








This continuing drama, and the drama of creating a new society here—a variant
of the European model—is what much of Australian literature is about. In the
novel, it’s a constant thread, running through the work of Christina Stead, Patrick
White, and Randolph Stow, to name just a few.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I then returned to Australia; and on the boat coming home I read Patrick
White’s The Tree of Man. 1 was very excited by it: here was a novel working
in the direction 1 had been trying for—and one of a quality my friends and I
had almost given up hoping for, in Australia. Something was in the air; a new
sort of novel other than the social-realist form was at last being written here—
and perhaps it’s true to say that a new era for Australian fiction had begun, in
the 1950’s. But I think it would also be fair to say that English publication,
English critical approval, were still the vital factors for success in the Australian
novel. Certainly, when a London publisher accepted my own novel, and London
papers liked it, that did much to boost its reception here. The same I think
applies to Hal Porter and Randolph Stow.

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

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

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

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

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

That’s rather a large claim, and I should explain it. I happen to believe that
literature, more than anything else, shows a people to themselves, and gives the
world configurations it didn’t have before. In the long view of history, our
umbilical cord to Britain was cut only yesterday, and we have hardly taken more
than a few timid steps, imaginatively, into the Asian and South Pacific world.
And 1 think this is natural. There is a glib habit of saying we are ‘part of
Asia’, and that we’d better get on with it. It’s not going to be that quick and
easy—and that glibness may be why we’ve done far too little to build real
connections with the fascinating world just beyond our boundaries—although we
trek through it on our tourist holidays. That glibness tries to throw out the
European inheritance which is our greatest cultural treasure; and it also treats
with foolish complacency the complex and rich Asian cultures we seek to make
connection with. The one cannot lightly be discarded; the other cannot instantly
be put on. As well, the cliché is geographically inaccurate. We are not ‘part of
Asia’: Australia is a South Pacific nation—and through sheer weight and its
degree of progress, one of the most important. Indonesia is not ‘part’ of our
immediate location; it’s with the South Pacific nation of New Guinea that we
have our closest physical links. But Indonesia, where Asia begins, is our most
considerable neighbour, and must therefore be of our political and cultural
destiny. And because it’s where Asia begins, it must fascinate us.

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

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

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

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

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

1

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

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

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

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

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

Mirza-ji tells the maid, “You go, I'm coming.”

The Begum Sahiba is in no mood to take this lightly. What impudence—I
have a headache, and he plays chess!

Her face flushes with anger. She orders the maid, “You go this very instant
and tell him to come immediately or I will leave the house and go get the
medicine myself.”

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

Mir Sahib: “Arré, go and do what she says. Women are fragile creatures.
Very temperamental.”

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

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

Mirza-ji: “Very well, let’s settle this and then I go.”

Mir Sahib: “No, enough. First things first.”

Mirza-ji: “Arré yaar, she’ll make me run to the hakim, that’s all. There’s no
headache; that’s just her way of bothering me.”

Mir Sahib: “All right, all right, but you can’t leave her alone....”

Mirza-ji: “I know, but let me play this one move first.”

Mir Sahib: “You’'ll do nothing of the sort. Until you attend to her first, 1
don’t move a single piece on the board.”

A reluctant Mirza Sahib goes inside and finds his wife’s forehead wrinkle-free;
her mood is changed and he hears her whining: “Chess, chess, chess, that’s all
you love. What do you care if anyone lives or dies? I've never seen a man like
you!”

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

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

Mirza-ji: “He’s a clinging creeper, that man. He comes in and he stays put,
and he won’t go until I play with him.”

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

Mirza-ji: “How can I do that? He’s one of our set, isn’t he? He’s older, in
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fact—and a full two fingers taller than me. The least I can do is be considerate.”

Begum: “In that case, let me handle him. If he doesn't like it, he can lump
it. As if we depend on him! When [ need my husband, I'll have my husband.
Hiriya, bring the chessboard inside. And tell Mir Sahib my husband won’t play
anymore, so could he please be so kind as to take his leave.”

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

Begum: “Let her go! You stop her, you stop me. All right, stop her—but try
stopping me. Just try.”

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

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

Mirza-ji says, “You’re a wonder.”

Begum: “If Mir Sahib turns up here again, I'm warning you I’ll close the
doors on him. If you had the same love for God that you have for chess,
wouldn’t our home be a happier one! You have a fine time chessing around
while I slave and slog in the kitchen. Tell me, are you going to the hakim’s
or no?”

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

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

Mirza-ji: “Let’s forget all that. Tell me, where do we have our next round?”

Mir Sahib: “That’s no problem. I have this huge house. Why not right here?”

Mirza-ji: “But what do | do with Begum Sahiba? If playing at my place got
her so upset, playing at yours—why, she’ll kill me!”

Mir Sahib: “Let her rant and rave. She’ll cool down in a couple of days;
they all do. But take my advice and show her you are a man—throw your weight
around a little.”

2
pA

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

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

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

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

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

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

The officer: “Out where?”

Servant: “We don’t know. Why do you want him?”

The officer: “What do you mean why I want him? Who are you to ask? He
has been summoned by the Nawab. Perhaps he has to supply some soldiers. He
holds a jagir, doesn’t he? What does he think it is, a joke? He’ll come to his
senses when he has to go and fight on the battlefield.”

Servant: “We’ll inform him, sir.”

The officer: “You’ll inform him nothing. I’'ll come here tomorrow. My orders
are to accompany him.”

The officer leaves. Mir Sahib is all nerves. He tells Mirza-ji, “What now, my
friend?”

Mirza-ji: “What a fix! Suppose they come after me....”

Mir Sahib: “The swine said he’ll turn up here tomorrow.”

Mirza-ji: “It’s hell, T tell you. And if he wants us to fight on the field, then
we’ve had it.”

Mir Sahib: “I have it—the best way is not to be at home. From tomorrow
let’s find a lonely spot on the other side of the Gomti. They’ll never find us
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there. His lordship is welcome to come and find no one at home.”

Mirza-ji: “Splendid! You're a genius. There’s no way out but this.”

Meanwhile Mir Sahib’s wife is telling the cavalry officer, “You did a good
job.”

“I twirl these fools around my fingers,” he replies. “All their brain and all
their brawn is drowned in their chess game. Catch them staying at home now.”

3

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

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

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

Mir Sahib says, “It’s the British soldiers. God help us!”

Mirza-ji: “Let them come. Check! Your move.”

Mir Sahib: “Let’s hide behind this ruin and have a look at them.”

Mirza-ji: “What’s the hurry? Checkmate!”

Mir Sahib: “I see cannons! There must be at least five thousand soldiers
coming. Young and strapping specimens. With pink baboon faces. Frightening
faces.”

Mirza-ji: “Come to the point, sir. Try your litte tricks on others. Checkmate!”

Mir Sahib: “You're a character. The town’s in danger, and all you can think
of is checkmate. Has it ever occurred to you that if the town falls, we have
nowhere to go?”’

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

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

Mirza-ji says, “How do we eat today?”

Mir Sahib: “Today’s the Ramzan fast. You get extra hungry these days, or
what?”

Mirza-ji: “No, it’s not that. I wonder what’s happening in the city.”

Mir Sahib: “As if anything ever happens in the city! Eating and sleeping—
that’s what’s happening. And the Nawab’s having his usual fun.”

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

Mirza-ji says, “They’ve taken the Nawab Sahib prisoner.”

Mir Sahib: “Have they? Checkmate again, my friend.”

Mirza-ji: Sir, one moment . ... My heart’s not in the game. The poor Nawab
must be weeping tears of blood....”

Mir Sahib: “Must be.... What else can a prisoner do? It’s tragic.”

Mirza-ji: “Everyone has to face such ups-and-downs. ... It’s tragic.”

Mir Sahib: ‘Yes, yes, yes, I know. Checkmate! You've had it, my friend.”

Mirza-ji: “My God, you are heartless! If such a calamity doesn’t move you,
what will? Hai, poor Wajid Ali Shah!”

Mir Sahib: “First save your king, then think of the Nawab Shah. Checkmate!
I win.”

The soldiers march by them, taking Wajid Ali Shah prisoner. The instant the
last soldier files by, Mirza-ja rearranges the chessboard. Defeat is a hurting
wound. Mir Sahib says, “Let’s chant a dirge in revered memory of the late
lamented glory of the Nawab.” But Mirza-ji’s patriotism revolves around his
defeat at chess. All he wants is to get his own back: he will be one up on Mir
Sahib yet!

4

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

Mir Sahib’s queen is in trouble. He says, “I never moved at all.”

Mirza-ji: “Of course you did. I saw you. Put him back where he was.”

Mir Sahib: “Why? I’'m still holding him. I’ll put him where I want.”

Mirza-ji: “You can’t hang on to him till doomsday. You have to move one
way or other. Your queen’s in trouble, so you've decided to do a bit of cheating,
have you?”
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Mir Sahib: “You’re the cheat, not me. Win or lose is in the hands of fate.
Cheating won’t help you.”

Mirza-ji: “So, you admit you've lost?”

Mir Sahib: “Me lose? Are you out of your mind?”

Mirza-ji: “Just be so good as to put the chessman where he was, will you,
please?”

Mir Sahib: “I won’t. Why should 1?”

Mirza-ji: “You won’t? You must!”

Tempers flare up further. Both stick to their guns. Neither budges an inch.
Wild words are exchanged.

Mirza-jj says, “Only a gentleman knows how to play chess. You've cut grass
all your life, what do you know about chess? Nobility’s a different thing alto-
gether. You don’t become noble just by owning an estate.”

Mir Sahib: “What! Your father cut grass, your ancestors all cut grass! We
have been playing—let me remind you of this—chess for generations.”

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

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

Mirza-ji: “Arré, you chaff-cutter, shut up!”

Mir Sahib: “You shut up! I'm warning you! I'll have you remember I'm not
used to such language! If anyone so much as glares at me, I have his eyes
plucked out. You want to dare me?”

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

Mir Sahib: “Don’t bully me!”

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

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

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

WESTERLY, No. 3, SEPTEMBER, 1980 83



ANNE LLOYD

Elegies for the Living

1. Conscience of the King

At sixty-two you discover theatre:

not just free, early evening performance

for pensioners, but whorls of

coloured silk and hessian bagged around the stage;
the young muysteriously aged, the aging
sprightened up. You always thought you had

seen the best of your time—till Lear:

“as full of grief as age;

wretched in both”. Such eloquence!

You go alone, stay apart, though not intentionally.

Once, after, hurrying down the night streets of
Redfern, shadows smoking, corner warehouses,
you slip and split your chin

jowl to kiss. No one gives

a stuff for the real-life stage.
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JOHN RYAN

The Theatre of Bob Herbert

From April 12 to May 17 1980, the Drama Theatre of the Sydney Opera House
staged the play, No Names .... No Pack Drill by Bob Herbert, who was once
domiciled in Western Australia and who since 1971, has been resident in Armi-
dale, New South Wales. The play in question was last year’s joint winner in the
competition staged as a part of Western Australia’s Sesquicentenary Arts celebra-
tions. It was given a local stage premiere on May 10th last when it opened for
a limited season at the Arts Theatre of the University of New England in Armi-
dale. It was directed by Richard Meredith and was presented by the members of
New England’s Travelling Playhouse, a newly formed professional company,
which, while being based on the university, was designed as a touring repertory
to bring drama to the north-west of New South Wales. Since then the play has
both been on the road in that State’s north west, and also brought to national
attention by means of a study of its style and progression being presented on the
television programme, Four Corners. Then it was introduced by John Temple
who also interviewed the writer, while the New England domicile of Herbert was
reinforced by the linked programme on novelist Thomas Keneally, much of whose
writing has its sources in such places as Kempsey, Maitland and Armidale. That
month of zestful presentation, together with the attention it aroused! may well
have been the determining factors in its choice as third play in the premiere
subscription season of the Sydney Theatre Company under their foundation
director, Richard Wherrett. The latter has told the press that he wants the public
to see plays that are ‘grand, vulgar, challenging and intelligent’,2 each of which
separate categories may be found in this latest item in the Herbert canon.

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

Although a new wave playwright who it is appropriate to associate with Alex
Buzo, John Romeril and David Williamson, he has perhaps only recently caught
the attention of the media for his No Names .... No Pack Drill (1979), despite
the fact that his dialogue play, An Isolated Case of Heterochromia, came second
to King O’Malley in the 1970 Captain Cook Bicentenary Drama Contest. That
text had to wait until late 1972 for commercial presentation, when it was said to
be a worthy climax to the Sydney New Theatre’s 40th anniversary year.
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Robert Charles Herbert, who was born in Yea, Victoria, in 1923, has not the
academic background of Williamson or Buzo, but he has spent his time in pro-
fessional theatre. After war service and the period 1947-48 as a ship’s radio
officer he trained at the School of Theatre Crafts, Melbourne, 1949-50, at the
time when Irene Webb was Principal and the Tutors Joy Youlden and Alan
Ashbolt. For the next two years he was with the Anew McMaster Shakespearian
Company in Melbourne as an actor, touring the southern states with Shakes-
pearian and Restoration plays, under McMaster (died 1962), whom Bob Herbert
rightly calls one of the last of the great actor-managers in the Donald Wolfit
style’. Between 1953 and 1955 he free-lanced in radio in Melbourne, and also
directed and acted in various little theatres, mainly at the New Theatre. Later
that year he commenced what was to become the major activity of his career to
date, stage management, with an electrical bias, for travelling (musical) com-
panies with quality productions of known audience appeal. Indeed, he could be
held to be a key figure behind one of the later and most successful financial runs
of J. C. Williamson’s who have become a legend in Australasia. He has joined
them in 1955 as an actor and Assistant Stage Manager for the interstate tour of
Reluctant Heroes, Seagulls Over Sorrento, Worm’s Eye View and Charlie’s Aunt.
Later that year he worked at the Arrow Theatre with Robin Lovejoy, Frank
Thring, Letty Craydon, Ron Shand and numerous other fine performers. After
playing everything from bit parts to Mosca in Ben Jonson’s Volpone he rejoined
J.C.W. for the return season of South Pacific and, while with this show, he studied
method acting in classes conducted by Leonard Stone (Luther Billis). In 1956 he
played in pantomime at the Princess Theatre, Melbourne, returning to J.C.W,,
first as stage manager to Danny O’Neill’s direction of Can-Can, and then to
Pyjama Game, under the inspiring direction of Fred Herbert. After some months
away from the theatre, Bob Herbert returned to it via the electrical side of Her
Majesty’s Sydney. In the late 1958 there came a spell as touring stage director for
the eastern states with the Elizabethan Theatre Trust’s production of The Summer
of the Seventeenth Doll.

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

The late 1960’s were more stable years, with less glamour and more oppor-
tunities for writing. After years of hectic activity the Herberts went to Adelaide
where Robert was appointed as Producer Director of the South Australian Chris-
tian Television Association and for almost a year he was engaged in producing
their shows on all three commercial channels. After a second period of radio
and television freelancing in Sydney, he joined the Coastal Radio Service and so
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capitalized on his formal First Class Certificate of Proficiency earned some
twenty years earlier. A three year posting to Broome ended in 1970, and it was
while he was in Western Australia that the prize winning play was written.
His career since 1971 has been in Armidale and concerned with University theatre
and much more actual writing.

* * * * *

As a man of the theatre, Robert Herbert has a complex range of interests,
but his deep concern is for comedy, especially the two extremes of mannered
comedy and low farce. He speaks with affectionate nostalgia for his time as a
comic actor and has made some considerable study of comic timing and presen-
tation techniques. An interest which accounts for his studying of Italian is the
commeda dellarte and its influence on and presence in the Shakespearian
comedies.

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

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

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

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

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

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

The squeamish may be repelled by the rough, tough aspects of life, that this
play deals with, but, it can be argued, this attitude suggests a blindness to
the underlying human understanding that Mr. Herbert reveals and which
expresses an honesty that transcends crudity. (November 8th, 1972),

while Thomas Schick conceded that ‘Herbert and his play don’t lose our attention’
(National Review, 18-24th November, 1972), and felt that he had to conclude
with an admitted quibble, that

‘the result is an inconclusive piece of entertainment without a serious com-
municable core’.

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

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

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

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

His Don’t Let the Title Put You Off, which was first written in 1972 and
revised in 1974, is a farce which satirizes the permissive society and nods towards
a return to traditional sexual morality. Mary,% a rather knowing innocent, arrives
uninvited in Harry’s apartment. Harry seeks to capitalize on this windfall, but
is frustrated by Mary’s old-fashioned possessiveness towards her virginity. Title
is very much in the tradition of mannered comedy, its sexual outspokenness
aligning it more with Restoration comedy than with the somewhat decorous
comedies of later periods. Perhaps the modern playwright closest in spirit to this
work is Joe Orton. An interesting sidelight on this play is that Herbert confides
that he used the same ‘set’ as the one which is later found in No Names .... No
Pack Drill, and which was a flat in King’s Cross where he lived while in Sydney
as Stage Director of Camelot. “It was such a perfect set,” he said, “that I used
to sit on the settee and imagine myself playing to the long blank wall as though
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it were a proscenium arch. It worked so well for me with Title that 1 found it
irresistible when I wanted a setting for No Names.”

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

qui trans mare currunt caelum non mutant

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

* * * * *
Centred on the flight of an American marine deserter and the Sydney people
whose lives become enmeshed in his, No Names .... No Pack Drill is a peculi-

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

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

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

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

* * * * %
1980 is clearly Bob Herbert’s big year in the theatre. For many good reasons
the production of No Names .... No Pack Drill in the Sydney Opera House

should move its writer onto the central theatrical scene. His earlier careers and
degrees of recognition in Victoria, South Africa, Western Australia and New
England have now had their triumphant and indeed national vindication.

NOTES

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

2. Said by him to Keith Thomas and reported in ‘Theatre of fun and sun’, The Weekend
Australian Magazine, p. 9, November 10-11, 1979.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The People of Perth®

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

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

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

The case is put that the early years are what counts: ‘By the 1860s, the physical
and social shape of Perth had largely been determined’ (p. 1), and a major theme
of the book is that the gentry of the Swan River Colony, haunted by memories
of revolutionary and Napoleonic France, established their power early, extended
it systematically, and reasserted it after the challenges of the gold rush days.
Both these claims are of great interest, although T doubt that either can be
sustained other than in part.

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

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

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

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

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

The major theme of the book is ‘the acquisition, maintenance and exercise
of power, and the social consequences of its distribution’, and the picture that
Stannage paints is of a small privileged class maintaining and extending that
power ruthlessly through the years, manipulating government patronage, the law,
the banks, the churches, and other social institutions always to their advantage.
The coming of the telegraph line in 1877-78, for example, is described thus:

‘Nor were the benefits of speedier travel and information spread evenly
throughout the population. The principal beneficiaries were the merchants,
financiers and investors. Indeed early access to information was one of the
means by which men of high status and the men of enterprise distanced
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themselves still further from the life chances of the labouring population.
The telegram had not been invented to enable them to exchange seasonal
greetings.” (p. 86)

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

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

Now for the devices. Strong words (in my iralics) are common; ‘rapaciousness’
for example is used of Stirling (p.13). Henry Reveley becomes ‘the grasping
engineer’ (p.27); a regiment of the army is ‘the besorted 63rd’ (p.41), and
Captain Richard Goldsmith Meares ‘a persecutor of servants’ (p.47). The growth
i the demand for convict labour is described thus:

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘wrote to the Perth Gazette

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

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

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

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

“The battle of St George’s Terrace was over; the enemy had been routed,
indeed decimated, and a ‘“decent—Civilised— and Christian Society” had
been established. The quest for “internal peace” was proving successful.’

(p.44)

It was even more successful when convicts were introduced, above all in the
last six years of transportation under Governor Hampton, described thus:

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

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

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

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

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

Stannage maintains an eloquently effective silence about the future of these
buildings, both towards the innocence of National Trusting Western Australians
in the 50s and 60s of this century who could cherish them with ancestral piety
as heritage from a past they never knew, and the current fate of these grim
symbols as a dolls-house-scale frieze or fragmented skirting, footnoting the nickel-
plated concrete jungle. I find the fate of these buildings of interest in that their
physical persistence suggests an historical continuity that is largely spurious,
because their meaning has changed. 1 think that change has been more significant
than continuity in Perth, despite the illusion fostered by some long-surviving
physical and social shells. Stannage notes elsewhere that:

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

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

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

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

Those of the labouring class who could make their escape to the eastern
colonies did so (pp.113,132). Those who could not were given no opportunity
for self-improvement. In 1881, 27% of the total population could neither read
nor write (p. 119); that is, most of the ‘helot class’. Even the Mechanics Institute,
that great Victorian institution of self-improvement, was taken over and run by
‘fit and proper persons’, the self-elected gentry. It was a society that could well
be characterised by the startling image proposed by Sir Philip Baxter some years
ago for a ‘Lifeboat Australia’, with the advice that since we could not save the
world, we should therefore put our boots to the fingers of those trying to
clamber aboard the life-boat. That was life in Perth for her first fifty years
at least, as Stannage paints the picture. He convinces me, but I would like to
know whether these people behaved any differently from their kind elsewhere.
1 suspect that they were more ruthless because they were more desperate. It
was a small and remote society, a beleaguered garrison, and it was an agricultural
colony in which returns from the land were exceptionally meagre and hard won.
I would also like to have heard a little of their virtues. It was, after all, a rela-
tively literate and cultivated group, with a creditable achievement in natural
history from men and women so few and hard-pressed. Their achievements have
been well documented by others, but Stannage wholly ignores them. George
Fletcher Moore, for example, left a record of observations which are quite
exceptionally rich as a source of information about Aboriginal customs at the
time of contact; ‘letting money make money’ is all that Stannage attributes to
him, and that is misleading.

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

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

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

A linking of past and future of a different kind is made in a discussion of
one of the few radicals thrown up by the middle years of the last century in
Perth. Joseph Chester, a cabinetmaker, tried to turn the Mechanics Institute into
a place of free debate:

‘In an attack on the Crimean War, worthy of a Roebuck or a John Bright,
Chester urged his hearers to “witness the devastation and obscenity of a
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pillaged village”. (Not until the Vietnam war over a hundred years later
would some people in Perth speak in this way again.)’ (p. 183)

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The startling unproductivity of the land around Perth itself is still surprising.
There can be few cities in the world where so much suburban expansion for
thirty years has been at the expense of previously uncleared land. Most of Dalkeith,
now almost an inner suburb, was banksia woodland a few decades ago. Sydney
has cleared virgin bush for suburbia. Melbourne and Adelaide more conven-
tionally have subdivided orchard and market garden, like the cities of other lands.
It is doubly strange then that Perth has established an arcadian image, yet it
may seem to have done so, and Stannage goes unerringly to the symbolic view,
and analyses it beautifully

Since the beginning of the settlement of Swan River local people and visitors
walked, rode, or drove up to the top of Mt Eliza and looked back down on
the town and the river. Painters and photographers have portrayed the scene
thousands of times. The portrait is always the same—not in detail of course,
but in mood and inspiration. The river is still, the day is clear (with a haze
over the Ranges to the east), the foreshore is tree-lined and the buildings
rise prettily above the foliage. In the immediate foreground are trees and
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shrubbery providing a frame for the composed scene. The scene itself is an
arcadia—a statement of the ancient pastoral of Virgil and the landscapes of
Claude and his British and colonial romantic followers through to the city
planners of the last quarter of the twentieth century. As Stirling has described
Swan River in the picturesque language of the romantic era, so Perth has
been described in word and picture ever since. In short, Swan River forms
part of the great western tradition of the pastoral idyll, a tradition which
was central to the gentry’s quest for internal peace and belief in a harmonious
society where men were at one with each other and with nature.” (p.329)

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

Widow

The new house is smaller. Ceilings

eyed with light condescend to the bulk
of furniture, hindrance of silver and
photographs brought from the old place.

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

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

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

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

With the keenly-felt return of Australian
poetry publishing to lean years, poetry read-
ers can be grateful to Angus and Robertson
for this reappearance of Rosemary Dobson’s
Selected Poems, now enlarged by poems from
her most recent volume, Over the Frontier
(Angus and Robertson, 1978) and generously
soon after that book’s own appearance. The
fairly close allegiance this poet has kept to
modes, voices, and subjects established in her
early work and the comparatively scant critical
attention her poetry has received could, with-
out the easy accessibility of this selection, dis-
suade young readers from seeking her out.
The poetry is disarmingly simple, sometimes
deceptively so, and as I have intimated, it is
generally remarkably consistent. Themes and
subjects remain thoroughly European. The
early interest in the mystery of art and the
passing of time, of their relationship, a sense
of communion with artists of the past and of
responsibility to their work is maintained
along with a strongly conservative belief in an
election to poetry, an election which one late
poem can conclude delightedly is “Marvellous!
Marvellous!”. (“On Poetry”, p.128). But it is
not that there is no development in this re-
curring interest. The poet of the forties and
fifties who recounted the stories of painting
and tapestries, frozen hundreds of years be-
fore, on canvas, in weaving, dwelt as she still
does on her sense of wonder at the way art
can freeze a moment and carry it forward in
time to the moment of the poem and all its
future moments. She wrote also of her wonder
at being made the new instrument of that
magic, that laying on of hands. In most of the
early Poems from Paintings the sharply con-
tained present moment of her perception is as
important as the moment of the past. Thus
“Still Life” (p.31) acknowledges the nourish-
ment of past art; “Everyman his own Sculp-
tor” insists on the present value of the poet’s
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own artistic activity, making this a poem
which celebrates the self in creation, the get-
ting and spending of her own hands: “What
Life can give—what I can make.” (p.39)

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

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

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

“Beautiful Corinna” reads:

Claimed, acclaimed as poet of Tanagra.
In that city’s training ground her picture;
Victor with her verses over Pindar

Tying up her long hair with a ribbon.

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

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

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

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

Impossible to build the palace again over our
heads,

So that one turns with hand to cheek, awaking

Frotm noonday dreaming with an urgent ques-
ion—

Is thg? impossible possible? What has happen-
e

and the last stanza:

Do not disturb the gods, do not disturb them

Asking urgent and impossible questions.

This is the birthplace of Zeus, home of the
snake-charming

Dangerous goddess. Remember here also

Icarus flying too close to the sun.

The repeated “Do not disturb the gods” in

association with a “question”, even if it does
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not consciously echo Prufrock’s “Do 1 dare?”
and “Do I dare disturb the universe?” re-
minds the reader of that poem and its expres-
sion of a modern dilemma. “Knossos” at its
surface, negative level enjoins the reader to
retreat from the question and to accept a
security which does not confront the gods or
fly too close to the sun. But the poem, while
acknowledging from its first word what is
“impossible”, opposes this with its own in-
stinctive and persistent will to question, thus
making the question possible (also, by the way,
building the palace again over our heads, so
that by the close of the poem it is re-inhabited
by Zeus and the dangerous goddess). Thus the
poem is about these opposites, the impulse to
risk danger and the impulse to seek security.
The last stanza goes further in that (on one
reading) it sees poetry as the home of that
“dangerous goddess” and of daring, the im-
possible question Icarus asked of himself. The
poem cannot be read, then, as a straight warn-
ing against questioning or as a proposal of
safety. Its concluding words, tossed off in the
unobtrusive Dobson manner, “Remember here
also/Icarus flying too close to the sun” makes
a two-sided warning, for if we remember
Icarus we remember both disaster and aspira-
tion.

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

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

The central stanza of “Riverside” puts the
problem starkly.

No one comes and no one goes.
Fishermen on the further bank

Are still as newsprint dots. The swans
Are beautiful, but I can see

Swans with the inward eye and need
No snowy plumage, lingering curve
Of throat and folded wing to soothe
My questing, restless, troubled mind.
All's quiet, English, undeterred.

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

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

ELIZABETH LAWSON MASH

Barry Hill, Near the Refinery, McPhee
Gribble, Melbourne, 1980, 128 pp., $9.95; A4
Rim of Blue, Penguin Books Australia Ltd.,
Victoria, 1980, 143 pp., $2.95.

The re-issue of Barry Hill’s second publica-
tion, a collection of short stories, 4 Rim of
Blue (first published by McPhee Gribble in
1978) to coincide with the recent release of
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Near the Refinery, launched at Writers’ Week
in Adelaide early this year, suggests either that
Hill is attracting growing attention from read-
ers and critics, or that his publishers feel he is
worthy of such attention. A current holder of
an Australian Literature Board Grant, Hill
writes in the strong Australian tradition of
short fiction: Near the Refinery is, technically
speaking, a novella.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Charles Bristol decided to cultivate his
pearl in easy stages, with the utmost dis-
cretion. He had to approach—tend—the
thing in the delicate context of his own
habitat. So one day he wrote on the black-
board: SEEING THINGS AFRESH. Then
he turned to the class, while over the inter-
communication system, the Headmistress
said, ‘Would all boys with their fares for
Cinerama excursion assemble at my office
immediately.” To what was left of the class,
Charles Bristol said, ‘For the next few
weeks we are going to do some exercises
which I think you will enjoy. They are
about seeing, hearing, touching... ‘Girls
wanting new tunics should be outside the
women’s staff room at 1230 sharp ...
‘wishing, dreaming, none of which is hard
to do providing ... ‘Girls seen near the
boys shelter shed this lunchtime will know
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what’s in store for them ...’ ‘we take it in
easy stages.” ‘Thank you.' (p.40)

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Over-control is an always present danger for
a writer of such bare prose, and as in the
short stories, Hill’s style is both an asset and

108

a liability. This is indicated by the fact that
perhaps the most successful section of the
novel is the fourth, containing Counsel for the
Prosecution’s address to the court at the open-
ing of Old Robb’s trial, in which heavy irony
is appropriate: “Counsel for the Prosecution,
a tall, wide-eyed man, addressed the court
with the intonations of someone raised in pros-
perous pastures”, yet spoilt by overemphasis:
“a landscape where the sun silvered the pad-
docks by ten in the morning.” Here, however,
the perfectly caught intonations of legal jargon
do provide their own parody:

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

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

DELYS BIRD

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

She saw behind the wall of skin and bone
that was each face to the animal that lived
behind the eyes, to the cruel pathetic crea-
ture that lived alone from birth to death.
p. 184)
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There is similar animal imagery used when
Esther confronts Vi. It is here that Harrower
most successfully contrasts the two experiential
worlds she establishes in the prologue. In reply
to Esther’s challenge of “the thing to do”, Vi
reacts in amazement:

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

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

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

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

Elizabeth Harrower’s masterpiece . . .
book subtle and straightforward, w1thhe1d
and passionate, so honest and sympathetic
in its story of the first affections of a very
young girl, almost adolescent, that it has
no equal in our writing. This book is of a
quality not elsewhere met here.

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

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

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

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

That crushing uncertainty had been, when
he first came, the most noticeable thing
about her. She had a quite extraordinary
lack of confidence. That had not surprised
Max for long. Even now, occasionally, he
saw her crucified by Lilian’s sarcasm,
when, provoked to stammering rage by
some piece of hypocrisy and ruthlessness,
she sallied out wordless, flashing eyed, her
whole nature pressed rigid against what she
could sense of Lilian’s underlying motive.
(p. 135—all subsequent page references are
to Angus & Robertson’s paperback edi-
tions.)

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The Catherine Wheel is to my mind the least
successful of Harrower’s novels though it does
have an energy and vitality and, at times, a
whimsical humour that are attractive. Clem-
ency James, the narrator, is 25, possesses a
shrewd sense of her own needs and self sur-
vival and is able to examine ironically other
people’s ideas and values. She is studying Law
by correspondence, has a small circle of close
friends (intellectuals with social consciences)
and tutors French. Into her life comes Chris-
tian Roland, a handsome and, so he says, out-
of-work actor reduced to cleaning windows in
the block of flats where Clemency lives. He
seems to be trapped by a weakness for alcohol
and the possessiveness of his middle-aged mis-
tress, Olive. Clemency embarks on a mission
to rescue Christian (by teaching him French,
thus giving him a purpose in life). In the pro-
cess she falls in love, has both her emotions
and her bank account ravaged and emerges
from the experience physically and emotion-
ally weakened. If this précis sounds somewhat
melodramatic this is an accurate reflection of
the novel. In fact Elizabeth Harrower exploits
melodrama very deliberately. At times an
ironic balance is maintained between highly
charged situations and Clemency’s satiric view
of them. However, too frequently the novel tips
over into real melodrama and ironic distance
is abandoned altogether. The real problem of

11



the novel is the portentous nature of Clem’s
relationship with Christian. We move uneasily
from bantering melodrama to suggestions of
depth and suffering that the novel simply
doesn’t bear out. This relationship with Chris-
tian supposedly puts her back in touch with
inner response after years of emotional atrophy,
though what has caused this is never quite es-
tablished. Yet what we see of this relationship
seems so shallow and Christian so unremittingly
awful that it is almost impossible to be con-
vinced of Christian’s attractive qualities or of
Clem’s involvement.

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

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

‘Couldn’t we be happy together? You want
that, too, don’t you?’ he repeated softly.
Did I? I just had no idea. I simply
couldn’t tell. Trying to edge away from the
blank space where some opinion should
have been, I said without smiling ‘What
difference would it make if I did?’ (p.131)

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

NOLA ADAMS

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

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

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

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

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

Phillips’s strengths and weaknesses are
equally evident here; his suspicion of ideology,
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his respect for the facts and for the unique-
ness of particular people and situations, as
well as the dogmatism, the conservative im-
patience with new methods and new ideas
which suggests a certain lack of intellectual
curiosity. Tt may be, as he suggests, “usefully
corrective to see the picture more pragmatic-
ally through the eyes of a participant” (p.17),
but to take one’s stand on this kind of prag-
matism is to forbid history ever to be written
or revisions of literary views, fashions or
methods to be made—a curious position for
the author of a book which undertook to de-
fine The Australian Literary Tradition. His
attack on H. P. Heseltine’s essay on “The Aus-
tralian Literary Heritage” is on similar lines,
though here perhaps his appeal to experience
is more cogent. Where Heseltine attempts to
set Australian writing in the context of literary
Modernism, Phillips protests that the premises
from which writers like Lawrence and Furphy
start are not those of the Modernists but more
robust, less self-referential, and that the sense
of life their works generate is different. “This
difference of view is related to a difference of
environment” (p.45), he argues. Modernism
is essentially the product of advanced industri-
alism whereas the Lawson-Furphy tradition
expresses life on the frontier; for writers in this
tradition what mattered was not so much in-
ward exploration as the “challenge of circum-
stances”. This is good as far as it goes: Phillips
is a critic acutely aware of the relationship be-
tween literature and life. The problem is that
his definition of life is perhaps limited and
limiting. Arguably, the writers of the nineties
were exempt from the pressures at work on
writers like Conrad and Lawrence (personally
I do not think they were), but this can hardly
be said of writers like “Brennan, Richardson,
the Vision Group, Boyd, Hope, White and
others” whom he convicts of “loyalty to the
artist aristocracy”, that is, of Un-Australian
Activities, and thus dismisses them.
Nevertheless, to point this out is to say no
more than that A. A. Phillips has his limits as
a critic, as even the greatest of critics does.
Moreover, it could even be argued that limits
of the kind he has—a certain dogmatism, a
passionate belief in a loyalty to his own literary
tribe and its values—are also virtues: the best
literary discussions are usually debates, and
blandness is far more damaging than passion
in a culture like ours where literature weighs
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very lightly on the minds of most. Dr Johnson's
personality, after all, was part of his critical
equipment and as Brian Kiernan’s introduction
to these essays suggests, so is A. A. Phillips’s,
even if lightness and verve replace Johnsonian
ponderousness, and a deft empiricism substi-
tutes for Johnson’s appeal to general and im-
mutable principles, making him as true to his
context as Johnson was to his. In this sense his
criticism reflects what A. G. Stephens called
the typical Australian spirit, “a sceptical and
utilitarian spirit that values the present hour
and refuses to sacrifice the present for any
visionary future lacking a rational guarantee”.
Each work is to be taken on its merits, and
pleasure rather than moral improvement or
even social uplift is the goal. To “show what
is present in a book to sharpen ... responsive-
ness ... (is) by far the most valuable task of
criticism™. (p. 120)

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

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

You may think I am demanding that Aus-
tralian writers should consciously and con-
stantly write as Australian. Heaven forbid.
An over-conscious nationalism can only be
destructive or limiting. Of course our writ-
ers should often—usually—write simply as
individual human beings and as members of
the universal human community. But even
when they are doing that they will, unless
they are intimidated by the fear of being
provincial, display Australian characteris-
glcs and an Australian artistic idiom (p.
47).

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

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

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

Chris Wallace-Crabbe is essentially a critic
of the same cast. John Docker might like to
argue that they are both characteristically
‘Melbourne’ critics, though it is arguable
whether that attribution would mean more than
the fact that both of them have at one and the
same time a strong feeling for and an equally
strong sense of the tribute literature plays to
life. A considerable poet in his own right, Mr
Wallace-Crabbe is never possessive when talk-
ing about poetry, the subject of all of these
essays. Instead, he too seems to have the com-
mon reader in mind, talking deftly and easy
about complicated matters as in the essay
“Stanzas In Our Time”, an essay which begs
for expansion into a longer study on the way
poetic form is affected by history. His approach
is even less prescriptive than Phillips’s, though
he too acknowledges and honours his debt to
his own culture—there is a respectful and finely
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tuned essay on Paterson, for instance, and his
comparison between Judith Wright and the
American Elizabeth Bishop, honours Judith
Wright for much the same qualities Phillips
praises, “an unmistakable seriousness of man-
ner in her treatment of serious concerns” (p.
122)—her provincialism, in fact. Despite the
metropolitan poise and sophistication which
informs these essays he is also evidently un-
easy with the privateness and anxiety of much
contemporary poetry and it is notable that
even when discussing the poetry of Lowell or
Berryman he is able, somehow, to accommodate
the questions their intense, often apparently
uncouth, poems raise. Whether or not in the
process they remain exactly the poets they are
in their own American context is another ques-
tion. But this is a critic, it seems, very much
concerned with the next stage noted by Phillips
in the development of a provincial culture,
introducing his readers to a wide range of
metropolitan literature. If his response to that
literature is perhaps more robustly humane
and more optimistic than that literature may
be, then that may be the contribution the pro-
vinces can usefully make. Like A. A. Phillips
herefore he has little time for the merely pre-
cious. His definition of art, taken from Suzanne
K. Langer, “craftsmanship for the sake of
achieving forms significant of human feeling”
(p.96), allows him to acknowledge the import-
ance of the social context, not only of the way
in which it conditions a work but also of the
writer’s responsibilities to it—hence the envy
apparent in his essay on American post-war
poets, the “favoured ones” he calls them, who
found themselves with a rich cultural inherit-
ance, “not the strained pioneers of culture [as
his essays on Slessor and Wright suggest he sees
their Australian contemporaries] ... [but] lega-
tees of the main tradition of twentieth-century
poetry in English” (p.89). This also means
that his approach to experiment while more
sympathetic than Phillips’s is still common-
sense. He is properly suspicious of experiment
that is merely trendy, of writers, publishers
and readers “straining and struggling to prove
themselves ahead of the game” (p. 141). Simi-
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larly, he acknowledges that there are and al-
ways will be major writers whose deepest in-
stincts are conservative, who are able to work
with and within their inheritance. At the same
time, he notes that these are usually the less
creative writers. Since by definition art is about
possibilities as well as actualities it properly in-
volves discovery of some kind. The rich human-
ity of his approach is summed up in this essay,
“The Experimental Artist”, not only by the way
in which he avoids the dangers of dogmatism
and of schematisation in his approach—at one
stage he proposes a diagram of four kinds of ex-
perimental artists only to renounce it calling at-
tention to all that it leaves out—but also by the
sheer good humour with which he approaches
a subject where crankiness abounds—even
Wordsworth is rebuked for being “patronising
[&] worse, condemning the tastes and diver-
sions of his ordinary fellows—and his least
fortunate fellows in particular” (p. 143). This
essay’s last paragraph also sums up his virtues
as a critic, a tolerant willingness to give others
their due, sympathy and yet a readiness to hold
his ground, unashamed of being fortunate
enough to live well and possess certain values.
For the experimental poet, he writes, that cen-
tral motivation is “that experience the world
has given, is not enough ... History, or God,
or nature, has failed him to this extent. The
world must be remade” (p.151). Then, relat-
ing this insight to literary history, he adds his
own comment: “Make it new, Pound wrote,
and the concomitant of that directive is: Believe
it new” (p.151).

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

VERONICA BRADY
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A handsomely bound, hard-back edition of the first Index that Westerly
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end of 1977. Entries are arranged alphabetically according to author
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Orders, accompanied by a cheque for $8.95 (made out to Westerly
Index) should be sent to:
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Westerly,

English Department,

University of Western Australia,
Nedlands, Western Australia, 6009.
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