originally to have been a summarising envoi (hanka) , of which one or more
would be tacked on at the end of a longer poem. The tanka form (of 5 units,
not necessarily lines, in 5: 7: 5: 7: 7 syllables), despite the subsequent development
of its first three units into the independent form of the haiku, still remains the
characteristic form of Japanese poetry. The Manyoshu also contains a sprinkling
of poems in other forms, such as the "Buddha footprint" poems: but all its
contents, with the exception of the very earliest "free" material, are constructed
from patterns of lines (or poetic units) in 5 or 7 syllables. Such line- or unitlengths, as close analysis of even the most free of modern Japanese poems will
confirm, would seem to provide the natural rhythm of Japanese prosody.
Most of the Manyoshu's 4516 poems are anonymous, but the known identity
of some 450 poets reflects with reasonable accuracy the wide social range of the
anthology's total authorship. Though the majority of its poets were aristocrats
(and though one must remember that Shropshire Lads may well, on near examination, prove nothing less than Regius Professors of classical languages), it
remains true that the work of all classes was, and by intent, included within the
Manyoshu. The authors range from Emperors to conscript peasants, from Provincial Governors to pretty girls, from priests to prostitutes, from members of a
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diplomatic mission to Korea to participants in a booze-up. Love-songs, legends
and landscape verse, social protest and the slimiest sycophancy, party-songs and
pastorals, flattery and frolic, piety and personal abuse, sentiment and cynicism,
laments and lewdities, celebration of the seasons and joke-poems of the purest
surrealism; the Manyoshu contains the whole range of human experience expressed with a directness and "sincerity", that shining, rumbustuous, sometimes
courtly, sometimes earthy "spirit of Yamato" which, beneath and despite its
subsequent overlays of Chinese influence, still bubbles irrepressibly in the Japanese
heart.
No other collection of poetry, except perhaps the Shi Ching (the Chinese Book
of Songs as edited by Confucius) and the Palatine edition of the Greek Anthology,
so brilliantly reflects "the morning of our world". To my mind, the Manyoshu
is so obviously the most brilliant of them all that no man ignorant of its contents
can reckon himself entirely civilised.

AT KARU

OLD WOMAN

When the news came I did not know
What to say or do
But, in the mindlessness of grief,
Maybe hoping too
Somehow to assuage some fraction
Of the grief I felt,
I went down to Karu
Where my darling dwelt.

How could a woman old as I,
An old old woman, come to be
So dunced by love that puling tots
Seem wise old men compared with me?
The Lady Ishikawa (7th century)
Manyoshu 129

I went down to Karu,
Searched the market-place,
Stood and looked and listened
Just, ah just in case
The news I'd heard was not the truth.
But there was nothing there.
Hundreds and hundreds of women's faces
Thronged the market-square.
Hers was missing. From the mountain
Birds sang sweet and clear,
But not one whisper of that voice
My heart so ached to hear.
All I could do was call her name,
Wave an unanswered sleeve,
Stare at the yellow leaves of autumn,
Think back, think back; and leave.

KINDS OF DEATH
When I leave my love behind me
In the hills of Hikite,
When from her small and stony grave
Stonily I walk away,
When along the little pathway
Running down the mountainside
I walk down, it is as though
I that walk had also died.
Kakinomoto no Hitomaro (681-729)
Manyoshu 212

Kakinomoto no Hitomaro (681-729)
Manyoshu 207/8
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LESPEDEZAS

BIRTH WISH
Well, if I must be born again,
Let my being be
Re-bodied as a sake-jar
That that next tenancy
Of form may be a form where wine
Can soak itself in me.
Otomo no Tabito (665-731)
Manyoshu 343

THE DEATH OF PRINCE IWATA
Every morning as he walked
Along the road to Iware,
The Prince Iwata used to think
"In this the darling month of May
With irises and orange-flowers
I'll weave a garland for her head",
Or "Now that wet September's here
And maples wear their brightest red,
From rain-drenched maples will I make
Bright garlands for that girl of mine."
So thought the Prince, who thought their love,
Long as the creeping mountain-vine,
Would last for ever. But, alas,
From this day forth, this luckless day,
That jewel of a man will never
Walk again to Iware.
The gem that woman cherished
Is shattered past repair
And, in the cold wind blowing
Her garland-ravished hair,
Along the lonely river-bank
She wanders here and there.
Prince Yamakuma ( -723 )
Manyoshu 423/4/5

Not long before the end,
Turning a feeble head,
"The butterfly-flowers"
-Alas, my master"Not yet out?", he said.
Yo Myogun (early 8th century)
Manyoshu 455

FRINGED PINKS
That I might not forget her
This lonely autumn-tide,
The fringed pinks which she planted
In the beds on either side
Of the stone-paved walk are all in bloom
As though she had not died.
Otomo no Yakamochi (718-785)
Manyoshu 464

UNDERSTANDINGS
You said "I'll come", but did not:
So now, because you said
"I will not come", I think you will;
Or have I still mis-read
The alternations of your heart,
Your flibbertigibbety head?
The Lady Otomo no Sakanoe (c. 730)
Manyoshu 527

DEAR LADY
You seem, dear lady, to have been
Living in Eternity.
Where but in that Timeless Land
Could you thus have grown to be
More young than when, long years ago,
Last you deigned to dazzle me?
Otomo no Miyori ( -774)
Manyoshu 650
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THE RIVER OF LOVE

THE CHILDREN

Abrim with its sense of the world's wild beauty
Manifest in you,
I feel my heart like a running river
Which, and whatever I do
To dam and double-dam its flow,
Nevertheless breaks through.

Whenever I eat melon
How the children leap to mind:
And, again, when I eat chestnuts
Every mouthful wakes the grind
Of my loneliness without them.

The Lady Otomo no Sakanoe (c. 730)
Manyoshu 687

They invade my sleep. They make
Such a business of my dreaming
I spend half the night awake.

THE HARVEST OF THE HEART
Seven big-wheeled wagons
Were not enough to cart
These shining sheaves of love-thoughts,
This harvest of my heart:
Seven wagons big enough
Never could be found
To take the weight of happiness
This heart can carry round.
Princess Hirokawa (c. 750)
Manyoshu 694

A SMALL REQUEST
In the darkness of first nightfall
How shall you see your way?
Wait till the moon has risen. Grant me
That much of delay.

So what care I for silver,
Precious metal, precious stone.
What greater wealth than children
Can a man expect to own?
Yamanoue no Okura (660--733)
Manyoshu 802/3

CRESCENT MOON
When I look up and see
The young moon in the sky,
I remember the painted eyebrow
And the steady watching eye
Of someone whom I saw but once
A long long time gone by.
Otomoto no Yakamochi (718-785)
Manyoshu 994

A Woman of Bizen (8th century)
Manyoshu 709
AT COURT
BAMBOO FENCE
The fence, I said, may need repair;
New bindings, fresh bamboo.
I'll just go down and check, I said,
What one may need to do.
That's what I said. I went, of course,
In hope of seeing you.
Otomo no Yakamochi (718-785)
Manyoshu 778
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Their warrior husbands having joined
The Emperor in his sport,
The ho-ho-ho of hunting,
The ladies of the court
Go simpering in little groups
Along the shining strand,
Their trailing scarlet underskirts
Bright against clean white sand.
Yamabe no Akahito ( -736)
Manyoshu 1001
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CHERRY BLOSSOMS

ONE THAT GOT AWAY
So self-assured, so certain that
No girl I loved could leave me flat,
Back to back, as stiff as two
Person-lengths of split bamboo,
Fool that I was, I dared agree
To sleep that night she slept with me.

The essence of their beauty
Is that it dies away
So exquisitely quickly.
How could one possibly pay
Even respect to a flower in flower
Day upon day upon day?
Yamabe no Akahito ( -736)
Manyoshu 1425

Anonymous (late 7th century)
Manyoshu 1412
GIRL ON THE VERMILION BRIDGE

TAMANA
Tamana lived at Sue.
What a lass was she
With her breast broad and her waist as narrow
As that of a belted bee.
She'd no need to beckon.
When she simply stood
Smiling flower-like by her door
Total strangers would,
As though entranced, be drawn to her;
And one fool neighbour-man,
Turning his own wife out of doors,
Uninvited ran
To give Tamana all his keys.
No man could resist
So warm, so undemanding
A simple sensualist.
For, to Tamana, need was all:
Not manliness, not pay.
And no man who approached her door
At any time of day,
At any time of day or night,
Was ever turned away.
Anonymous (8th century)
Manyoshu 1738/9

Under the broad vermilion bridge
Clear shining waters flow:
Over its stretch, uncompanied,
A girl walks to and fro,
Her trailing skirt bright crimson,
Her cloak dark indigo.
Has she a husband, supple, young
As spring's fresh greennesses?
Or is her sleep so acorn-single
None may call her his?
I long to ask, but know not even
Where her dwelling is.
Had I here beside this bridge
A dwelling of my own,
I would offer shelter, greet her,
Let my name be known
To one so very wistful-looking
Walking there alone.
Takahashi no Mushimaro (late 7th century)
Manyoshu 1742/3

QUIRK
Waiting to meet by moonlight,
I find it odd that I
Am less annoyed that this night's moon
Climbs late into the sky
Than that the hill which masks that climb
So happens to be high.
The Lady Sami (late 7th century)
Manyoshu 1763
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FIDELITY
Why, love, when you're away
Should I adorn my face?
I will not even lift my box-wood
Hair-comb from its case.
Young Woman of Harima (8th century)
Manyoshu 1777

THE PASS AT ASHIGAWA
Here is a man loose-clothed in plain white cloth
Homespun, no doubt, from hemp his own wife grew.
This man, so shrunk his sash goes round him thrice,
Set out, his service done, hard service too,
To see his parents, to re-join his wife
And so, ill-coated, shivering, he came
To climb this savage pass; to Ashigawa.
Ask as you may, he will not tell his name,
He will not tell you who his kinsfolk are
Nor yet the place where he was born and bred.
Black hair blown loose, white hemp-cloth wind-aflicker,
Here on his journey he lies cold and dead.
Tanabe no Fukumaro (fl. c. 748)
Manyoshu 1800

SUMMER GRASS
My love-thoughts are like summer grass
In these long days of rain;
No sooner scythed and raked away
But up they come again
Fiercely alive with all the coarse
Green energies of pain.
Anonymous (early 8th century)
Manyoshu 1984

ORANGE TREE
It's fair, I would agree,
That you should reckon me
Unworthy of regard:
But will you not come see
The flowers on the orange-tree
Blanching my whole back-yard?
Anonymous (early 8th century)
Manyoshu 1990

SPRING SNOW
Flitting there among its branches
Warblers from the plum-tree sing;
White, the airiness of snowfall
Flurries from each fluttered wing;
White, the airiness of snowfall
Settles upon everything.
Anonymous (early 8th century)
Manyoshu 1840)

TROTH
Standing under the orange-tree
She reached for a lower spray,
Broke it off and offered it
For me to take away.
What more, though not one word was said,
Had we the need to say?
Anonymous (5th century)
Manyoshu 2489
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TRYST

RIDING FOR A FALL

I told them I was waiting
To see the white moon rise
Over the mountain's shoulder.

Dicey, dicey as it is
To love another's wife,
Dicey to the point of danger
Even to one's life,
Yet must I dare to be the man
My heart would have me be.

What a pack of lies
I told them as I waited
For the true light of my eyes.
Anonymous (late 7th century)
Manyoshu 3002

That girl at Sawatari,
How she endangers me!
And what a tricky horse I have
Which, though I reined him in,
Bolted and so ended,
Before they could begin,
My first few words of gallantry.

WILDEST DREAM
Tekona, Tekona of Katsushika,
Could it, impossibly, be,
Tekona of Mama in Katsushika,
That you're in love with me?
Anonymous (5th century)
Manyoshu 3384

Though dangerous it is
As riding an unruly horse
Above a precipice,
Yet must I keep on loving her,
That Sawatari she,
That married lass who, well I know,
May be the death of me.
Anonymous (7th century)
Manyoshu 3539/40/41

HANDS
These hands so chapped with pounding rice:
Tonight again he'll groan,
The young lord of the manor
As he takes them in his own.
Anonymous (5th century)
Manyoshu 3459

PILLOW TALK
"Oh yes", she says, "we're married:
Very much so", says she
Wedging the bed-clothes under her hip,
Turning her back on me.
Anonymous (6th century)
Manyoshu 3543

WIFE
Though all night long you sat and span
Whole bucketfuls of thread,
You'd still not have, so help me God,
Before this night has fled
Sufficient cloth to clothe a cat.
So why not come to bed?
Anonymous (7th century)
Manyoshu 3484
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GOSSIP
Like the sound of oars at Konga Ferry,
Their sliding slap, their smack and shove.
Ill-founded gossip laps arounds us:
We who never yet made love.
Anonymous (8th century)
Manvoshu 3555
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CHILD'S HAND CYPRESS
In the hills of Nara
The child's hand cypress grows
Whose two-faced leaves give warning,
Fair warning, I suppose,
That there one meets with two-faced bastards
Everywhere one goes.

WHO?
There was, they said,
Some person just come back:
I could not catch just who.
But, as I listened,
Love, my heart turned over
Hoping it might be you.
Sanu Chigami (written in 740)
Manyoshu 3772

BOULEVARDIER
I left that rascal, love, in a strong-box
Under lock and chain
Safe at home. But here he is
Out after me again.
Prince Hozumi ( -715)
Manyoshu 3816

Sena Gyomon (c. 720)
Manyoshu 3836

WORLD ENOUGH
I have lived too long in this hovel of a world,
In temporal distress,
To waste more time in longing for Nirvana's
Infinite nothingness.
Anonymous (8th century)
Manyoshu 3850

SPECTRE
Of those three things from which there's no relief,
The last, the worst, is this: a rainy night
Through which, unbodied, ghastly, greeny-white,
Your face, that lonely ghost, drifts dripping wet
To stain my heart with so much hate and grief
No later love can bring me to forget.

WOMAN
That girl I took into an empty house
And loved a fortnight there
Is now grown up. Like other women,
Demure and debonair,
She glories in the glossiness
Of once-dishevelled hair.
Anonymous (8th century)
Manyoshu 3822

Anonymous (early 8th century)
Manyoshu 3889

LOVE TOKEN
I think the pinch you gave me
When we parted was not meant
To hurt me; but was playful,
Even loving, in intent.
Yet it hurt me. And I love it.
For you loved me when you went.
The Lady Heguri (c. 750)
Manyoshu 3940
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HOUSE ABOVE THE IMIZU

YEARNINGS

Late in bed this morning
I lie and listen to
The sounds of river-traffic,
The faint far hullabaloo
Of boatmen at their businesses
Along the Izimu.

More even than I yearn for you
I yearn that I might be
Turned to some chip of stone,
Some splinter of a tree
Incapable of feeling
Such love so painfully.

Otomo no Yakamochi (718-785)
Manyoshu 4150

SOME OTHER TIME
Some other time, you tell me,
Not now, perhaps, we'll see.
Knowing you've no intention
Of anything with me,
I think I'd think you kinder
For a no's flat honesty.
Ki no Toyokawa (c. 739)
Manyoshu 1503

Otomo no Yakamochi (718-785)
Manyoshu 722

MOSS GREEN PATHWAY
Along this moss-green pathway
That leads between us, see,
My robe's cold bright vermilion
Trails out uncertainly.
Should I go down that path to meet you?
Why not you to me?
Anonymous (7th century)
Manyoshu 2655

IMPUDENCE
THE ROAD OF LOVE
May no man born hereafter
Find as I have found
The road of love so rough a road,
Such never-giving ground.
Kakinomoto no Hitomaro (681-729)
Manyoshu 2375
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How dare you have the impudence,
The egotism too,
To think that I, a married girl.
Might possibly undo
This sash that guards my guiltless flesh
For somebody like you.
Anonymous (late 7th century)
Manyoshu 2866
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DAVID DOWLING

Contemporary Australian Women's Poetry
and "The Adultery of the Brain"

In her 1938 polemic, Three Guineas, Virginia Woolf warned women against
writing what they felt the public expected from them, or what would sell. She
called this an "adultery of the brain". It raises the interesting question, what
exactly did Woolf imagine the ideal woman writer's brain to be 'married' to?
She gave an answer ten years earlier in A Room of One's Own, when she said
that the truly free writer would recognise "the fact that we go alone and that
our relation is to the world of reality and not only to the world of men and
women".1 'Reality' is seen as something beyond sex, perhaps encompassing sexuality but not defined or divided by it. A writer can only achieve this vision
when he or she has forgotten about his own sexuality altogether, writing as a
'person' rather than as a man or woman. The question of 'marriage' then, can
apply to the writer only in a metaphysical (rather than a physical) sense of being
attuned to 'Reality'.
Unless we interpret Woolf's idea of the androgynous vision as an ability to
enter fully into both the male and female experience at will, we must see her
theory as quite radically opposed to the direction of much contemporary literature. In this post-Freudian age, we have been taught that a sexual orientation.
to the world is not only pervasively powerful, but simply unavoidable. It is a
"fact" that men and women divide up the world differently; and if it is a fact,
then surely it qualifies as part of that 'Reality' which Woolf's artist is meant to
document. Yet Woolf was consistently opposed to sexuality per se playing any
significant role in the artist's portrait of the universe. Faced with these alternatives, we realise that the matter really comes down to what we conceive fiction
-rather than life-to be. For Woolf it was a way of learning and experiencing
what our common awareness and problems consist of. But for many contemporary writers it is a way of exploring precisely those experiences which make
men and women different. While Woolf has certain things to say about the
necessary financial independence and opportunity of women writers, then, it is
impossible that a 'feminist' writer could take Woolf's theories as a rationale for
her own activity.
These different theories about what fiction should do have their counterparts
in criticism. The traditional approach of the humanities is on Woolf's side, regarding literature in general as valuable because it is a record of the general experiences which we, as human beings rather than as men or women, undergo in
life. Feminist criticism, assuming that there are distinctly male and female experiences, argues that female experience should be emphasised and studied. Its
antipathy to any notion of "human nature" is illustrated by a remark of Carole
Ferrier:
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Any feminist criticism that is not part of a general critique of our social
system is likely to float oft into a consciousness raising that is not very far
removed from the glorification of 'human nature' in which most conservative
literary criticism is grounded. 2
This seems to me an admirable concept of feminist criticism, because it is
regarded as something necessary but transitional, a polemical stance appropriate
at this moment. Perhaps, however, I am misreading Ms Ferrier, because the
second half of her statement, with its disdain for the idea of a common 'human
nature', suggests that she is in fact on the other side of the fence from Virginia
Woolf.
If feminist critics have a clearly defined political aim, the increasing volume
of literature written by women still poses a problem for the 'conventional' literary
critic who retains such concepts as 'human nature' and human truth. In tins essay
I want to examine a recent book of poetry by Australian women in order to
exemplify and perhaps clarify some of these problems. I will argue that poetry
is quite a different matter from even Woolf's kind of fiction, but it is where
her theories hold best.
In his review of Mother, I'm Rooted in this journal, Peter Howarth praised
the volume for presenting "the whole gamut of women's experience".3 He also
said that in general it was "a political expression of a personal experience",4
which seems to me to be something quite different. Many women in the history
of literature have presented the whole gamut of women's experience, and they
have been widely admired for it by traditional critics. But the "political expression" of that experience is another matter altogether, and it is in this area of
the mode of presentation that the disagreements really begin. The issue is particularly acute in the field of lyric poetry, where strong personal expression is usually
condoned, even by the most conservative impersonalist critic.
Before considering the Australian collection, I would like to present as alternative models Canadian and New Zealand collections of women's poetry. Dorothy
Livesay's Forty Women Poets oj Canada (1971) includes work by Canada's foremost contemporary woman poet, Margaret Atwood. In other places she has shown
that she is extremely sensitive to the strictures of conventional criticism imposed
on women poets. She argues that there is as yet in the critical world no way a
writer can be both "good" and "female"; although she also warns against the
development of an equally restrictive "one-dimensional Feminist Criticism".5 In
her poetry, Atwood concentrates on the relationship between men and women,
but considered as a phase or instrument in each woman's process of self-realisation. In "Eden is a Zoo", for example, she describes herself as a child drawing an
Eden which contains her parents. She herself is now out of the Garden in the
harsh world of sexual antagonisms. Atwood often draws upon nature imagery,
as when she describes the predatory male in another poem as a bluejay, "head
crested with blue flame", or when she sees a couple fighting for the right relationship in a forbidding desert.
Consciousness of the environment is a strong theme in this anthology, not
simply as a source of imagery for human situations. Christine Hearn seeks to
find herself in the literal geography of her past, reciting placenames like a litany:
"Hellroarin' Creek/joins the South Forkfjust past/Feeney's Flats ..." For other
poets, the land itself is inseparable from the footprints of men. Miriam Waddington, for example, realises that her environment is suffused with her father and
his European history: "I am standing on the heaving/ploughed up field/of my
father's old war." Floris McLaren, in "Pacific Afternoon", describes a logger
felling a giant fir on the B.C. coast. While the sexual imagery is never stressed,
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the isolated act clearly represents man's rape, not only of the land, but of himself and his own potency.
Explicit relationships with men, in this volume, are described obliquely and in
carefully wrought images. Myra McFarlane tries to understand her man: "somewhere behind your myth/ is a child with a ball,/throwing it in the air/and
never catching it ... " Susan Musgrave is reminded by sex of death: "Turn in
me now as/death does and/turn in me again"; and Valerie Skidd's "I See a
Picture" describes a photograph of a man and his wife:
She knew he would leave
and wrote about the way
he would do it. I don't know if that's
how it was, but he left in a hurry
taking this picture.
At the end of the poem we realise with a shock that it is the third person in
the triangle, the man's new love, who is writing the poem-and trying to understand the past. Although many of the poems have this dramatic quality, they
are nevertheless highly polished pieces, like Elizabeth Brewster's confession that
she has come inside, to write that she still misses her lover. The poem ends, "I
intend to return/ as soon as I have finished/this sentence". The very calculation
exhibited here tells us about the real depth of concealed emotion. Even when the
poems do express the characteristic feminist disgust with sex and a violent desire
for freedom, they are encased in tightly controlled patterns of imagery. Dorothy
Livesay sees love as a kind of disease: "we transmitted kisses/and I caught
between my thighs/the antibody"; and Pat Lowther's "Woman" follows the female
soul in its desire to fly free, to its sinister conclusion: "some day there will be/
feathers and blood/on the inside of the window." Generally, there is a sympathy
for men and a desire to understand them, even when they are at their most
chauvinistic, as in Sharon Stevenson's "The Hungry Immigrant Men": "seeing
their young semen/curdle furtive in their eyes."
These Canadian women, then, are earnest yet restrained, pursuing individual
identities yet distancing their emotions and SUbmitting them to the discipline of
poetic form. The same may be said of Riemke Ensing's New Zealand volume
Private Gardens (1977). Jan Kemp's "Against the Softness of Woman" is one
of the few feminist poems in the anthology, and it is full of spare, clipped
commands, e.g. "don't be the dry pip between his petals/he will spit you out".
Again, there is a concern for the physical environment as a way towards selfdefinition: "ONLY FINDING WHAT WE WERE/TO MAKE A SIGNIFICANT MARK/CAN WE BE WHAT WE ARE" (Judith Lonie). Rather than
being an object to fear, man is seen as a necessary component of this self-realisation, as in Christine Beer's beautiful lament:
why dont you come back and paint this house red
remember when I shewed you my vagina
you kept hosing me with cold water
lost in yourself
The family, too, is the subject of many of these poems, not as something to get
away from, but as a necessary part of life: "I do what I can./See that seat belts
are fastened" (Marilyn Duckworth).
Coming from these two volumes to the third collection of Commonwealth
women poets, Kate Jennings' Australian collection entitled Mother, I'm Rooted
(1975), one is struck at once by the dominating note of militancy. In her survey
of women's fiction, Patricia Meyer Spacks concludes that the dominant theme
there is anger: "Over and over it sounds the most authentic woman's response,
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a response to bafflement, to dead ends bumped into, to society's failure to speak
to woman's needs."6 Ms Spacks goes on to warn against the dangerous cultivation
of this anger, so that it rebounds upon itself in the form of indulgent, narcissistic
self-pity. But she also says that such anger can be a liberating phase of growth, a
way in which women can perform the therapeutic activity of writing literature,
which may also appeal to a general reading public. "Women dominate their own
experience," she says, "by imagining it, giving it form, writing about it."7 I think
this effort of self-dramatisation, distancing oneself from a persona, is what
Virginia Woolf had in mind when she warned the feminist writer against writing
about herself when she should be writing about her characters. I think it is also
what Carole Ferrier was getting at when she distinguished "consciousness raising"
from a critique of the social system. The dramatised persona is necessarily placed
in a social situation rather than in the psychological space of a writer's own
subjective emotions. 'Anger' is, then, an appropriate emotion for the created
persona in poetry because, no matter how much feminist anger may appear to
be a rejection of the whole male-dominated society, it is essentially a way of
relating to that society still-by refusing to relate. Lest this sound like sophistry,
let me refer to two of the most militant contemporary feminists, who state clearly
that while women must struggle and criticise the social system, it must be done
in a positive way. Germaine Greer concluded her Female Eunuch with the exhortation to women to be joyful in their struggle, "to claim the masculine virtues of
magnanimity and generosity and courage".8 And Erica Jong, in her poem "The
Commandments", writes:
If a woman wants to be a poet,
she should peel back the hair from her eyelids;
she should listen to the breathing of sleeping men;
she should listen to the spaces between that breathing.
If a woman wants to be a poet,
she should not write her poem with a dildo;
she should pray that her daughters are women;
she should forgive her father for his bravest sperm. 9

The poem itself has a controlled form; and words like 'peel, listen, pray, forgive'
suggest the gentleness and charity into which woman's anger should be transmuted
on the printed page.
Of course, if you presume that what is central to the whole enterprise of
'feminist' literature is to isolate and explore what is uniquely female, then the
attitude of anger is much more a rejection of society, and the poetic stance
much more assertive. The title of this Australian collection, and the introductory
remarks by the editor Kate Jennings, certainly suggest an assertive attitude. Ms
Jennings clouds tfie issue by saying, "we have to go back to bedrock, and explore
thoroughly that which is female and that which is male, and then perhaps we
can approach androgyny, and humanity",lo She uses the language of growth and
self-discovery, but she presumes a fundamental division between male and female
experience, and moreover, she implies that such sex-defined experience is prior to
any notions of androgynity or humanity.
It is interesting, then, to see how successful as literature are these Australian
poems. I could imagine already Ms Jennings cringing at that male concept, "as
literature", but I submit-along with the many women I have mentioned-that
literature involves an attempt at communication, and that the confessional outpourings of angry people, while they may be therapeutic for their authors,
generally do nothing for their readers as poetry.
It is interesting, first, to compare those poems of sheer anger which do not get
beyond the poet's self, with those which, by imagery, form or dramatisation, do.
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Helen Bansemer contributes a typically dismal, clumsy meditation about "Me
Today": "Speak/tighter lips/Shoot lips/Shout lips/Bust lips/Bust mouth-/Aha/The last man's head/right off/CHOP." The incoherent rage is ended only
by an image of universal homicide. A similar bald statement of rejection, which
really explores or evokes nothing, is Barbara Giles' "Of Necessity":
I dreamed of your kindness
I woke to your harsh probing fingers
your frantic intention
your cruel hard kisses.
I in anger escaped you.
Although Elenor Fassel dramatises her anger by recounting what she said when
being admitted to hospital-"I have no next of kin"-her poem is also a case
of experience merely reported rather than re-imagined, given form. An example
of a strong image in want of a form is Sandra Wethereld's poem about feeling like
a ticking timebomb, secretly waiting to explode. Conversely, Anna Jonne's "If ..."
is written in four tightly bound stanzas, but the emotion and language of rejection
are banal:
And so, for someone else
I learn to sing, my free
And self-renewing song.
In contrast to these are the many successful poems of anger in the volume, such
as Sylvia Kantarizis' "Love", a panoply of evocative imagery:
moist under the steaming canopy of your
turkish-bath chest, closed in with
fur and mosquitoes and all the laughing hyenas
of hysterical waiting at last.
Rice will grow under our very noses while we
perform our fierce ritual,
killing each other with hate,
over and over.
There are fewer examples of aggressive poems couched in formal metre, but
where this is achieved one finds the most powerful poetry. Justina Williams'
"My love with a Scar on his Back" is a good example, describing the male who
entered "her scissored legs", and ending with this chilling directive:
And I've bade the crow that waits on the tree
to watch for his passing by
and follow him where the weeds grow rank
and pick out his sunken eye.
Here, form and imagery work together perfectly, the precision of the calculation
combining with the reverse phallic symbol of the crow's beak, seeking its revenge.
The same principles of success hold for the relatively few poems which are
meditations on the female predicament itself. The title poem of the volume, by
Colleen Allen, loses some power by being formless and baldly stated: "cunt or
me?" Joanne Burns has a welcome whimsicality in her metaphor of the "Inauguration of the Mousekafear Club", as she sits with her legs together worrying about
the mouse that may pop up "into that other hole"; but the poem falls into
incoherence at the end. Elizabeth Gregson also has a powerful image in the
opening lines of "The Rehearsal": "i was rehearsing a play /i had written myseH/
it was me versus the world"-but the imagery and imposed form of the poem
do not work together, and the effect is dissipated. Dorothy Johnston's "Pandora"
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is an example of a poem which succeeds because of its powerful imagery and
brevity, but is almost betrayed by an arbitrarily imposed form:
I have a sister called Eve.
Like her, I am the price
men pay for knowledge.
Curiously, most of the poems which attempt to celebrate the love relationship
between women in this volume are painfully strident or tentative. From Peggy
Clarke's "two women mind fucking/thru the night/with nothing physical" to Jill
Miller's "women who despise women/live alone with men for years/in ignorance
of who they are", even to Chris Sitka's admirable engage declarations-"I will
define my Feminism/through a creative, loving violence ... May we go mad
together, my sisters"-the sisterhood of women remains a political ideal vaunted,
praised, hoped for but seldom richly communicated.
As expected, the great majority of poems in the volume have as their impetus
or theme the relationship of the poet to a man, or men. Many of these poems are
too close to their reality to be poems; they are rather reports on experience, like
Jean Buckley's "mad jane ... ":
you called it neutral territory
because we screwed in the back of yr car
i can still hear you screaching
screeching
why dontchyu come/why dontchewcome.
Many poems, too, are painful in the sense that one feels the poet is for the first
time expressing herself, and (what is more tragic) to the page, rather than to her
man. These pieces, therefore, have a kind of inevitable poignancy, but it is the
poignancy of the concealed camera rather than the shaped work of art. An example
is Lynmore Dover's painfully hesitant plea, "Learn me anew/every moment/or
know me not at all". Judy Gemmell captures the very moment of her break from
the old life-"I am going anyway,/Out of nightmares/Into the sun"-but, as in
many of these poems, the stridency of the claim has rather a reverse effect of
revealing the poet as a frightened victim, threatening but not acting. Again, the
most successful of these poems use imagery, form and dramatisation. Barbara
Creed's "The Man in My Head" catches the dilemma of a woman rejecting her
man but still desiring him:
I think there's a man in my head
A man-made man in my head
I think a myth has exploded
Yet I know there's a man in my head.
Carol Novack in "Strip Tease" controls the imagery of sensuality and applies it
to the new spiritual reality of genuine communication. She describes a man and
woman removing the snakeskins of their sex "& so disarmed/she runs/tracks/into
her body/with her nails/to show how far/she's come". The neat sexual pun in
the final line shows how completely this poet has combined sexuality and wit,
in an almost Metaphysical vein. This is the vein which Jong mines in her best
poetry, and it is perhaps the most natural form which this kind of poetry should
take. A woman's traditional sensual awareness combined with a (traditionally
masculine) calculating reflection-often satiric or witty-produces some of the
best poetry in this volume. Perhaps an extra ingredient in the pot is the quality
of wild or arcane spell-weaving associated with the figures of Hecate and the
witch, which recur in all three of the volumes considered here. An excellent
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example is Dorothy Johnston's "Bewitched", which begins "Last night I surprised
a man" and ends:
I got up off the floor
with bits of fear sticking to me
like the smell of stale magic herbs,
like the smell that follows
a fuck or a death.
Mingled with these Metaphysical speculations and the vivid description of the
sexual act are isolated chants, like macabre spells, e.g. "fresh grass/the blood of
a baby / a black cross." Another form of the successful poem addressed to the
male is basically lyrical, but again infused with the vigour and clarity of formal
and imagistic control. Mona Brand's "These Hands" is deceptively spontaneous
and emotional-"These lips bent low with desire-/They have lit me, they light
me, to fire." In fact the poem ends with one of the most memorable though
subdued expressions of women's plight in the whole volume:
Ah, there are hands for hands to feel
And lips for lips to find,
But where is the lover who lies with his love
Mind against mind?
Finally, Anne Elder captures the poignancy of a relationship by distancing herself
from it in time and space: she is writing a letter twenty-five years later.
I take up my pen to ask you
hoping you are well
with me
as I remain.
Here, as in the previous poems, the ambiguity of the final lines is balanced by the
careful contrivance of the letter form: vague sentiment is clarified by specific
situation of imagery to create a memorable poem.
It is difficult to do justice to Mother, I'm Rooted because of the number of
poets and poems. My intention here was to use it as a source book to develop
certain ideas about 'feminist' criticism. I believe that the best poems in the volume
do not depend, as Ms Jennings seems to argue, on isolating what is 'uniquely
female' in experience, or on attacking society in general as a male organism. They
speak of the loneliness, fear, hope and disappointment which we all feel about
human relationships or about our own identity. As a rough generalisation, one
might say that the volume from Canada focuses mainly on the land and the past,
and the New Zealand volume on the land and family, as sources of value and
identity. By contrast, the Australian volume is more consistently concerned with
the relationship with men. Many of the best poems reflect on present or past
relationships rather than (as the volume's title suggests) project a future relationship which turns away from men and society to women. Indeed, these poems could
well be grouped under the traditional title of "love poetry", because they contain
the same sense of the wonder and yet the pain of love. If a social critique is
performed by these poems, then, it is only in the broader terms of the general
human predicament, as it is in all poetry of lasting value.
I have argued that women's poetry, to be successful, must submit to the usual
disciplines of form, control and sustained imagery. These demands are not based
on a 'male' concept of literature, but on the fundamental requirements of personal
expression if it is to communicate to, or move, a reader. The emotions so
expressed-anger, pain, loss, friendship-are not new, in that they are common to
all human experience; but they may be new for some readers, in that they come
from women. Any other 'circumstances' than this basic knowledge cannot in themWESTERLY, No.3, SEPTEMBER, 1978
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selves be substituted as the essential parts of lyric poetry, e.g. the experience of
marching in the streets with women, or the 'Plath-ian' projection of all the brutality
of contemporary history and society on the male figure of the "Panzer man" or
macho man (there are some bad imitations of this in the Australian volume).
Such attempts at social commentary belong more properly to fiction or drama.
Erica Jong's Fear oj Flying with her "zipless fuck" is much more aggressive and
political than her poetry of 'prayer' and 'forgiveness', and quite rightly so. Even
Lisa Alther's recurring image of the heroine holding a fallen bird's nest and not
knowing what to do with it, while it is a perfect lyrical symbol, receives extra
power by being included in the devastatingly fierce biography which is Kinflicks.
To take an example even closer to poetry: Virginia Woolf in To the Lighthouse
differentiates Mrs Ramsay with her soup bowl from Mr Ramsay, pacing up and
down on the verandah and stabbing with his cruel beak. In fact, as Woolf shows,
this couple share many emotions-Mrs Ramsay is really dominant, Mr Ramsay is
a frightened child-but she finds room in the fictional form to show the different
public roles which they adopt and play out. There are many poems concerning the
playacting of women in Mother, I'm Rooted, but the poetic form does not allow
the writers to enlarge the theme, or play on the tensions between the common deep
emotions and the limiting social role.
It may be seen that what I am also arguing, then, is that feminist criticism is
appropriate only in the world of fiction, not of poetry. If the poetry is any good,
the feminist critic will only ignore it (because it is universal) and rejoice in the
political commonplaces which she imagines are implied by the poetry. This constitutes an adultery of the brain just as serious as that performed by the writers
whom Woolf attacked.
Still, there seem to me three particular areas where women's poetry has enlarged
our conception of what it is to be human. The first is the poetry which is really
not lyrical at all but exhortatory, public-like that of Jan Kemp, Chris Sitka and
others. Fay Zwicky, the Australian poet, captures this tone exactly in her poem
"Cleft": "Deluded and/Unconscious woman! Enact your matey/Operations." Here
the impulse to liberation itself, one feels, is being examined by a slightly wry, aloof
critic. The second area where women's poems stand out is the relationship of
mothers to children, and the moment of childbirth. I have quoted some examples
of this already, but here is another memorable instance from Judith Wright's
"Woman to Man":
the blind head butting at the dark,
the blaze of light along the blade,
Oh hold me, for I am afraid.
In her companion piece, "Woman to Child", Judith Wright finds a different kind
of identity from the one implied in the title Mother, I'm Rooted: "I am the earth,
I am the root." Here it is as a mother, not as a daughter or as a sister, that the
poet finds self-definition. However, there is a third area of poetry suggested in that
title Mother, I'm Rooted. As I said before, the New Zealand volume had several
poems about children; but, conversely, the Canadian volume had several where
the poet tried to relate to her own parents. This is an area of relationship little
explored in literature, and one where women poets have already excelled. The
relationship of daughter to father has had its fascination since Greek times, and in
our times the relationship between the traditional mother and the new woman is
particularly poignant.
I think the Australian volume, especially, underlines the importance of women
poets pursuing these two last areas in particular. Carl Harrison-Ford (another
male!), reviewing the volume, talked about "the need for self-conscious reexamination of the terms and the communication of self" ,9 but he also pointed out
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the general sense of confusion. This confusion is not just a sense of transition in
the writers, but part of the failure of conceptualisation and communication, when
rant and placards replace self-exploration. The terms of this exploration, I am
suggesting, will most profitably be those most obvious ones of a woman's relationship to her parents, lover and children. Fiction may be the place where women can
attack and reject the social system, most vividly embodied in the family situation;
but in poetry the family remains a rich area to be explored. As I said before, the
emotions may not be new, but their expression in terms of these specific relationships of a woman may well be. In this way, women's poetry will reach its maturity,
a maturity exemplified by Judith Wright and implied in her conclusion to the
survey, Preoccupations in Australian Poetry. Ignoring the feminist hairsplitting
over the word 'man' and also (significantly) avoiding the associations of sexuality
or exhaustion in the word 'root', Judith Wright welcomes the new Australian
poets,
... beginning to write ... not as rootless men who reject the past and put
their hope only in the future, but as men with a present to be lived in and a
past to nourish US. 12
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JOHN FOULCHER

obituary
dad breathed his very very last today.
although the papers say he died
13 years ago, I've kept his N.R.M.A. card
in the glove box, too lazy
to fill in the forms for transfer.
a month ago, when the old car stuttered
sweating to the side of the road, I
was R. H. Foulcher to the service mechanic22 years a member, 24 years
of age. the N.R.M.A. kept that car bouncing
for years .... today
I disposed of car and card, signed contracts
for transport and protection on the roads.
you can rest more peacefully dad.
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FAY ZWICKY

Gallic Sanction: Kiss of Death
Another Look at Brennan's Reputation

I came to look closer at Brennan after teaching Edgar Allan Poe. Till then, I
had found him a fairly irritating and obscure poet, and had paid no attention to
his critical essays. With some embarrassment, I confess that the first catalyst
towards a reassessment was James Russell Lowell's couplet in A Fable for Critics
written in 1848:
There comes Poe, with his raven, like Barnaby Rudge
Three fifths of him genius and two fifths sheer fudge.
And immediately, since I habitually draw parallels between colonial cultures, I
knew who this reminded me of in the Australian context (even if "raven" needed
metamorphosis into "rose"). Further, reading Richard Wilbur's 'Introduction' to
Poe in the Laurel Poetry Series (1959), I was again struck by the extreme ambiguity underlying his assessment of Poe's poetry and aesthetics: 'There has never
been a grander conception of poetry, nor a more impoverished one', and again
Brennan came to mind.
T. S. Eliot, whose view of anyone deserves attention, reckons that Poe gained
a considerable reputation in Europe because continental critics are accustomed to
looking at a writer's work in toto whereas English and American critics look at
each piece separately and, in the case of Poe, have been brought up short by its
flaws. We might say the same continental perspective is needed for Brennan's
oeuvre in order to form a reasonable estimate.
On the strength of this, I started to prowl around a few boulders and pebbles
of Brennan's aesthetic theory, cautiously lifting one or two, and shifting a few
others in order to consider the relationship between the speculative intellect and
the work of imagination embodied in the poetry. This led, in turn, to thinking
about the discrepancy of impact between these aspects of his work, and to more
probing as to why this should be so. Was Brennan, in fact, more concerned with
the idea of poetry which he worked out in his essays and reviews than with its
practice?
Other questions arose: why have critics always qualified their praise of Brennan
with much writhing and wrenching? Why the general uncertainty about his total
achievement? Is there some colonial naivete involved that causes critical confusion
between the man affectionately remembered and his writing? Does Brennan remain
simply a "man of letters" whose interest for us is, in the most significant sense,
historical? As far as Australia is concerned, the facts are that Brennan had ideas
Paper given at the Christopher Brennan Society Seminar May 20-21, 1978, at Wesley College,
University of Sydney. The general theme of the seminar: "'Loss of Faith' as reflected in
Australian literature 0/ the late 19th and early 20th centuries."
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and standards and brought a welcome professionalism to the literary scene. It was
a timely reminder to native authors that literature was a serious and exacting
business. Brennan is probably the first Australian poet to distinguish a concept of
great literature from entertainment and self-improvement.
In addition, I wondered to what degree the fact that Brennan formulated an
aesthetic theory (a most respectable activity in Europe) has contributed to the
acclaim he has been accorded as a poet in this country where the creative process
is seldom examined, if acknowledged at all. Working on the premise that writers
writing about other writers reveal more of themselves than they do of their
subjects, what do Brennan's essays on Mallarme and Baudelaire tell us of his own
strengths and limitations? And has his interest in the French symbolists alone been
sufficient for critics to equate his poetry and philosophical ideas with theirs on the
grounds that the more obscure and esoteric the work, the more profound it's likely
to be? Because the conductor stamps, frets and spits on the podium, does this
make him Beethoven?
Most critics of Brennan are peculiarly vulnerable to the vanity of enlightenment, and I, no less vulnerable, am going to say what I think I've uncovered in
trying to answer some of these questions. As a kick-off, then, I shall quote Eliot
talking about Poe:
(Poe) appears to yield himself completely to the idea of the moment: the
effect is, that all his ideas seem to be entertained rather than believed. What
is lacking is not brain-power, but that maturity of intellect which comes only
with the maturing of the man as a whole, the development and coordination
of the various emotions.!
Taking this and applying it to Brennan, I believe that the issue of maturity is
crucial, and that the notion of "entertaining ideas" rather than "believing" them
is equally important in connection with his work. Eliot's assumption that the "coordination" of the "various emotions" is feasible seems shaky in itself but, in
Brennan's case, it might be fairly applied. For, if by this phrase Eliot means a
synthesis of faculties among varying modes of experience, Brennan's failure to
synthesize his feelings and his intellect must be admitted.
And just as Poe holds a unique position in the history of the moral imagination
in the 19th century, so Brennan's vision of dehumanization in the early part of
this century is important to the cultural directions taken in this country. The
conclusion to his paper, 'Fact and Idea' states his philosophical position more
precisely:
We have further seen ... how consciousness has broken up its own unity, that
it might become more fully aware of its different interests, each by each, and
use them in turn as means to remodel the world. 2
Then, questioning the futility of remaining in "this divided state", he accepts unquestioningly the underlying assumption that dissociation is here to stay, and hauls
in the will and the intellect to bolster the rebellion:
Surely all has been just so much preparation to some greater synthesis-the
complete humanization of the Universe, when man shall have attained complete knowledge of himself ...
To see ourselves sub specie aeternitatis, all human
the whole Human set over against the world, to
decide what it is that accords with Eternity-what
such is the reconciliation, such is our deliverance;
no trimming of fear-bred tales.3
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interests being united and
take the last values and
it is that deserves to last;
the moment of Thought,
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Insofar as the "whole Human" it is seen as "set over against the world" rather
than in conjunction with it, Brennan paradoxically dehumanizes his cosmos while
simultaneously craving "humanization".
I think that Brennan had only a remote and glancing perception of the fragmentation of the modern consciousness, and that he could not avail himself of
this perception as a poet when forced to face up to the human condition as a
whole man. I suggest that his importance to us lies in the fact that he was himself
subject to a disintegration or, to use that cant phrase, loss of faith, which he
appears to have understood only spasmodically. In this sense he becomes a transitional figure who kept a tenuous hold on traditional insight into a malaise that
has since become stock experience, without being able himself to either absorb
or channel its ramifications. One has to acknowledge in his work, whatever reservations one may hold as to its quality, the presence of an impUlsion towards selfawareness.
But, because of the dissociation between mind and matter, his poetic properties
become merely engines of sensations and will. His concern with the cosmic destiny
of man emerges in a quasi-cosmology, a more appropriate projection of his perception than any mythology, homespun or orthodox, could have presented to him.
The universal mythologies, fear-bred or not, are heavily populated, but a cosmology
does not require anyone to be present. Despite his early classical education and
Christian upbringing, he wrote poetry as if their varous visions and iconographies
had never existed. At the age of twenty, nominally agnostic and already starting
to formulate what he called a "special epistemology of the Unknowah!e which was
also the Absolute", he was well ahead of his time both in his pre-historic disregard for history and his conscious creation of a cosmology without moral
equilibrium.
In Brennan's poetry, the superaesthete puts everything into his own private
void: he is isolated in the world and thus immunized against its pain. If we set
Brennan against the whole Christian imagination of Dante, with whom he at least
shares something in his predication of a cosmic extension of the moral dilemma,
the limits of his range are clear, and the extent of his insight even more clear.
The Wanderer attains neither Heaven nor Purgatory, but only self-created stations
in Hell.
How and why did an acute and sometimes profound prose writer fall into the
bathos of the 1913 poems? All those stars, roses, swoons, bright winds and ambrosial nights so weaken one's attention that, with the most charitable will, one
despairs unless one disposes of some intrinsic insight into the taut intellect underpinning the fairy-floss. The early poems seem to come from an impoverished
sensibility that had to lash itself into some simulation of feeling. Rarely does one
feel the pressure of anything like a real perception, for the kind of reality to
which he had access is furnished with the props of intellect divorced from feeling:
a graveyard white with funeral statuary.
To flesh out the argument, feeling guiltily like Leavis in pursuit of Shelley, I'll
look at Brennan's poetic diction which is often very obscure. In his essay, 'What
is poetry?'4 it seems significant that, of all the definitions of poetry available, he
should plump for Poe's 'the rhythmical creation of Beauty' as 'the most alluring'
and fill this out with the following statement:
Poetry is the evidence of the adequacy of the human soul to a~l .that is beautiful: in it there is an exchange between the two, the soul receIv10g a body of
beauty, and conferring on the mater~al W?rl~ true significance. . .
. .
This I hold to be the fundamental Imag10atlve act, and I perceIve Implied 10
it the creation of a perfect life. Were the spirit in each of us thoroughly
adequate to all beauty, the strife between soul and sense, between man and
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nature, would be abolished-the paradisal state would be now a reality. The
tendency of all true poetry is to free from the manifold small disturb~n~es
of life the large, rhythmical states or "moods" of the soul-the abldmg
figures whose union is the type, the ideal, or perfect human figure, which it is
not given to anyone man to be: poetry is inspired by what Shelley calls the
"life of life". Since we do not live such a life we create it in art, and poetry
becomes our "complementary life". It can now be understood why beauty is
the object of poetry, since such perfect life is not a thing to be proven by
argument, nor to be inculcated by moral precept, but to be felt spiritually
as a divine pleasure. 5
This is truly the fag-end of Romanticism: Coleridge writ small. The flaring
romantic vision has simmered down to a mild fretting. Poe's definition is so
superficial, so thoroughly aesthetic in the most sterile sense, and the concept of
Beauty in itself begs so many questions that Brennan's endorsement tends to
ensure the banality of any product that satisfies this formula.
For example, take the first two stanzas of no. 24 of the 1913 collection:
Spring-ripple of green along the way,
keen plash of aery waves that play,
and in my heart
thy dreamy smart, 0 distant day!

o

whisper hidden in the spring
of days when soul and song took wing
beneath her eyes,
twin smiling skies bent listening. 6

Indeed, this poem exemplifies the rhythmical creation of Shelleyan Beauty with a
capital "B" and is all the more impoverished for it. The Celtic twilit incantatory
flummery is bad taste of a remarkably high order. The impressionistic "springripple" aside, the "plash of aery waves" is disturbingly vague. Do the waves
belong to the sea or to the aether? Why must they "play" with "keen plash"? How
does all this wavy animation fit in with a past that is obviously of painful remembrance? Or is it merely a self-consciously literary excrescence tacked on for
purposes of rhythmical Beauty? How can a "smart" be "dreamy" without losing
the sting of its meaning? In the second stanza, what is a "whisper" doing hiding
in the "spring of days"? Whose whisper? Does "spring" refer to the season or a
well-spring? If either, why? What connection, if any, does the reference have to
the "distant day" of the first stanza? Whose eyes? Presumably some love-object
of the female species. But if those eyes were "twin smiling skies" and presumably benign, why should the soul and song wing off with a dying fall under their
aegis? Further, likening the eyes to "twin smiling skies bent listening" underscores
the synaesthetic sensibility running riot and ends in the corresponding collapse of
the forms of grammar and syntax.
The obscurity of Brennan's diction is here closer to vagueness than to the
obscurity of the complex consciousness: it echoes his uncertain grasp of the
relationship between language and feeling, and of feeling and the natural world.
But it does not seem to be the word-drunkenness which comes from the belief
that language per se can be accepted as a reality, or by incantatory use can forge
a reality. This is a heterodoxy passed down in French by Mallarme and the
Surrealists and it can redeem only if its implications are fully accepted. When
poets discover themselves alienated from reality, they often have recourse to
magic rituals to retrieve it. A pity, then, that Brennan didn't go all the way with
Rimbaud's "derangement of the senses" instead of teetering uneasily between two
worlds, neither fully brought to a second coming in his verse. He is transitional in
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that he, almost by accident, came upon our great modern obsession, the disintegration of personality, but embodied his knowledge in a language that had come into
being within a tradition of order and synthesis.
To look further into Brennan's failure to comprehend the implications of the
French symbolists it's necessary to examine his two essays on Baudelaire. There
may be a clue to the link between Brennan's metaphysical preoccupations and the
process of his creative imagination if we examine Valery's comment on Poe in his
essay, The Position of Baudelaire'. He says:
. . . the basis of Poe's thoughts is associated with a certain personal metaphysical system. But this system, if it directs and dominates and suggests the
(literary) theories ... by no means penetrates them. 7
If this is applied to Brennan, it amounts to saying that his intellectual specula-

tions were never ratified by experience and therefore did not penetrate his imagination. Because of this, he is unable to imaginatively grasp the full import of
Baudelaire's achievement and this failure of comprehension throws light on the
dulling of perceptual experience in his own work.
What lifts Baudelaire so far above the other symbolist poets is the tension
and intensity of his experience echoed precisely in his poetry. Whereas the other
symbolists obliterated the self through their art and satisfied their transcendent
yearnings with a dampening of the senses, for Baudelaire, his poetry meant the
revelation of a heightened consciousness. He always had a keen sense of life, and
even his search for new Edens reflected a desire for more acute perception. In
'Les Paradis Artificiels', he said:
It is in effect, at this period of the rapture, that a new keenness, a superior

acuity of all the senses is manifested. The sense of smell, sight, hearing, touch
participate equally in this progression. The eyes aim at the infinite. The ear
perceives undiscernible sounds in the midst of the vast tumult. This is when
the hallucinations begin. Exterior objects assume slowly, successively, singular
appearances. They are deformed and transformed. s
He persistently sought the concrete particular as the mainspring of his poetic
practice. His symbols were never superimposed on experience but arose naturally
out of it, and escape into dream or death represented a puerile evasion of the
tragic character of life. There is a great difference between acknowledging the
tragic aspects of existence and surrendering oneself to them: it is his capacity for
the former and resistance to the latter that separates Baudelaire from the other
symbolists.
Now Brennan seems to miss this aspect of Baudelaire-the very fact that he
can seriously link him with Rossetti is evidence enough of a blind spot-and
focuses on Baudelaire's 'morbid intensity'. He seems to be indirectly telling us
more about his own beleaguered romantic stance when he speaks of the 'Poetry
of a Damned Soul' in the following terms:
Scepticism, pessimism, nihilism-that is the logical course: a great gulf is
fixed between the spirit which must conceive its ideal and the ideal for
which it must yearn. Let there be now a poet and a man to whom this is
no theorem but the actual agony of his spirit and flesh: who ... makes of
himself the test-case of humanity, who knows the impossibility of ever
escape from the haunting of the "gnawing" ideal (no.47) and who, despairing of its attainment, looks within himself, finds the cause in his own
unworthiness, sits in judgment on humanity in his own person, and condemns
himself to refrain from all attempt to make the ideal actual, since, to him,
that must mean only to degrade it: that poet will be the writer of Les Fleurs
du Mal, that man will be Charles Baudelaire.9
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I would suggest that this description better fits Brennan as he saw himself and as
he wished to be seen than the author of Les Fleurs du Mal. He responds to those
aspects of Baudelaire that accord with his own thematic concerns. The titles of the
essay's sub-sections are a giveaway: The Spleen of Civilization'; 'Poetry of a
Damned Soul'; 'Escape to Beauty'; 'Woman the Enemy'.
In Brennan's earlier essay on Baudelaire written in 1899, he impressionistically
and with some license sketches in what he imagines to be the contents of
Baudelaire's mind:
.The "obscure enemy" of ennui gnaws the heart and grows strong upon its
blood: the mere succession of hours and days is a present hell. Under the
sky of livid stagnant cloud the spirit too stagnates, with the calm of despair,
mirroring a fixed world, without hope of change. The perversity of things is
eternal, the demon is prince of the age and perhaps only because of him is
God credible. This resurgent atavism of religion serves but to sharpen the
sense of sin, of the irremediable and irreparable: conscience sits, staring at
evil. The extremes of good and evil are the only habitation left for this spirit
exasperated by the damning platitude and mediocrity of life. At times, indeed,
it finds nothing bearable except
The candour of the antique animal,
and would dream of a pagan paradise, of freedom from the draw-net of
wrong and right: but it is, alas! a chamber of sickness and death, a house
tenanted by all the terrors and phantoms of ancestral dreams, and the "blue
paradise of childish love" is far.1o
It is noteworthy that the landscape which Brennan here vividly describes is neither

a real landscape nor a dream landscape but a landscape made up of images corresponding to categories of a reified moral theory. Indeed, several moral theories are
at stake and they are not even compatible with one another. Brennan's response
ignores the energies that inform Baudelaire's work and leans to the allegorical
oversimplification of moral decline with the built-in assumption of its general
pervasiveness. It is primarily a theatrical response to the trappings of a tawdry
nightmare, and there is some vicarious yearning on Brennan's part for that childhood paradise.
He notes Baudelaire's "keen ironical intelligence" but fails to see the uses to
which it is put. For Bauledaire did not merely "contemplate the strange ardours
of sin and virtue": he lived them through and acknowledged their reality even if
the balance tipped in favour of sin. At least it was sin in the traditional Christian
sense. Not the "draw-net of wrong and right" or the diabolism of modern ennui
which Brennan attributes to him. Brennan gets a childish kick out of evil which
he, like Poe before him, casts in terms of the perverse.
It is surely placing naIve emphasis on a static ideal closer to his own to
generalize about Baudelaire's personal aspirations from his enigmatic archetype
of Beauty found in the poem called La Beaute (see Appendix II). Of this,
Brennan says:
... his inmost aspirations mount towards a Beauty that is seated above all
human misery and agitation, impassive, as he would have his verses, without
the disordered Romantic lamentation.
The Prose of Christopher Brennan, pp. 292-293
Again, the theme of escape is extracted. Brennan does not appear to understand
the difference in Baudelaire between what Eliot called the "romantic blasphemy"
and the real problem of good and evil. If he does, then he has not conveyed this
awareness. Baudelaire's poem expresses not an aspiration towards "a Beauty ...
seated above all human misery and agitation", but an ironic horror of Beauty
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which is seen as a Gorgon having the power to murder the poet's soul by a kind
of petrifaction. The "grandes attitudes" of abstract Beauty are described as "borrowed from the proudest tombs", and the poet as a "docile lover" who consumes
his days in austere studies. It was Brennan's failure to see what Baudelaire really
meant that gave this paper its title: it points up his own path to poetic extinction.
Whitman said that Poe's verses 'belong among the electric lights of imaginative
literature, brilliant and dazzling, but with no heat', and that they carry 'the rhyming art to excess'. This assessment might be justly applied to Brennan's poetry,
and after examining his essays on prosody, it seems to follow his prescriptions.
The essays suggest that their author, in his insistence on the craft of poetry, has
allowed its rules to get the better of him. In abandoning "truth" and "the
didactic", seeking after "beauty" and "the Ideal", he often writes what can only
be called mellifluous doggerel.
Strict in his practice of criticism, he seems curiously unaware of the faults in his
own creative work. I suggest that the reason for this critical short-circuit lies in a
frustrated sensibility that denied itself regeneration from the natural world. Efficient abstraction replaced the rich dimensions of the concrete object. Reason was
thus removed from feeling and likewise from the moral sense. Brennan's elevation
of the imagination in a moral vacuum foreshadowed a critical impasse of which
we have become nervously and disquietingly aware in our own time.
He understood the spiritual disunity produced by the scientific revolution, but
by merely opposing its excesses with equally excessive claims for the salvationary
power of poetry, he subtly perpetuated fragmentation from another source.
Although he was capable of contemplating the unified movement of the mind
through feeling, will, and intellect, he could never get all three together in his
oWn work. Perhaps this discrepancy of belief and feeling has always existed,
and is possibly ncessary to produce that tension and conflict from which most
poetry emerges. It is certainly true of Christopher Brennan that he unwittingly
gave us a formula for the disintegrating consciousness at a time when, for most
people, God was still in his heaven and all was very nearly right with the world.
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APPENDIX I:

By way of substantiating my claim that Brennan has failed to comprehend
Baudelaire's account of Beauty, I submit the following quotations from Baudelaire's essays: it will be seen that Brennan's "divine cake", without elements of the
moral and the passional, consists of little more than icing sugar.
Mais, par son principe meme, I'insurrection romantique etait condamnee a
une vie courte. La puerile utopie de I'ecole de {'art pour {'art, an excluant la
morale, et souvent meme la passion, etait necessairement sterile. E1le se
mettait en flagrante contravention avec Ie genie de I'humanite.
Preface to Chants et Chansons de Pierre
Dupont by Charles Baudelaire, pp.291-292.
C'est ici une belle occasion, en verite, pour etablir une theorie rationnelle et
historique du beau, en opposition avec la theorie du beau unique et absolu;
pour montrer que Ie beau est toujours, inevitablement, d'une composition
double, bien que I'impression qu'il produit so it une; car la difficulte de
discerner les elements variables du beau dans I'unite de I'impression n'infirme
en rien la necessite de la variete dans sa composition. Le beau est fait d'un
element eternel, invariable, dont la quantite est excessivement difficile a determiner, et d'un element relatif, circonstanciel, qui sera, si I'on veut, tour a tour
ou tout ensemble, I'epoque, la mode, la morale, la passion. Sans ce second
element, qui est comme I'enveloppe amusante, titillante, aperitive, du divin
gateau, Ie premier element serait indigestible, inappreciable, non adapte et
non approprie a la nature humaine. Je defie qu'on decouvre un echantillon
quelconque de beaute qui ne contienne pas ces deux elements.
Le Beau, La Mode et Le Bonheur
by Charles Baudelaire, pp.547-548
Faut-il vous dire, a vous (Me Ancelle) qui ne I'avez pas plus devine que les
autres que dans ce livre atroce (Ies Fleurs du Mal), j'ai mis tout mon coeur,
toute ma tendresse, toute rna religion (tra vestie), toute ma haine? II est vrai
que j'ecrirai Ie contraire, que je jurerai mes grands dieux que c'est un livre
d'art pur, de singerie, de ionglerie; et je mentirai comme un arracheur de
dents.
Lettre a Ancelle 18 fev. 1886
by Charles Baudelaire, p.737
AI! quotations and page numbering refer to Baudelaire: Oeuvres Completes,
Collection l'Integrale, Paris Seuil 1968, ed. Marcel A. Ruff.
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APPENDIX II:

LA BEAUTs
Je suis belle, 0 mortels, comme un reve de pierre,
Et mon sein, ou chacun s'est meurtri tour a tour,
Est fait pour inspirer au poete un amour
Etemel et muet ainsi que la matiere.
Je trone dans l'azur comme un sphinx incompris;
J'unis un coeur de neige a la blancheur des cygnes;
Je hais Ie mouvement qui deplace les lignes,
Et jamais je ne pleure et jamais je ne ris.
Les poetes devant mes grandes attitudes,
Que j'ai l'air d'emprunter aux plus fiers monuments,
Consumeront leurs jours en d'austeres etudes;
Car j'ai, pour fasciner ces dociles amants,
De purs miroirs qui font toutes choses plus belles:
Mes yeux, mes larges yeux aux elartes etemelles!
Charles Beaudelaire,
Les Fleurs du Mal
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BOOKS
Nicholas Hasluck, Quarantine (Macmillan,
Melbourne, 1978). Hard cover, $8.95.
Quarantine, as the publisher's note announces,
is 'a novel of sophisticated intrigue'. It contains
the right ingredients for a good thriller: mystery, suspense, murder, fear, jig-saw pieces of
information. But Nicholas Hasluck's first novel
is intriguing in another respect: it is a curious
mixture of modes, in which the elements of
suspense story, dark comedy, allegory, farce,
satiric wit and poetic lyricism are poured into
the melting pot.
As a thriller, the novel dramatizes an entertainingly puzzling intrigue. The story is told
from a retrospective point of view-some forty
years after the event-by the nameless lawyernarrator, simultaneously a participant in and
observer of the nightmarish events he recalls.
Travelling from Australia to England to take
up his studies, the now distinguished lawyer
describes how his ship was inexplicably detained at a small, deserted port on the Suez
Canal. Rumour, suspicion, uneasiness, spread
among the thirty or so passengers, quarantined
in the seedy hotel presided over by the equally
seedy Shewfik Arud.
Cut off from the outside world and rational
explanations, the detained passengers set up an
investigating committee, which rapidly degenerates into a parody of bureaucratic ineptitude.
The narrator picks up constant hints of collaboration between the 'authorities'-Shewfik and
the cynical physician, Dr Magro-and the
various committee members, including the selfappointed chairman, Burgess. But shreds of
evidence in this nightmare world can't be
pieced together. One of the passengers, young
David Shears, becomes increasingly frustrated
by delay and evasiveness, and persuades the
narrator to join him in an appeal to the Consul
in the nearby city. David learns that, contrary
to Shewfik's assurances, no messages have been
sent on to the outside world; but an ad hoc
committee back at the hotel/quarantine station
rejects his pleas for action. He finds himself
turned into a scapegoat, accused of treachery
and/or insanity; and in what constitutes the
central moral crisis of the novel, the narrator
refuses to support David, defects to the side
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of the cowardly, possibly corrupt committee.
One day later, the narrator's feeling of relief"as though the period of anxiety was over, as
though the fever had subsided"-turns into
horror at the discovery of David's "accidental"
death. Two days later, the passengers are released as inexplicably as they were .originally
detained. None of them seems surprised: it is
as if David's death had somehow been a necessary stake wagered in a dangerous game--or
an expiation, perhaps. Soon after departure,
the narrator discovers further evidence to suggest collaboration between Shewfik and the
three rough Australians who had taken charge
of David after the "trial". The intrigue remains
a bewildering mass of hints, rumours and unsubstantiated evidence to torment the disquietened, guilt-ridden narrator.
The events of the novel constitute what the
narrator calls a faszad:
It haunts me that word Faszad. A single

word. And according to Dr Magro, who
acquainted me with the concept, a word
which cannot be exactly translated into
English.
It denotes a sordid intrigue. An intrigue
so complicated by the variety of motives
and false testimony required to bring it to
fruition, that it might also be described as
a conspiracy without a cause; a chain of
events bearing all the hallmarks of a calculated plot-that is to say, a process which
closes in on a victim, which seizes some
unfortunate being against his will and
breaks him, leaving him enmeshed in the
ganglions of perjury and greed which
brought about his downfall-but nonetheless, a process which in fact has no clearly
defined purpose; as if the intention was
simply to trigger off some iniquitous proceeding in the expectation that pickings of
one kind or another would be there for
nimble fingers in the end.
Clearly it is more than the word which
haunts him. The allegorical elements here are
unmistakable: the narrative deliberately suggests another level of meaning, a compound of
fear, guilt, moral cowardice, disease, victimization. The 'calculated plot' refers to both narrative and moral puzzle; the 'chain of events'
become 'ganglions of perjury and greed';
images of physical disease frequently have
overtones of moral infection.
The author, by cleverly refusing to particularize any details of historical time, turns the
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narrative into a moral fable which has relevance on a number of possible levels. Some
details point to the meaning of the novel as
an allegory of conditions in pre-war Nazi Germany; and certainly this has a more general
applicability as a fable about the abnegation of
individual. responsibility in the midst of moral
confusion and lethargy.
'Surely,' the narrator asks himself, 'there
must be someone bold enough to look dispassionately at the matter; to find out the facts
and make a balanced judgement.' But when the
facts remain clouded, when rational answers
don't explain, 'why waste time on courage'.
Moral decisiveness is eaten away by boredom,
'that persistent malady, that lethal disorder of
the tongue, a painless but latent septicaemia,
the carrier never being conscious that he has it'.
Numerous incidental details also connote
moral decay, as in the description of the Quarantine Station, 'a building which gave an impression of being in need of repair although it
was difficult to identify precisely what was
wrong with it'. The narrator's frequent shrinking from physical contact reflects more than
adolescent embarrassment. There is the constant suggestion of fear of contamination,
sexual and moral. Through such detailing of
physical appearance, gesture, action and
speech, the author successfully evokes a sense
of enveloping grotesqueness and nightmare.
The one certainty which seems to emerge
from the story is the narrator's refusal to independently formulate and act upon values in
a society which is cut off from 'normal' standards. But even this is qualified: for in a community characterized by suggestions of corruption, moral torpor and sudden moments of
violence, the difficulty of doing what one believes to be right is compounded by the inability to percieve what is right. Are the
passengers merely innocent victims of corrupt
authority, or bureaucratic inefficiency? Is the
novel a cautionary tale about lack of moral
fibre? Does it point to the difficulty of formulating one's values in the absence of familiar
reference points? The allegorical signposts, that
is, seem deliberately obscured. Like Browning's
Childe Roland, the narrator remains unsure of
the meaning of his nightmarish journey:

And we, like the narrator, are never allowed
to 'possess' the experience. We share with him
a bewildering sense of moral dislocation and
fragmentation.
Nicholas Hasluck's novel, as allegory, has
discernible affinities with Kafka and Conrad.
It has, of course, become fashionable to make
such comparisons; nevertheless, the comparison is valid in terms of the way in which
the author refuses to offer solutions to the
morally insoluble. In this regard, the point of
view employed in the novel works well: the
narrator is persistently tormented by the inadequacy of his legal training, his need for
facts and evidence; the language of reason and
analytic procedures cannot unravel the truth of
the experience.
Unfortunately, there are a few sections in
Quarantine in which the author seems to be
straining after symbolic effects, sections in
which the attempt to create a sense of allegorical 'significance' is too obvious and laboured. The character of Dr Magro is a case in
point: his presence in the novel seems dictated
by the authorial need to make mysteriously
portentous statements. He is too nakedly functional and, as such, is an unconvincing character. Numerous passages in the novel seem too
weightily 'significant', so that we have the
feeling the author is superimposing symbolic
meaning onto his material, rather than allowing it to emerge naturally from the details of
the story.
But if Quarantine is a dark allegory, it is
also a witty, at times hilariously comic, novel.
A number of scenes in the novel are small
masterpieces of comic writing in the Kingsley
Amis Lucky Jim vein. The bedroom farce in
which the narrator and David Shears awkwardly prepare to share a bed for the night is a
brilliant blend of slapstick comedy and donnish
wit. The description of the narrator's adventures in the brothel reveals a similar talent for
comedy. Here the wit, as in a number of other
sequences in the novel, results from the collision of the naive and rather priggish student
with vulgar reality. Nicholas Hasluck cleverly
juxtaposes his narrator's pedantic verbosity
with the crudity of loud-mouthed Australians,
as in the table tennis scene:

We never found out what we were suspected of. What disease, what malaise, or
what infection.

Once, angered by his lack of consideration,
rather, his calculated act of annoyance, trying not to be provocative about the whole
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thing, assuming, for the sake of the argument, that there might be some reason for
it, I put the question to him squarely-man
to man-as to why he squashed the ping
pong balls the way he did. As usual there
was a bit of a nod and a wink amongst the
group, and no clear reply. All he said was
"Don't shit me". And one of the others
said: "That's right."
At times, however, the humour occurs not
at the expense of the narrator but through the
use of the narrator's urbanely satiric observations:
Yes, Mr Horwood, ex-alderman of one of
Sydney's less fortunate city councils, the
incredibly, if not criminally, inappropriate
chairman of the council's Art and Leisure
Committee for thirteen years and seven
months precisely, cartage contractor and
former runner-up in something similar to
golden gloves, whose father once had dinner at the Embassy on Steamer Point, this
luddite of the inner ear, a thumb buried in
his paunch at the belt, his heavy jowels,
gleaming with perspiration, being mopped
at with a handkerchief-was on his feet:
lecturing the meeting on the subject of personal hygiene, the kitchen, the communal
bathroom, reminding those present that the
locker room at Surry Hills football field in
1927 had been plagued by tinea for months
on end, principally because of carelessness.
Beside him, in a floral dress, his exhaustedlooking wife nodded approvingly, recalling
those frightening days; the long campaign,
the nights, the mugs of tea, the men locked
in conference, the final victory, the jockstraps buoyant again.
The satiric touch is highly effective, reflecting a keen eye and ear for absurdities; but unfortunately one enjoys the presence of such
writing at the cost of novelistic unity. The narrator is by turns the awkwardly naive postadolescent, subject to gentle mockery, and the
sophisticated satirist who deflates with epigrammatic wit:
She was barefooted but obviously accustomed to putting in the boot.
After nodding to Burgess, you always felt
as though you had just read the editorials
of at least two morning papers.
Sometimes of course the dual perspective is
the deliberate consequence of the retrospective
point of view, which establishes a note of wry
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self-mockery as the middle-aged lawyer looks
back on his youthful naivete. But on the other
occasions the duality is simply the result of inconsistency, the inability of the author to establish a firmly controlled tone of voice.
Nor is this inconsistency restricted to the
use of the narrator as both subject and purveyor of humour and ironic wit. He also
wavers unconvincinglyly between moral obtuseness and perceptiveness. His language fluctuates: he is by turns pedantic and flowery,
urbanely witty, lyrical.
This uneasiness of point of view seems in
fact symptomatic of a more general flaw in
the novel. For in the end Quarantine suffers
from a lack of coherence and unity: one never
feels quite sure what kind of novel it is. The
elements of allegory, satire, farce and poetic
lyricism do not always seem successfully integrated. Sometimes the transitions work well,
when, for example, comic satire of Mr Horwood and his obsession with hygiene modulates
into a recreation of the atmosphere of sinister
boredom in the committee room. But the final
impression is of an uneasy mixture of modes
and styles.
Success with character, too, is mixed. The
characterization of Shewfik Arud, hotel proprietor, is possibly one of the best things in
the novel, revealing both comic and grotesquely sinister elements. Mr Hasluck's good ear for
dialogue shows up here, as in that telling quip
of Shewfik's:
As I said to my barber who is a friend and
can mostly be trusted.
There are a number of amusing and successful
satiric sketches: Mrs Walker, the snobbishly
genteel, socialite; Horwood, the petty bureaucrat; Bricky and his Australian mates, crude
beer-swillers and thugs. But other characters,
like Dr Magro, Burgess and David Shears,
seem too woodenly functional to be convincing.
Nicholas Hasluck has had considerable success as a poet, and has recently emerged as a
short-story writer. The talent for satire and
lyricism shown in those forms serves him well
in Quarantine. So too does his gift for farce
and slapstick comedy. But these talents sit uncomfortably together in this novel: it is a
treasure- house of detail, but an uncertain
whole.
SUSAN KOBULNICZKY
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Anthony Trollope: his Art and his Scope (University of Queensland Press).
Honest, industrious, thorough; straightforward,
shrewd and sensible: these, in despite of his
name, are perhaps the most obvious qualities
(I would reckon them as virtues) of Trollope
the man and Trollope the novelist. And they
are qualities, virtues, appropriately possessed
by the latest full-length study of Trollope, P.
D. Edwards's Anthony Trollope: his Art and
his Scope (University of Queensland Press).
Professor Edwards of the University of
Queensland has evidently devoted much of his
life to studying Trollope. He has previously
edited three books concerned with Trollope.
The most recent of these, an edition of He
Knew He Was Right, appeared in the commendable Victorian Texts series which is also
published by the University of Queensland
Press and of which he is General Editor. He
seems to have read all Trollope, a remarkable
feat of assimilation considering that Trollope
wrote, besides four volumes of short stories
and various non-fiction books, a total of fortyseven novels, most of them of ponderable Victorian size. Forty-seven novels! The reviewer,
moved by a morbid curiosity to tot up the
number he has browsed through in desultory
fashion over some twenty-five years could
make it no higher than thirty-one. But then,
dear reader, have you read Harry Heathcote of
Gangoi/, Ayala's Angel, The Fixed Period, The
Struggles of Brown, Jones and Robinson, Kept
in the Dark? Riches in store!
Professor Edwards's book is a long, solid,
thorough-going critical study of the novels;
that and, though it is ironical to say so, nothing
more. There is no make-weight padding of
biography or the 'background of the age' or
what not. The novels are dealt with not according to chronology but in groups according
to their subject-matter, and the attention given
to each one is proportionate to their importance in the critic's eyes. Since one of Edwards's
main aims is to demonstrate the range and variety of Trollope's work, he discusses a great
many of the novels; but not, thank heavens, all
of them, despite a claim by the blurb-writer of
the dust-jacket that everyone of the fortyseven is 'appraised' (three of the four referred
to above, for instance, are barely mentioned).
The informing principle of the book is indicated by the epigraph to the first chapter: a
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quotation from Meredith in which he describes
his own novelistic way as 'a Rhone island ...
between the two forceful streams of the unreal
and the over-real'. By the unreal he means
'happy tales of mystery' (that is, sensational
novels) and by the over-real 'popular narratives of the deeds of bread and cheese people'
(that is, realism). For Edwards Trollope also,
in his best work, stands between these two
streams: it is a mere half or quarter truth that
Trollope is a chronicler of small beer, that (in
Henry James's words) he 'walked with his
eyes comfortably fixed on the familiar, the
actual'. Is there not Trollope's own emphatic
pronouncement that a novel should be both
realistic and sensational and both in the highest
degree? Trollope thought that 'he who can deal
adequately with tragic elements is a greater
artist and reaches a higher aim than the writer
whose efforts never carry him above the mild
walks of everyday life'. And so, as Edwards
admirably phrases it, the fineness of Trollope's
best work 'like that of all great art consists
in the sense it conveys at once of the strangeness of common life and of the naturalness, the
inherent ordinariness of seemingly out-of-theway experience'. To look at Trollope from this
point of view and with this kind of stress is
illuminating and salutary. Henry James's
famous essay on Trollope is still, within its
limits, the most perceptive criticism of the
older novelist; but Edwards makes us sharply
aware of those limits, those limitations, and his
book is a penetrating and necessary corrective.
The Barchester novels obviously form a
fairly homogeneous group of their own, and
Edwards gets them out of the way first. It is
the one section in which I found him a little
disappointing, though there is a good discussion of Dr Thorne that is full of acute insights.
But the treatment of The Last Chronicle of
Barset is to my mind unsatisfactory. The neartragic Mr Crawley is of course very much to
Edwards's taste, except that he would prefer
a completely tragic Crawley; he is damning
about the happy outcome to the perpetual
curate's dreadful miseries: 'On artistic grounds
. . . indefensible . . . an incongruous anticlimax'. I think the verdict disputable. The real
lapse, however, is that the whole picture of
seedy society in London (the Dobbs Broughtons, Clara Von Siever and Conway Dalrymple,
the fascinating Miss Madalina Demolines) is
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dismissed utterly from consideration as worthless and irrelevant: an exceedingly disputable
judgement. In the discussion of Mr Harding in
The Warden there is much metaphysical subtilizing about the ambiguity of his position as
representing the conscience of Barchester at its
finest; but I suggest that Mr Harding is not
representative, he is simply his own individual
self. Again, in writing of Barchester Towers
Edwards defends Trollope from James's accusation that Trollope reminds his readers that
his story is only a make-believe. Not so, says
Edwards, with a number of quotations intended to prove his case; he does not refer,
though, to the opening paragraph of Chapter
51-which I recommend to his attention as disproving his case. In any event Trollope needs
no defence; he is a distant follower of Tristram Shandy. Edwards seems assailable on
points of fact (does Arabin really 'vociferate
the general eager dislike of Slope, even before
he has met the man'?) and of interpretation
(,Bertie and Mrs Proudie are clearly terrified
of each other ... Mrs Proudie because she
feels, no doubt unconsciously, in danger of a
sexual assault'-to borrow the Archdeacon's
favourite exclamation, 'Good heavens!'). Edwards praises Barchester Towers as 'the gayest
and most comically inventive of all Trollope's
novels'; but another remark-that it 'probably
contains more to tax the credulity of the prosaic mind than any of Trollope's other "domestic" novels'-suggests to me that he is not quite
a comedy man. Not that the remark is necessarily untrue but that it is surprising that he
should find it necessary to make it. And Barsetshire is not Edwards's favourite county: he regards it as increasingly a cosy indulgence on
Trollope's part, and rather disapproves. Ronald
Knox described the county in pretty much the
same terms when he called it a 'fairyland'; but
Knox like many readers preferred it that way.
With Barsetshire behind him, however, Edwards begins to explore his thesis and goes
from strength to strength. Chapter 3, 'Fiction
shorn of all romance', is an interesting discus·
sion of TroIlope's 'domestic realism' in several
novels, with a particularly perceptive but occasionally provoking account of The Clave rings.
(The inconsistency, by the way, that Edwards
detects in Is He Popenjoy?-'without explanation, they become worth over £40,000 a year'
-doesn't really exist; it is Mrs Montacute
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J ones who, characteristically, says this, not
Trollope.) The next chapter examines Trollope's various attempts to write novels with a
purpose, for which we can agree he was not
temperamentally suited; some close analyses of
Can You Forgive Her? and The Vicar of Bullhampton. Chapter 5 (The higher aim') explores Trollope's essays in the tragic; and his
masterpiece in this vein, He Knew He Was
Right, deservedly gets an extensive and excellent commentary. There follows a discussion of
the Palliser novels which is nicely and not unreasonably astringent in its assessments: essential reading for those bemused by the pretty
flummery of the TV series. And then comes
the crown of the whole argument, containing
probably the finest criticism in the book, the
long penultimate chapter entitled 'Both realistic and sensational' in which Edwards deals
with Trollope's subtlest and most exciting explorations of crime and violence'-the three
major novels of his later life, The Eustace
Diamonds, The Way We Live Now, and Mr
Scarborough's Family. After this, the last
chapter, Things done in the wilds', is rather
an anti-climax, though there is a close and
stimulating discussion of Trollope's 'Australian' novel, John Caldigate.
The book as a whole is, to revert to my
opening adjectives, thorough, shrewd, sensible
and honest. Edwards's judgements and commentaries are generally just and perceptive, and
often challenging. As a work of criticism the
book is refreshingly sane, straightforward and
free from distressing jargon and mere modishness. It really does place Trollope in a different
perspective. And although Edwards is clearly a
Trollopian in some senses of the word, he is
not so in any sense that would imply an uncritical and comfortable indulgent response to
his author. On the contrary; he is always
sharply critical-rather too much so at times
for me, who am inclined to Trollopianism of
the cosy kind. Many an indignant or uneasy
question-mark did I dash down in the margins.
Indeed, at times I vaguely felt that the author
was not entirely sympathetic to Trollope; even
worse, that he did not quite understand the
Trollopian tone and temperament. For Trollope, though shrewd and sensible and straightforward, was also more deeply and interestingly an extremely sensitive, diffident and witty
man; and Edwards's study, though replete with
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virtues, does not strike me as diffident or witty.
Less vaguely I would say that there are two
shortcomings in this book, though I immediately add that doubtless, given the book's scope
and intention, they were inevitable. The first is
that the critical stance is perhaps a little too
removed from the verbal texture, the detailed
process, of the novels; a little too much of a
summarizing, an accounting. There is no demonstration, for example, of the essentially
characteristic artistry displayed in Trollope's
wonderfully controlled interviews and encounters; and no exhibition of his not infrequent
witty phrasings-in Barchester Towers Mr
Slope's widow who was 'inconsolable; or, in
other words, in want of consolation'; or the
forest nymph, to whom Stubbs the plaisterer
'was whispering a plasterer's usual soft nothings'; or that superb little passage of mockheroic in which Mrs Proudie is designated the
Medea of Barchester. The second shortcoming
is that Trollope is pursued a little too singlemindedly. Apart from one or two minor refer-
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ences to one or two minor Victorian novelists,
the question of realism v. sensationalism is not
placed in any wider literary context. But does
not the Dutch realist George Eliot suffer a
certain amount of sensational incident to enter
her homely common life-in Adam Bede, in
The Mill on the Floss, in Silas Marner, in
Middlemarch? And do I not remember a dead
elephant and a murder invading the low-key
realism of Arnold Bennett's Bursley? It is not
just a Trollopian question.
Nevertheless, these small defects-if defects,
indeed, they are~o not detract from the great
value and interest of Professor Edwards's book.
It is not quite an introduction for beginners;
but the student of Trollope will need to read
it and will find it informative and stimulating
-stimulating, as with any criticism that presents its views so firmly and distinctly and responsibly, almost as much for the disagreements it provokes as for the agreements it
persuades to.
L. R. BURROWS
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University of Exeter
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Western Australia
150th Anniversary Celebrations

1979
WESTERLY POETRY AND SHORT STORY COMPETITION
Westerly is holding a short story and poetry competition as part of the celebrations
to mark the 150th anniversary in 1979 of the founding of Western Australia. The
prize money is provided by the Western Australian Government's 150th Anniversary Celebrations Committee.

Provided that entries are of a sufficiently high standard, two prizes will be
awarded for short fiction-$5oo to the best entry by a West Australian writer and
$500 for the best entry by a writer from elsewhere in Australia. Two prizes for
poetry will also be awarded, provided that the standard is high enough-$5oo for
the best entry by a West Australian writer and $500 for the best entry by a writer
from elsewhere in Australia. A further $1,000 of prize money may be divided
among entries commended by the judges. All prize· winning and commended
entries will be published in a special issue of Westerly in 1979. No restriction is
imposed on subject or theme. The criterion is literary merit.
Closing date for entries is 1 February 1979.

Entries are invited on the following conditions:

1. Entrants must be of Australian nationality or be a resident of Australia.
2. All entries must be the original work of the person or persons who enter them
for the competition, and must be previously unpublished.
3. Entries must be type-written, double· spaced on one side of the paper and must
be accompanied by a stamped addressed envelope containing the writer's name
and home address.
4. Each entry must contain the words "Westerly Competition" followed by the
writer's nom de plume for the purposes of the competition and his or her home
address. (The reason for the nom de plume is that the judging process should
not be biassed by the actual names of the writers.)
5. The entries will be judged by the editors of Westerly and such other judges as
the editors may wish to consult.
6. The winning entries and other selected entries of merit will be published in a
special issue of Westerly in 1979. Westerly acquires first rights only.
7. The decision of the judges in all matters pertaining to the competition shall be
final and binding. No correspondence will be entered into.
8. "Westerly Competition" entries should be posted to The Editors, Westerly,
English Department, University of Western Australia, Nedlands, Western Australia, 6009.
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UNIVERSITY OF WESTERN
AUSTRALIA PRESS
Giving the widest representation to Western Australian writers
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WESTERLY 21
an anniversary anthology
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