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JOHN HEYWOOD
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Lucretia

for Vanessa

still shackled to our moorings
dragging ankles in a brown river

there is a
recurring vision
of permanence

though we still catch

the ripples of passing
boats
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MICHAEL DUGAN

Spin any coin

1.

The small house is quiet

after the weekend, and Monday’s round.
Tired, still irritated by the boss’s words,

he can hardly bother opening a can;

stares dully at the drab kitchen

as he stirs the saucepan and then,

still standing, spoons its contents to his mouth.
Leaving the saucepan to the sink,

he throws himself into a chair

in the cold and silent lounge

and sits, staring at emptiness.

By now the kids will be dressed for bed,

fed and bathed, the day’s events discussed

by the old home’s cheerful fire.

There will be laughter, a game before bedtime;
he misses them most the day after.

He reaches for the winecask on the mantelpiece,
the half-feared proof against his loneliness.

2

The children have been difficult today,
brat-like and tiresome,

always the way the first day after

the weekend with their father.

It’s easy to give them a fun-filled time

for two short days of the long fortnight,
then shrug them off to the routine world,
and dull discipline of home and school.
Already the gloss has started to go

from her two quiet days of cleaning;

today the school complained of her son,
the teacher in tones she found condemning
suggesting she should have left it longer
before resuming her part-time job.
‘Emotional support’—the words ring harshly,
bow long can you give without receiving?
The fire’s gone out and Lee-Anne is screaming;
she never was good with fires

and wonders now about children.

Rising wearily to her feet,

she pictures orgies in that small house
whose door, twice monthly. encloses her kids.
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MARGARET SCOTT
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Walking to Cape Raoul

The track starts in a pig-yard

picking its way through the rank, mealy stink

of flap-eared sows with long cannibal grins.

We climb the hill that stands in the farm’s sight,

wearing about its shoulder skies, weathers, seasons

the farmer’s wife knows like the feel of flour.

Then the track falters in reeds and pocked mud,

and the forest steps close.

Darkness peeps through the legs

of its towering guard as we flounder and point.

There’s a faded plastic pennant nailed to a tree:

“To Cape Raoul”. It has the malicious look

of a bad joke, pointing away from the cleared land

and familiar beasts.

But we move in under the still gums

and take it steadily, slogging along

as rain begins outside, pattering down banks,

catching at spiny ti-tree, clambering over logs

slippery as black butter, mooching down lost paths

with the wet brushing our shoulders and soaking our boots,
until at last there’s a gleam of sun on a broad slope

of bracken and scattered bull oaks.

We can stroll and take the view

of mountain, cloud and wooded hill we’ve climbed.

And then the ground stops, sheered off clean

in cliff plummetting down three-hundred feet

to slow, slavering waves.

One moment you might be looking round for the dog,

or saying, “We ought to have our picnic here”,

and the next you’d be in another element, flailing ungainly air
down a long exploding scream past streaking rock.

My daughter is unperturbed, accustomed at ten years old
to mirrors and secret doorways that open on new dimensions.
She tugs my hand, impatient to move on.

Close by the waiting forest breathes its dank scent

of a million years’ decay. We take up our packs

to walk through green fronds sprouting in rotted wood.
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ELLY McDONALD

Janie

Janie is a sea-monster

On the beach, they don’t know yet

A serpent in the brine, green-eyed and unholy
She cuts breakers down to size and devours
the shore with each wave. She slashes

bitter salt-whips across the bone-white flesh of the
sand. She smashes

fists of glass; they shatter they pierce callous shrapnel
assassin blades of foam

Janie threshes barbed, brutal coils

causing dangerous rips, gouging depth out of
shallow. The froth, a frenzy of jade
Sun-plated, chill as armour and rage

She’s a deep-sea dragon, malice embodied

She is vengeful

The wrath of the excluded, elemental

force. Like an agent of retribution

She eyes the beach-towels, beach-balls, umbrellas
all the people in all the lycra-bright colours
judgemental

Janie in the ocean
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CAROLE WILKINS
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Laser

The steel man is lying near you
Immersed in some faraway design

Impulsively you reach out to touch him
He sees your fingers on his arm

And a beam pours from his eye
Burns a hole in your frozen hand

Shocked, you shrink back, move away
Light softens links—they melt

His space returned the machine shuts down
Quickly he re-enters his unbuilt city
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BRUCE BENNETT

Concepts of ‘the West’ in Canadian and
Australian Literary Studies”

Orthodox definitions of ‘region’ stress its earthbound solidity. Thus the OED
definition: ‘a large tract of land; a country; a more or less defined portion of the
earth’s surface, now especially as distinguished by certain natural features,
climatic conditions, a special fauna or flora, or the like’. Figurative extensions are
of ‘a place, state or condition, having a certain character or subject to certain
influences; the sphere or realm of something’. In applying these concepts
to literature, and literary study, some commentators have been earthbound
and literal, stressing the relationship of certain writers to a defined portion
of the earth’s surface, while others have flown higher, wings testing the metaphoric
atmosphere. Most, though, have observed a ‘character’ to their region or its
special subjectivity to certain influences or conditions. The observers may be
native sons or daughters or migratory birds; they have in common an interest in
place, though from different vantage points.

Yet place has seldom been rated highly in literary critical discourse, where it is
generally relegated to minor status beside considerations of plot, theme, style,
character, or time. This is in spite of Eudora Welty’s argument that place, “the
named, identified, concrete, exact and exacting . . . gathering-spot of all that has
been felt”! is often the essence of a story, as of a poem, or play. Furthermore, the
analysis of a single writer’s, or a group of writers’ relationship to a physical and
social environment can provide revealing insights into the creative spirit at work.
What then is the barrier to this kind of regional study? I would suggest that the
chief obstacle is a powerful orthodoxy, expressed by Wellek and Warren, that
“most of the writings on regionalism amount to no more than the expression of
pious hopes, local pride, and resentment of centralizing powers”,2 and that the
study is consequently hardly worth pursuing. This view is often accompanied by
the notion that to study a writer’s relationship to place is a non-literary under-
taking. In Australia, Leonie Kramer has declared that “however strong a writer’s
local attachments . . . he is also the inheritor of a literary as well as an historical
experience. The pressure of literary and cultural tradition is towards the
archetypal”. This kind of statement can be interpreted as discouragement of
allegedly ‘lower level’ analysis of a writer’s geographical and social environment
and its uses in fiction.

Challenges to the validity of regional literary studies seem to have had less
influence in Canada and the United States, where much interesting research has

*Paper delivered at a Conference of the Australian and New Zealand Association for
Canadian Studies at University of Canterbury, Christchurch, 17-19 May, 1984.
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been done. Nevertheless in Australia, a national project commenced in 1983 by the
Association for the Study of Australian Literature is concerned with the compila-
tion of a Literary Guide to Australia,* which involves a close investigation of place
references in authors’ work and their biographical connections with Australian
piaces, and this has stimulated a renewed attention to regional literary studies.’ As
the author of some tentative forays into this field I am interested in the problems
and possibilities which North American studies of regionalism have revealed and
their implications for Australian researchers. The obvious place for me to focus, as
a dweller in Perth and editor of a journal called Westerly, is on western regional
studies in North America.

The idea of the west, and the notion of an east-west axis, has a long history of
symbolic usage. From John Donne’s poem Riding Westward to Malcolm Brad-
bury’s novel Stepping Westward is a long jump. But inherent in each, and in
most of the prolific journey motif literature which employs a symbolic east-west
axis is a notion of change, of movement towards death, or more abundant life.
Margaret Atwood’s poem ‘Migration : C.P.R.” summarises a persistent myth and
puts her own stamp upon it:

Escaping from allegories
in the misty east, where inherited events
barnacle on the mind . . .

and language is the law
we ran west

wanting a place of absolute
unformed beginning . . .6

Atwood’s scepticism will not allow her to accept the possibility of rebirth, but
the West does provide a qualified new start: it is a place where unpacking can begin.
In Western Australian writer William Grono’s poem ‘The Way We Live Now’7 his
persona is an inhabitant of the west who has completely unpacked, but who, in his
vacancy and inertia subverts popular images of America’s Cup winners, thrusting
millionaire businessmen or official slogans for the West as a “State of Excite-
ment”.

. .. We are, we often feel, living

on the edge of something good.

Nothing disturbs us.

Winds from Africa and Indian waves
bear each day to our long white shore
only what we most admire : fashions,
technology, and rich strangers as neat as
beetles who smile at our

simple friendliness.

Yes, we like it here.

Sometimes the shrewdest of us find the time,
after the gardening, before television,

sipping beer on enclosed verandahs,

to speculate on the future.

Grono is well aware of the irony of his west (he quotes the Odyssey, Book 4 in his
epigraph), as Atwood is of hers. Each makes ironic reference to a common
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expectation of the west, that it should be an agent of new and liberating experience
perhaps rebirth of the spirit. Their ironic use of traditional connotations of the
west is a sign of their contemporaneity, as is perhaps their refusal to completely
undermine those assumptions, or hopes.

Academic studies of the West have generally taken a different tack. They are
chiefly concerned with establishing patterns of image and theme in the literature
which will help to define the region. In some studies the geographical region is
foregrounded, and descriptive references stressed, while in others the literature is
given close analysis in its own right.

The first question that arises from these studies of the west are: West of what?
How far west? In short, where is the west? The first of the book-length Canadian
studies, novelist and critic Edward McCourt’s The Canadian West in Fiction
(1949) is uncompromising. The west is the prairie provinces, Saskatchewan,
Manitoba, Alberta: “regional unity begins near Kenora and ends in the foothills
[of the Rockies] . . . To the native of the prairies Alberta is the far west; British
Columbia the near east”.8 Later books on prairie fiction by Laurence Ricou? and
Dick Harrison!® accept this geographic definition, though they are usually more
careful to avoid McCourt’s capitalised Fast-West dichotomy, preferring to focus
on the significant novels of the area.

Both Ricou and Harrison accept Henry Kreisel’s point that “all discussion of
the literature produced in the Canadian West must of necessity begin with the
impact of the landscape upon the mind”!!; Ricou analyses the recurrent theme
of man in relation to landscape; Harrison examines the confrontation between
an old (European) culture and a vast, open landscape in process of being named.
Like Australia’s western third, the Canadian prairies seem to offer national and
archetypal images to their writers. Randolph Stow’s observation of the epic
possibilities of the Western Australian interior could be transposed to the
Canadian context, with a different thermometer count:

“So that what, in the end, I see in Australia (so far only in the bush,
but that need not be the end of it) is an enormous symbol: a symbol
for the whole earth, at all times, both before and during the history of
man. And because of its bareness, its absolute simplicity, a truer and
broader symbol of the human environment than, I believe, any European
writer could create from the complex material of Europe.”!2

Such breadth of vision is not denied to the regional writer, or to his or her
interpreters.

But what of that other Canadian west, British Columbia, which Edward
McCourt preferred to think of as the near east? W. H. New’s book, Articulating
West, '3 shows that he, too, considers himself a westerner, and also a Canadian.
His use of the terms East and West is more metaphysical, more inclusive, than
the interpreters of the prairies. ‘East’ and ‘West’, he declares, are only loosely
tied to geography and hence alter their meaning from place to place. But they
remain useful, at least, in the Canadian context, because they enunciate ‘“the
inchoate basic assumptions of a way of life”'4, The East often conveys a notion
of “a settled order which may be imaginatively static”; the West can be “half-mad
in its visions but attractive as well”15, In a reference which suggests an interesting
parallel between Vancouver’s Pacific and Perth’s Indian Ocean outlook, New
comments that to Canadian westerners the Orient and Near East “at once rep-
resent the stability of ancient civilizations and the disordering threat of unfamiliar
belief;”16 and he draws attention to the formative influence upon any comprehen-
sive image of the west of the indigenous Canadian cultures, Eskimo and Indian.
Similarly, a Western Australian regional cultural study must take proper account
of Aboriginal written and oral literature, and art.
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The attractive flexibility of New’s procedures is also apparent in his inclusion
of contemporary literature, which others might exclude on the grounds that it is
insufficiently place-oriented. New comments on a movement in the second half
of the 20th century away from an “artistic language out of the real landscapes
among which writers moved” to “the landscape that is language itself”1?. In
this process, the geographic frontier was transformed from a physical to a meta-
physical place. While it is important that traditional definitions of a regional
literature should be extended to accommodate such perceptions, certain questions
might also be asked of the modernisation process. For example, have western
writers been more conservative in matters of literary experiment than their eastern
equivalents (as appears to be the case in Australia but not in Canada)? How do
these different concepts of place relate to higher education, travel, mass communi-
cations and the increasing urbanisation of writers? If regional studies are to make
significant contributions to knowledge of the post-1950 period, these questions
must be addressed.

The convenient identification of regional literary studies with state or provincial
boundaries is challenged not only in the Canadian, but also in American regional
studies. Such questioning and redefining of boundaries which must always be
considered mutable, is a legitimate investigation of the theory and practice of
literary regionalism, but it is often clouded by political considerations. Hence the
differences of opinion about the cultural significance of the Canada-United States
border—a problem which for Australians has less literal force but is still signifi-
cant. (A comparison of Margaret Atwood’s and Frank Moorhouse’s accounts of
American incursions into their respective territories would be revealing.) Many reg-
ional models are clearly hortatory as well as descriptive, but this does not necessar-
ily diminish their effectiveness: It may help the reader to see that region’s point of
view. Dick Harrison, for instance, admits that most Western Canadians think of
themselves as “living in a northern extension of the great frontier West they know
so well from American popular culture”.!® He criticises this tendency, while recog-
nising its threat to an independent regional outlook: “Western Canadians are, in
effect, assuming a new colonial state of mind before they have outgrown the older
one dominated by British-Ontario culture”.!®

South of the border, interpreters of the American west are considering the
necessary fragmentation of that concept, though whether this process is what
Henry Miller called in another context a ‘great fragmentation of maturity’ remains
to be seen. The Pacific Northwest is now assuming a greater awareness of the
roots of its inhabitants’ sense of difference not just from the east but also from
the Californians to the South.20 Educated Californians are themselves aware of
their founders’ dreams and of the enormous, often exciting, eclecticism of the
inherited cultures which Kevin Starr has written about in Americans and the
California Dream.?! This has led to discussions of different literary regions within
California. A recent study has proposed five major literary regions in California:
The North Coast, Southern California, the Great Central Valley, Wilderness
California and Fantasy California.22 The author, Gerald W. Haslam, claims that
cach of these ‘areas’ has produced distinctive literature: all are in part regions of
the mind, but Fantasy California is principally only that. Fantasy California is
“the State as aspiration and illusion as reflected in the work of writers such as
Nathanael West, Ernst Callenbach, Cyra McFadden, and Evelyn Waugh.” Yet if
one thing is established in American letters, it seems to be the assumption that
there is a genre of Western American literature. A journal of that name flourishes.
And significant new books are published, such as Glen A. Love’s New Americans:
The Westerner and the Modern Experience in the American Novel,?* which
illuminate attitudes, values and literary responses to modernisation, cities and the
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machine in ‘western’ writers, who come not only from the west coast but from the
mid and north-west America as well.

What then are the major implications of these studies for continuing work on
the literature of Western Australia?

First is the need to think in terms of subregions within, and sometimes across,
state borders. Examples of these in Western Australia are the South-West, the
North-West, or Kimberleys; the Pilbara; the Central and Southern Wheatbelt; the
Goldfields; and Perth and suburbs. The categories are from physical geography,
regional administration and functional land-use but all are terms which have
lodged themselves in the consciousness of Western Australians. It has been suggest-
ed that the Goldfields and the Wheatbelt have provided the most distinctive
literatures,?* but all of them can claim at least a small body of writings which
contain significant original responses to landscape or society; which together build
a distinctive picture of place, conditions and atmosphere. Further subregions may
emerge within the more general concept of Western Australian literature; in this
way we will better understand the cellular structure which contributes to State and
national identities. One danger is that this exercise will become too involved with
parish pumps, or dry soaks, but the other danger of promoting archetypes and
national stereotypes is more evident in Australian literary studies.

The crossing of borders has not been as easy for Western Australians as for
most Canadians: the vast deserts of the interior intervene, giving the state the
relative isolation of an island, which may be conducive to regional cultural activity
—or decay. But the question of borders does arise in the North-West, where the
Durack family sagas, Xavier Herbert’s Capricornia and the stories and art of
Western Desert and Northern Aborigines are only artificially divided by the
Northern Territory-Western Australian border.

Criteria for the definition of a region within Western Australia are suggested by
the Goldfields. Not only is this region functionally and geographically described
as an area of goldmining activities some 600 kms east of Perth and located in the
towns of Kalgoorlie and Coolgardie and their hinterland, but a more comprehen-
sive definition would also insist that a regional literary identity was evident within
a finite historical period, from the 1890s to around 1950. During that period,
particularly in the 1890s and early 1900s, an enormous literary output occurred, due
not only to the extraordinary conditions of the goldrushes themselves but also to
the means of literary production in the form of a host of local and syndicated
newspapers and magazines which were hungry for copy.?® A. G. Stephens’ des-
cription of the prolific versifiers of the area as ‘manly’ writers?6 defines a major
characteristic of the literary expression of this region; their voices often sound
tribal rather than individual, expressing group feelings, values and attitudes; hence
their preference for the ballad form. During the 1930s and 40s Gavin Casey and
other writers?? reinforced aspects of the tradition which had been set for them
but developed it in accordance with changed conditions such as underground
mining: group loyalties among the men were still paramount as were notions of
mateship between individuals, a fierce independence from the Eastern States
and from the capital Perth, a labour-oriented sense of democratic justice and a
rough, sardonic humour which often declined into sentimentality. The region too
has its historical saga, Katharine Susannah Prichard’s Goldfields trilogy,?® which
reinforces myths, legends and actual social circumstances and details as well as
providing a socialist critique of a place and time. Oddly, the nickel boom of the
early 1970s in this area did not produce an ethos out of which a group literary
identity could grow, nor have outstanding individual writers seen in that period
of fervid stockbroking activity anything of the romance which the Golden Mile
produced in the 1890s.2° The Goldfields identity is heavily dependent on its past.
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The Man From Mukinupin

Dorothy Hewett

DOROTHY HEWETT

This Old Man Comes Rolhng s Home

A play about family life among
the Sydney workers of the ‘50s
With notes on the Redfern
they ramember

by JACK BEASLEY

and MERV LILLEY

Dorothy Hewett’s ‘West’ and ‘East’: Garden and City



After taking into account regions such as these, there remains the question of
whether a larger regional identity of the West exists in Australia. So many
Western Australian writers have asserted that a state identity does exist,?® or has
existed, that we must take notice of this consciousness. Self-definition is often
accepted as the criterion of membership of a group, or community,! and in this
case must be taken as persuasive, supportive, if not final evidence. It is possible,
of course, that these writers and commentators have deluded themselves and
loftier views of the evidence may emerge from high towers, perhaps ivory, in
our larger cities. In the meantime, we could do worse than listen to the testimony
of writers on the scene.

This testimony refers often to the land. Randolph Stow has been quoted. Peter
Cowan refers to the ‘quite pitiless but utterly attractive landscape’ out beyond
metropolitan Perth.32 In his view, the sameness which threatens Australia is not
that landscape but the replicas of suburbia which are placed upon it. Cowan’s own
work reflects a close involvement with the physical landscape and the interaction
of people with it; in his work (which might interestingly be compared with that
of Sinclair Ross) the land is often a more significant character than the people.
Dorothy Hewett’s characters, on the other hand, are larger than life and rebel
against the constraints of parochialism which threaten to confine them. Hewett,
more than any other writer, has promoted the idea of an East-West axis around
her images of the West as garden and the East as city.?3 Her garden is Edenic
in the full sense, with the snake foregrounded: Western Australia is a place of
‘brutal innocence’. Hewett’s Sydney is corrupt, materialistic, vulgar, articulate and
unashamed: the dreamed-of city of liberation and fulfilment, the necessary anti-
thesis to her garden.

But other axes can be drawn: between intellectual habits and trends in Mel-
bourne and Perth, for instance, in the small but influential intelligentsia of these
cities. Walter Murdoch, a Scot educated in Melbourne felt isolated from that city
when he was apopinted as the first Professor of English at the University of Wes-
tern Australia in 1915. His widely read literary journalism was in a sense a product
of both cities, and highlights the fact that for most of this century Perth has been
influenced by ideas and values from Melbourne rather than from Sydney, though
the intellectual orientation, at least until the 1960s was always principally towards
Oxbridge, London and Europe.

It will be obvious from what I have said that I advocate a study of regions
from the ground up: commencing with particular places, the biographical con-
nections of writers with these places and their literary references to, or recreations
of these places, together with a study of their intellectual and cultural milieux.
A broad definition of literature is presupposed, which includes diaries, letters,
journals, children’s literature, popular romances and indigenous songs and legends
as well as the established literary forms of novels, short stories, poems and plays.
While the most perceptive or memorable renditions of a region are often those
of recognised major authors, important contributions to a regional awareness may
also come from sources less recognised by the academies.

The social dimensions of a comprehensive study of literary regionalism would
include an account of the relation between the region under review and other
major metropolitan centres, not only in terms of literary images such as I have
described, but also in terms of social and economic conditions such as the opport-
unity for local writers to publish. Before the advent of Australia’s most successful
regional press, the Fremantle Arts Centre Press in 1975, for instance, Western
Australian writers were more favourably treated by publishers. The policy and
practice of literary magazines and newspapers are also elements of the social and
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cultural milieux. It is interesting that Westerly’s policy of publishing a national
literary magazine with a strong regional base has been followed by other journals
such as LinQ (Northern Queensland), Island (Tasmania) and Northern Perspec-
tive (Northern Territory).

Concepts of region are intimately related to processes of naming. In his novel
The Merry-go- round in the Sea Randolph Stow writes:

“Java the Great became New Holland, and then Western Australia.
Cogta Branca became Edels Land, then the Northward and at last Vic-
tor1a34D13trlct. Wittacarra became Champion Bay, and finally Gerald-
ton.”

That process of naming moves from an historical sense of Western Australia as
an extension of Southeast Asia through Spanish, Dutch and anglicised Aboriginal
senses of place towards a relativity stable Anglicisation. Now the process is being
reversed towards a renewed recognition of links with a larger region which includes
Southeast Asia. A second Indian Ocean Arts Festival and its associated Confer-
ence in Perth in December 1984 indicates a growing awareness that Australia is
indeed a land looking west. Not unreasonably, there is talk of an Indian Ocean
region. It is necessary that our concepts of region should be sufficiently flexible
to accommodate such changes of awareness.
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Tirra "‘Ljrra,
by the River

A new work of fiction by awur ummng rorelisg ‘
Thea Astley




GILLIAN WHITLOCK

Queensland: the state of the art on
‘the last frontier’

There is something very special about Queensland. Something that can’t
be captured on film. Something no magazine article can ever do justice
to. It lives in the coral reefs and tiny islands, and wide open deserts and
the smiles of the locals. Some people have a name for it. The spirit of
Australia. If you want to feel that spirit, you have to come to Queens-
land . . .

When Qantas began, Queensland was full of empty spaces . . . Even
the people themselves were seen as something special. A breed apart.
With hearts as big as the wilderness they had tamed. Queensland was the
last frontier.

Nothing has changed.

Queensland Tourist and Travel Corporation
advertisement in Qantas’ Airways Inflight,
May/June 1984.

It was established in the opening speeches of this conference on Regionalism*
that if we were going to look for a sense of regionalism in Australia the logical
places to turn were to the west and to the north—those spaces in the continent
which were set apart. In this paper 1 will speak about ‘the north’ with some
critical licence in that I am translating ‘north’ into my own home paddock,
Queensland. There are of course sub-regions within the state—clearly the far-
north sometimes poses itself against Brisbane and the term ‘north’ itself links
together the ‘top half’ of two states and one territory—but I will argue here that
these are not strong enough to compete with the powerful mythology of a Queens-
land identity. It was both comforting and ironic to find an epigraph for this paper,
and to have my suspicions of what a ‘Queensland identity’ might be confirmed,
in the act of leaving Brisbane—if one had any doubt about what was being left
behind 30,000 feet below, the Queensland Tourist and Travel Corporation was
pleased to label it as ‘the last frontier’, inhabited by ‘smiling locals’.

This is not to say that the analogy of Quebec and Queensland which has been
drawn several times during this conference is to be reinforced here. To the con-
trary, the temptation to bring the two together has substance in little more than
a sense of regional identity based on local, indigenous cultural and linguistic
differences. It is for the same reason that Joh Bjelke-Petersen’s boast that “We are
not Australian, we are Queenslanders” doesn’t make sense, for the very condition
of being a Queenslander is determined by its Australian context. The way we see

*A Conference of the Australian and New Zealand Association for Canadian Studies
held at the University of Canterbury, Christchurch in May, 1984.
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ourselves, and the way others see us in Queensland, is generated from the outside;
the Queensland state of mind is imported, derivative and, like many other things,
comes to us from the south. So, whilst I will be using literary evidence to argue
that ‘the north’ has a particular identity within the Australian framework, it is
an identity which I will label as ‘different’ rather than ‘regional’, for it is not
‘made in Queensland’.

Despite the earlier comments on Quebec I do want to begin my pursuit of
Queensland there. This is because my own first acquaintance with connections
between Australia, Canada and ideas of regionalism come via Hugh MacLennan’s
novel Return of the Sphinx.! MacLennan’s contrast of Australia and Canada
confused me on first reading, I was unable to make sense of his use of Australia
as a symbol because his outsider’s sense of Australian national identification did
not relate to my own indigenous perceptions.

MacLennan’s novel begins with: “The land defied everyone’s idea of what a
land ought to be; just the land by being where it was, what it was, and how it
was.” The novel is set in Montreal and the first chapter is concerned with a dis-
cussion about the future of Quebec. Gabriel Fleury, a sympathiser of the French-
Canadian cause, is trying to explain the uneasy balance of the Quebec cultural
compromise to an Anglais, Tarnley. As their conversation proceeds, strange things
begin to occur round and about, a clear sunny day in Montreal is threatened as
“A cloud shaped like Australia was bulging over the mountain, and the sun
darkened.” The conversation goes on nonetheless—a critique of political national-
ism and an explicit rejection of Canadian nationalism as destructive and divisive:
“The Australia-shaped cloud was now directly over their heads and a few heavy
raindrops fell out of it, making splashes on the pavement.” Gabriel Fleury,
perhaps a little alarmed at this stage, makes an attempt to articulate and defend the
delicate poise and compromise which must be made if Quebec is to survive, he
tries to explain the threat which both French and English nationalisms represent.
In direct response, “The light grew dramatically stronger as it does after an
eclipse and he saw the Australia-shaped cloud, its underside the colour of a
bruise, drifting down the St. Lawrence Valley.”

It was only after discussing this chapter at length with Canadian readers that 1
began to see that Australia was being cased as a kind of thug here, that its mono-
lithic nature, a lack of cultural diversity and attachment to centralist nationalist
rhetoric are what is perceived by the Canadian view, and precisely what Gabriel
Fleury must speak against in the Canadian context. The bruised, Australia-shaped
cloud looms over Montreal, threatens, and retreats only when Fleury begins to
speak, however tentatively, to validate a sense of cultural diversity and to
imagine “a land which defied everyone’s idea of what a land ought to be” because
it does allow regional diversity, it thinks in terms of the mosaic rather than the
monolith.

In this way MacLennan’s image suggests that Australia and Canada have quite
different attitudes to regionalism and cultural diversity, and that Canadians should
desperately hope that the Australian cloud does not linger overhead and dump
its acid rain over Canada. This raises the question of how useful it might be to
import a Canadian cloud into the traditionally cloudless Australian sky. Can
and should we translate a more regionally tolerant perspective into Australian
literary studies? Ts it the case that Australian critics have ignored potentially fruit-
ful and locally based readings of Australian texts, or is it the case that the region
is not a useful framework in the Australian context and that to think about our
literature in this way is merely arbitrary?

MacLennan’s caricature is hard to dispute. Diana Brydon has pointed out that
the Canadian approaches the Australian nationalist tradition as an outsider in
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more than one sense; the ethos is quite unfamiliar and the national cultural
assumptions in Australia and Canada are quite different.2 My own puzzlement
with MacLennan’s cloud reproduces in reverse Diana Brydon’s sense of being in
foreign territory as it were, for in Australia regionalism has not been an important
issue in literary studies or cultural analysis in general. Australia, the nation that
occupies a continent unchallenged by cultural diversity, has always had a pro-
pensity for the monolithic, continental perspective. The Australian sense of nation
located itself in a powerful bush myth which was carried—as the story goes—like
a swag on the backs of nomad bushmen to whom state boundaries were un-
important. The thrust of this myth was very much a centrist impulse and it was,
as Graeme Davison has argued, a dream of the bush generated by an urban
intelligentsia in the southern cities.?

In Henry Lawson’s short story “Hungerford” we find an archetypal rejection
of regional differentiation and a narrative to set against MacLennan’s.* Hungerford
in Lawson’s story is a shanty town poised on the Queensland-New South Wales
border, a feature which is marked by the rabbit-proof fence which is “a standing
joke with Australian rabbits”. Even the vermin reject the slight pretension to
regional boundaries! There is the superciliousness of a southerner towards Queens-
land in the story (its difference is recognised via the label ‘Bananaland’) but the
whole impulse of the narrative is to mock by taking the state boundary at its most
literal. At the end of the story Clancy, the aging bushman, stands at the rabbit
fence and spits over it into New South Wales. He then steps leisurely through the
fence and spits back into Queensland, saying “And if I was at the Victorian and
South Australian border I'd do the same thing.” This is quite eloquent for an
Australian bushman; here Clancy voices what has been the prevailing attitude
towards a sense of regional difference within Australia; critics have been expect-
orating on readings located in the local and the specific ever since.

Yet possibilities for more regionally specific readings seem to exist. Barbara
Hanrahan’s perspective is firmly and self-consciously located in the Adelaide
suburb of Thebarton. Such Is Life is a novel of the Riverina and Capricornia a
novel imprinted with the particular cultural and geographic configurations of the
“top end”. However our readings of these texts have, traditionally, not made much
of the local, specific perspective which these might contain. In our readings of
Australian texts and our cultural histories a Ptolomaic view of the nation has
prevailed. Like some brave Ontarians, southern intellectuals in Australia have
tended to promote their local values as by definition ‘national’. But, whereas in
Canada regionalism has prevailed over and above the sense of “Canada as
Ontario”, in Australia the areas which have been defined as peripheral by the
centrist conception of nation—most obviously the west and the north—have not
made an effective challenge to this hegemony.

We cannot conclude from this that regions don’t exist, indeed Queensland is a
regionalist’s paradise in some senses, and is the most decentralised of all Aust-
ralian states. Yet this has not led to very powerful cultural statements from a
regional point of view. Indeed the Bulletin of the 1890s suggested that it discerned
the most ardent nationalism coming from Queensland mainly, it thought, because
of the bush background. If we look to the areas from which this powerful sense
of nationalism emerged we see that they tend to be distinctly ‘un-Queensland’ in
some senses. For example, in the Etheridge area Queensland-born came fourth
of all the groups which made up the population at the end of the nineteenth
century (they were out-numbered by English, Irish and Chinese. Indeed 35% of
the population were Chinese in the 1880s®). In this context it is clear why so
many Queensland-born were such ardent nationalists, for a white, Anglo-Saxon
patriarchal form of nationalism became an attempt to counteract numerical infer-
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iority by an aggressive statement of cultural superiority via a nationalist myth.
In the north of Queensland also large groups of coloured aliens were imported;
here too this seems to have encouraged Queenslanders to accept the nationalist
myth rather than promote a sense of regional difference. Here ethnic difference
bolstered nationalism rather than regionalism; in Canada, on the other hand,
settlement patterns and ethnic difference has led to appreciation of regional
differences and cultural heterogeneity. Faith Bandler’s book Wacvie, which chron-
icles the experiences of Melanesian labourers in Queensland, makes it clear that
a kind of cultural apartheid existed and they remained outsiders, excluded from
a rigid statement of what it meant to be an Australian.

I am suggesting, then, that quite different impulses prevailed in Australia and
Canada. In Australia the development of regional differences in the cultural
sphere has been dwarfed and stultified by a powerful continental vision of nation-
hood which has been the mainspring of our sense of identification. On the other
hand, in Canada a sense of the integrity of regions has led to a more pluralist
conception of the nation. In Australia our sense of difference has been deter-
mined by the national construct, in Canada on the other hand the tail wags the
dog as it were and the sense of nation flows from the regions.

Yet it would be wrong to assent to MacLennan’s image to the extent of assert-
ing that Australians have no sense of differences within the continent. For in
reading Australian literature, intimations of difference are common. In Voss, Eye
of the Storm and A Fringe of Leaves, Patrick White creates parallels between
travels north and internal journeys of discovery and freedom in a frontier-type
environment. Peter Corris’s detective Cliff Hardy feels stirrings whenever he
ventures north of Newcastle; by the time he reaches Byron Bay his sense of
difference, of being in foreign territory, alarms him, he must quickly retreat back
tc Glebe. Such differences appear too in Australian films. Jon Stratton has argued
that in the modern Australian cinema Queensland is projected as a place of para-
disaical escape, much as the Riviera was portrayed in French and Italian new
wave films of the 50s and 60s. In films as diverse as Mad Max and Picnic at
Hanging Rock this pattern appears.

These are examples of what I would describe as an inscribed sense of difference,
not a sense of regionalism and a reconsideration of nationalist assumptions but,
to the contrary, a division between centre and periphery, city and bush which is
produced by the bush myth. I am suggesting that the nationalist myth cast a role
for Queensland as the Big Country via the city/bush opposition and Queensland
writers and critics have tended to receive and reproduce this sense of being a
fringe-dweller, the ‘other’ defined as outsider by powers located elsewhere
As Richard White argues in his book Inventing Australia, national image-
making has been the prerogative of a metropolitan intelligentsia which has sus-
tained and reproduced a Ptolomaic vision of the nation.” Of course there are
firm social, economic and political underpinnings in attributing to Queensland a
kind of rural peripheral ethos; it is not ‘myth’ in the sense of illusion. Queens-
land’s political economy is grounded in primary industry, the percentage of popu-
lation living in rural areas is the highest for all mainland states, and our resources
policy has meant that Queensland has continued to be a frontier for overseas
investors.8 Nevertheless it can be argued that the determinant of Queensland’s
cultural voice is not so much grown in local soil but a role in a drama which is
produced elsewhere. The most appropriate analogy for this perspective of Queens-
land seems to be that of the Barbadian writer George Lamming, who suggests that
this peripheral identity can be an advantage but it is, nevertheless, produced as
the ‘other’ by a centre of values located outside of its own boundaries.®

In what ways does Queensland writing demonstrate an acceptance of this con-
tinentally-based identity? What kind of reading does this ‘Queensland’ framework
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produce? If we look at some recent novels by Queenslanders the Caribbean com-
parison produced by reference to Lamming becomes more established. For
example, Thea Astley, one of the most self-consciously ‘Quensland’ writers, has
written a reminiscence entitled “On Being a Queenslander: A Form of Literary
and Geographical Conceit!® in which she recalls pejorative remarks about Queens-
land as “the home of cockroaches, white-ants, bananas” and remembers ‘“‘growing
up in an isolated, neglected place, a sprawling timber settlement on a lazy river”
wiich was the butt of a kind of racism from “the South”. Astley’s “timber settle-
ment” here is not Cooktown or Cairns but Brisbane! It is a pattern in writings
about Queensland that Brisbane itself is not presented as a metropolis but is
collapsed into a tropic wilderness which is “the north”. It was Astley who dubbed
Brisbaneites “the slow natives”; this too relates them to the wilderness rather than
any kind of urban settlement. What emerges from Astley’s comments is a sense
of Queenslanders as doubly colonised: by the metropolis of the South and, at
another remove, by Europe; she speaks of the ‘“Queensland wounded”, those in-
jured by their inability to measure up to standards imported from elsewhere and
not strong enough to embrace “the pleasure of exile” and generate an autono-
mous identity. The collection of stories Hunt the Wild Pineapple is a good
example of how the sense of wilderness enters Queensland writing. Here Astley
describes the fecundity of the north as “all in nature and not in the mind”, the
north is both Edenic and somnolent, “an unalterable ballad in nature”.!l Again
this is much like evocations of the Caribbean which tend to reproduce a mind/
body, civilisation/nature split in its presentation of itself as deeply colonised.
Elsewkhere, notably Peter Carey’s Bliss, Brisbane is a provincial town “On the out-
posts of the American Empire”, still the colony of a ‘great good’ elsewhere.

Jessica Anderson’s Tirra Lirra By the River also presents Queensland as doubly
colonised. The central character Nora Porteous ‘escapes’ Brisbane for Sydney as
a young woman and, a latter day Richard Mahony, completes the archetypal
journey of the colonial back to London. She retraces these steps as a very old
woman and breaks the Richard Mahony pattern for, much like Morag in Margaret
Laurence’s The Diviners, she finds identity and ‘home’ beside the river of her
childhood. The presentation of Brisbane in the novel is very much of “the last
frontier” pattern: there are the “slow natives” and Brisbane is still the timber
settlement, not a city but a wilderness, a New Eden infused with the scent of
frangipani, and lantana. Unlike the Lady of Shalott, Nora survives her departure
from the tower of illusion and discovers her own truth in the green frontier
of a Brisbane backyard. As in Derek Walcott’s In a Green Night poems, green-
ness is both the decay of the colonial outpost and the vitality of a frontier; a new
sense of patriation and embracing a place on the periphery arises out of ashes
and decay, the rich detritus of an acutely colonised place. Like Nora Porteous,
Peter Carey’s Harry Joy also experiences a miraculous kind of rebirth in a
suburban Brisbane garden:

The lawn was very, very green, composed of broad-leaved tropical grasses,
each blade thrillingly clear, and he wondered why everyone else had for-
saken it for the shade of the verandah . . .

Ecstasy touched him. He found he could slide between the spaces in
the air itself. He was stroked by something akin to trees, cool, green,
leafy. His nostrils were assailed with the smell of things growing and
dying, a sweet fecund smell like the valleys of rain forests.12

In criticism we can turn to A. G. Stephens, for it was not only in A Queens-
lander’s Travel Notes that we can place Stephens’ Queensland origins. The
arrogant self assertiveness of his ‘Australzealand’ perspective grew from his sense
that the peripheral voice was not inferior or infantile but, to the contrary, was
new and different. Because it emanated from outside the metropolis he felt it had
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particular authority and legitimacy. Stephens saw himself as a critic poised on an
Arcadian frontier; from his verandah in the bush outside of Sydney he could,
he argued, gaze at the Southern Cross and reach a kind of impartiality of judge-
ment, “the standpoint of Literature”.13 In this, of course, Stephens is reproducing
the bush/city split which marked the Bulletin nationalist rhetoric, yet he went
further than any other literary nationalist in his denunciation of the centre, the
authoritative voice, and shaped a quite specific and distinctive sense of the peri-
pheral perspective: the outsider, closer to nature and beyond the metropolis, can
offer new judgement. In this, Stephens was very much speaking from the Queens-
land state of mind.

Indeed, in doing so he inaugurated something of a critical tradition. It was
another Queensland critic, Vance Palmer, who revived Stephens’ reputation thirty
years later in his own attempt to establish a radical nationalist canon from a
Queensland base. It was to this tradition that Clem Christesen turned to begin
Meanjin Papers in 1940. The title of the magazine is derived from Brisbane’s
native name, which means a place that is an outpost. It was from this outpost—
situated much like Stephens’ bush cottage—that Christesen wanted to inspire a
revival of local values and judgement in art and literature, to develop an indepen-
dent voice. Like Lamming, like Stephens, Meanjin Papers argued that the outsider
was ahead in some senses, that the fringe-dweller had a voice of its own.

Other writers may perhaps be related in fruitful ways to the Queensland
milieu—Lindsay, Penton, Malouf, yet such locally-based readings do not amount
to the kind of regional ethos which waxes so strongly in the Canadian context.
The Queenslander’s sense of difference is part of MacLennan’s caricature of a
monolithic Australian cultural perspective because this difference itself is spun
by a strong nationalist mythology produced from the southern metropolis. Never-
theless the nationalist myth, whilst denying regional diversity and cultural mosaic,
has produced a distinctive set of differences, it is within this framework that the
porth is cast as a kind of frontier wilderness which has access to certain kinds of
truth and insight. Like our rabbit-proof fences, boundaries within Australian
cultural studies are fragile, easy to dismantle or ignore and, rather than separating
one region from another, ultimately invite us to follow Lawson’s Clancy and to
mock Bananaland’s pretensions to “Queensland made” identity and cultural aut-
onomy. After all, nothing has changed.
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R. G. HAY

Once I might have written a love poem

He’s one of the more perceptive editors, and when he
returned my poem about revisiting uni, recalling

the turmoil of emotion in which I'd seemed to live

at nineteen, he remarked that, thus refracted, the raw
edge of the original experience seemed unduly masked.
Perhaps I'd like to try a more direct recall.

Like hell T would: I enjoy the tranquillity of a life
which no longer soars or plunges whenever someone
smiles or frowns. Thinking thus I went late

into the carpark and there you sat, who should

have been gone half-an-hour since, and as I
approached, you started to get out and before

I could stop it my heart leapt, but, wiser than

nineteen my thought raced after, warning stop,

there’s some mistake, she can’t mean me. The leap
must have looked on my face, for you, not cruel though
cold, turned swift away, to where he gallant came

to start your stalled car. And my foolish heart,

though warned, much older, scarred, and toughened I would
have believed, plunged, and still hurt. That

bloody editor can never have been in love to wish it

set down unshielded, without reflection or refraction.
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The mounted police arrive at the Treasury Building demonstration, March 1931

The plane of Bertram and Klausmann off Wyndham. The missing float was used by the airmen, and
featured in Harcourt’s third novel, It Never Fails.



PETER COWAN

J. M. Harcourt and the Nineteen-Thirties

Of the three novels J. M. Harcourt wrote during the nineteen thirties, the first
two were set in Western Australia, and the third began with the arrival of its
central character, Julius Windowen, at Fremantle in the early part of that decade.
The novels, in many ways unusual in their time, received oddly different recep-
tions, the second, Upsurge, being subject to banning in the state it was attempting
to portray, and later in the Commonwealth.

Harcourt’s first novel, The Pearlers,! published in 1933, depicted Broome when
the town was facing difficulty in its pearling industry, but was still seen by the
outside world as a romantic and exotic port. The actual period covered by the
novel was not clearly stated, but lay evidently in the mid twenties, perhaps coin-
ciding with the period Harcourt spent in Broome. The novel gave a realistic
rather than romantic picture of life in Broome, the hard work, the boredom,
occasional adventure, the dishonesty and corruption long associated with a hazard-
ous industry, and with the problem of racial tensions and conflict between Aust-
ralian, European, Japanese and Aboriginal people.2

The novel was well received, praised by reviewers including those in the
Western Australian press, one writer seeing it as a ‘vivid rendering of some aspects
of northern life’.3 Those aspects of northern life had received some attention
from other novelists, but Harcourt had an approach and style more in keeping
with American fiction of the time than Australian, and his frankness of attitude
and sharpness of style were not to be found anywhere else in Western Australian
writing of the period.

This realism, and an irony that took in social attitudes and pretences, did not
offend readers or reviewers in Western Australia or elsewhere. Harcourt, perhaps
not entirely seriously, later remarked that some of the ‘townsfolk of Broome,
having erroneously identified themselves with some of the less ethical characters
in my first book . . . made a public bonfire of such copies of it as they could find
in that then Port of Pearls’. In the confines of Broome other writers had faced
this problem of recognition, real or imagined, of their characters, but long-time
residents of the town must have become accustomed to it as a hazard of that parti-
cular place.

Harcourt’s second novel, Upsurge, met a different reception. The Pearlers had
shown corruption, public and private, but for Perth readers all that had been in
Broome, where they expected it anyway. With Upsurge they were confronted
with a picture of corruption not in some distant town that had always had a repu-
tation for making its own rules, but of corruption in the police and judiciary, in
trade unions and among employers, among businessmen and government, in their
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own quiet city. While the people of Perth were not so naive as to imagine they
lived in the paradise some of their novelists liked to depict, most probably did
not expect, or entirely believe in the kind of corruption Harcourt so bluntly stated
in this novel. Somewhat unexpected also was the fact that Harcourt formed his
novel from the city, and from the depression years which they were living through.
They would hardly have found a parallel in previous writing.

Later writers have seen Perth as possessed of a kind of innocence. Perth was
innocent in the sense that any small city—or town—isolated from larger centres,
in Australia or anywhere else, was innocent. It was hardly a special quality. It might
have been said that Perth’s inhabitants were neither more nor less tolerant of
scandal and corruption, neither more nor less aware of these things, than the
inhabitants of any larger metropolis. They had their own newspapers whose stock-
in-trade was scandal, as they had a larger more respectable, indeed eminently
respectable, press. They were, and they had this in common with the whole of
Australia in those years, innocent of much that happened abroad—a state care-
fully nurtured, and where necessary imposed, by their governments, which was in
itself something of a scandal. In a small and closeknit society they were aware of
a great deal that happened in one another’s lives. As many found, nothing could
be kept quiet in Perth.

So when Harcourt suggested the owner of one of their biggest city emporiums
was in the habit of picking up girls at the fashionable beaches, using them for
one-night stands in the motor cars of the day, or the flats of friends, and that a
local magistrate had met and was having an affair with a girl he had a few days
earlier sentenced for indecent exposure on a beach, they might have been quite
remarkably unsurprised by such facts, but hardly expecting to find them so baldly
stated in a local novel. They would have had little difficulty guessing the counter-
parts of Harcourt’s characters. There was obviously some considerable speculation,
the Daily News suggested sales of the book had been ‘considerably more than’ a
hundred copies, and that ‘in recent months the book has been the subject of much
comment here’.®

This speculation was inevitable, and Harcourt must have expected some such
reaction. Perth had not found many writers interested in it as a setting for
fiction. In the same year as The Pearlers, J. K. Ewers’ novel Money Street” was
published, in which he used the name of an actual Perth street, stating in a
foreword:

Its name perpetuates the memory of a Perth solicitor, C. A. Money,
who, however, has nothing to do with the story. The characters in this
tapestry are as imaginary as any may be who have in their weave the
threads of real life.

Ambiguous perhaps, but no one seemed to dispute the fictional nature of the
book, and it was published again in 1948, in Perth.® Money Street was a very
different portrayal from Upsurge, though something of its use of an actual local-
ity may have carried over into readers’ expectations of Harcourt’s novel. The
very realism of Upsurge, and, less tangibly, something of its writer’s attitude,
suggested an attempt to expose not only in fictional form but in actuality, to
draw attention to local problems in reality, and to local people. It is not hard to
feel that Harcourt, writing as he later admitted as a fellow traveller, and a com-
munist sympathiser, did not mind if identifications were made between his
characters and the actual people and officials involved in the incidents he des-
cribed. Indeed he may have intended them. Harcourt said he was told by the
police that a well known and respected Perth business man had consulted his
solicitors about a libel action on the ground that he was portrayed as the dis-
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reputable businessman of the novel. The real model, Harcourt claimed, never
suspected he bore the slightest resemblance to the man described in the book.?

So there were models, and local readers could not be blamed if they found
themselves trying to identify them. It seems likely Harcourt took facets from
numbers of well known people and blended them to offer some disguise. Putting
the pieces together was a puzzle Perth readers at least seemed to be enjoying. A
friend wrote to Harcourt in Melbourne that his book was ‘selling like hot cakes in
Perth’.

The city had at that time some five emporiums that might have given something
to the store in Upsurge run by the businessman and anti-unionist Kronen. These
were well known businesses, surviving until recent years when changes of owner-
ship and name blurred the identity of some, and were the kind of stores des-
cribed in the novel. Harcourt reduced the field, if he was thinking of an actual
prototype, by his description of the shop:

His office was on a galley overlooking the ground-floor counters of
the great shop. Through the glass walls of the office he could see the
counters stacked with merchandise, with tweeds and calicos, silks and
cambrics, dress goods from every quarter of the earth. The counters were
arranged in pairs, and black-clad girls hurried to and fro between them.
There werlg over an acre of counters. Customers swarmed in the wide
aisles . . .

He limited it still further by his portrayal of the family dynasty—shades of
today’s soap operas—where the father had founded the business his son now
owned.

These factors probably bought local readers to form a short list of two. They
would have to reject the failure and collapse of Kronen’s shop, none of the
emporiums went down in the depression, but there were other clues, which may
have been deliberately false, such as the suggestion of church approval of methods
used to break unions and cut wages, a particular car driven by Kronen, some of
the businessman’s associates, but readers would have found it difficult to regard
this book as entirely fiction, and two well known businessmen would have been
seen as likely models.

Harcourt did not comment on the magistrate, whose identity must have been
even more a subject for speculation than the businessman. Fairly or unfairly the
magistrate who heard the cases of resisting arrest after the Treasury riots, which
involved a number of the characters, must have been a prime candidate. And the
chemist, friend of the other characters, must have been seen, at that time, as
reflecting one of two well known figures in the city.

The communist involved in the demonstrations, and some of the women
leaders of the protests at the dismissal of workers at Kronen’s, and in labor and
communist activities, must have been seen as those actually known in the city,
and in some cases charged in the courts. Harcourt had indeed drawn his people
and events very close to reality.

Upsurge had none of the humour or the lighter ironic touches of The Pearlers.
It was serious and sober, more determined in its exposure of the harshness and
brutality of the depression years for those who did not have the insulation of
jobs or capital. Its ironies were destructive. It was a novel of social classes, and
its vision and style had no parallel at all in Western Australia.!!

The novel never realised the possibilities of its characters or the situations
contrived for them—the magistrate who becomes drawn to the woman who
appears before him in court, and who is involved with another man whom he
sentences, a communist; a woman who becomes a leader in strikes and union
activity which lead her inevitably in this society to confront the magistrate again
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in his court: the businessman and shop owner who dismisses the girl he picks up
one night when he discovers her to be one of his employees, and causes the des-
truction of her family, and the conflict of this man with his own father who had
handed him the business and cynically sees him losing control: the hopelessness
of the man who is unemployed and forced to join the sustenance workers, and
join them in their brief revolt. All these characters are involved in a network of
tragedy, but the relationships never deepen or become complex, rather they are
simplified for the sake of social comment. The confrontation and involvement of
characters representing law and revolt, freedom and oppression, wealth and
poverty, too often moves towards obviousness. Katharine Susannah Prichard is
said to have claimed this the first ‘truly working class novel’ ever written in Aust-
alia,!2 and in this respect Harcourt revealed an interest in American fiction rather
than any Australian writing of the time.

The critical reaction to the novel outside Australia was favorable, a review
in the Times Literary Supplement'® quoted by Harcourt discussed the issues
raised by the novel without finding anything sinister or indecent. Western Aust-
ralian reviews, however, showed no such response. These reviews stressed what
the Daily News termed ‘an overpowering taint of the sexual’.l* The West Aust-
ralian found ‘frankly erotic situations and choice specimens of schoolboy obscen-
ities’.15

Where were these choice items? In such passages as that describing Kronen’s
appreciation of his secretary:

She was young and competent and pretty, and had a good figure.
Paul Kronen watched her appreciatively as she went through the office
door. Her light dress moulded itself to her hips and thighs, and clung
cleanly to her legs behind the knees. He would have liked to slip his
hand up under her skirt and pat her firm buttocks. But it would not do.
It did not pay to mix women with business, or to become too familiar
with employees. They talked. One lost prestige and the power to make
them cringe when the need arose.!6

Or the scene of the magistrate and the girl he had fined for indecent exposure
on the beach bathing naked in a river pool:

And the cool contact with her naked body thrilled him. Despite the
exhausting ardours of the previous night, desire welled up in him again.
The girl became aware of the emotion he was unable to conceal, and
smiling a little, yielded herself to his arms and kissed him. Her own
flesh responded. They climbed out of the pool and took their pleasure
on the carpet of dead leaves and grass at its bank, while flies and ants
crawled over them unnoticed.

When the short tumult of their passion was over, they continued to
lie for a little. But a growing sense of discomfort pierced the pleasant
lethargy, and presently they scrambled to their feet, scratching at the
insect bites and laughing ruefully. They plunged again into the pool, and
when, for the second time the cool water had assuaged their discomfort,
donned their clothes and returned slowly to the villa.l?

Perth in those years found nothing particularly offensive or embarrassing in its
Roe Street brothels. But they had not found a place, in such matter of fact prose,
in novels:

Riley made his way to the nearest brothel.
A tiny shutter in the door swung back. He was scrutinized then admit-
ted. It was not a brothel to which he had ever been before. The grossly
fat madam smiled at him, wrinkling her raddled cheeks, and showed him
to a room in which two women sat at a table, playing cards.
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“This is Rose, and this is Yvonne,” said the madam. “You can take
your choice.”

Riley regarded the women indifferently. They had risen at his entrance
and were smiling at him. They were raddled like the madam. They wore
high-heeled red shoes and black stockings and dresses that reached only
half-way down their thighs. He indicated the younger, who came forward
and slipped her arm round his waist.

“Do you want to love me, darling?” she said mechanically.

In her room she examined him to make sure that he suffered from
no disease, annointed him with a smear of ointment, then extended her
hand.

“You’ll give me some money first, darling?”

He dropped five shillings into her hand. She put it away in a drawer,
then went to the bed, pulling up her short dress and smiling fixedly.

It was over in a moment.

Ten minutes after he had entered the brothel Riley was out in the
street again. Fatigue oppressed him but the fever was out of his blood,
and even of Theodora he could for the nonce think calmly.1®

Even taking these passages out of context it is hard to see their power to
provoke the response of the local critics. They might indeed serve as museum
pieces demonstrating what Australian readers of those years were told to regard
as indecent. While Harcourt’s book may have surprised, it would be oddly naive
to suggest readers could not evaluate its prose and its ideas, and that they should
demand its banning. When in August 1934 the book was removed from Perth
bookshops it was not as a result of readers’ anguish or disgust.

What was disturbing to some sections of Perth society was the book’s attitude
to police and judiciary, and its statements of corruption and bias. Harcourt in
discussing the banning named a journalist and police official he believed to be
behind the local reviews of the book and the police action.!® Harcourt had by
then moved to Melbourne, where he worked in journalism and radio. He was told
that he would have been prosecuted had he remained in Western Australia.
Similar action to remove the book from sale was taken in New South Wales, and
towards the end of the year the Customs Department forbade importation of
the book. Upsurge became another on the list of banned publications of that
infamous period, where censorship was directed not by a reading public seeking
cultural and intellectual blinkers, but by government officials of varying position
and a few zealots of various persuasions. Harcourt seems to have taken this
view, since his comments over the Perth action are not directed at a reading
public that had, for whatever reasons, wanted to read his book, but a few,
named, individuals.

Though this second novel might be said to have in this respect ended disast-
rously, Harcourt quoted the Mirror as suggesting: “We can do without muck of
this nature—but what a rush there’ll be for Harcourt’s next book.’2°

The rush failed to materialise. It Never Fails, in 1937,2! proved a very different
novel from Upsurge, though it covered some of the same ground, and if the
public still remembered the earlier novel, they would hardly have expected this
as a successor. Its publishers termed it ‘a glorious satire on the Australian nation.’

The first two novels had been set in small, closed communities. It Never Fails
ranged in picaresque fashion around Australia. Its central figure, Julius Windowen,
arrives at Fremantle as an emigrant from England, looking for work. At the port
he is taken for an English lord by a newspaper reporter, and though he denies
this, allows the cynical reporter to write him up as Lord Persiflex, eldest son
of the Earl of Norts. In return the reporter helps him find a position on a Perth
newspaper.
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Windowen is insulted by the customs officer who would like to see a duty on
‘bloody pommies’, and have them subjected to the notorious language test.

From the beginning, Windowen is to encounter this antipathy to Poms. Almost
as soon as he arrives in Perth he is involved in a brawl between unemployed and
police outside the Premier’s office.

Some harsh voices began to sing the International. Red flags waved.
Julius was reminded acutely of home.

And there was something else reminiscent of home about this angry,
unwashed crowd of unemployed. What was it? Their voices? Those cries
of hatred and despair were not uttered in the shattering accents of the
Antipodes, but in those of Home. They were cries such as he might have
heard in any town of the Midlands, or in London itself; for there were
Cockney voices as there were Northumberland voices, but they were the
Cockney voices of home! And gazing about him with suddenly opened
eyes, Julius beheld English faces; drawn, want-marked, despairing English
faces. They were his countrymen, pommies almost to a man. The Anti-
podean sun had drained the red from their cheeks, leaving a dirty,
unhealthy pallor. Yet they were plainly his countrymen. Suddenly he
started. Could it be true? Could they . . . did they bear a facial resem-
blance to potatoes???

The riot is the same as that described in Upsurge.2® But the attitude and style
have changed. The implications are no longer local, but seen in a wider context.
And while Upsurge held a seriousness and sense of commitment, indeed involve-
ment, there is a lightness, an irony, that comes through the most pointed scenes
of It Never Fails. There is a detachment never apparent in Upsurge, a sense of
the humorous that lightened The Pearlers. Windowen is knocked over by the
police, as he watches the demonstration, and finds himself in hospital, then in
court, charged with taking part in the riot and attacking a police officer. Again,
it is the court that tried the unemployed of Upsurge, but the scene now is obvious
satire. The magistrate is not the man who was perplexed and troubled by his
duties and the conflict of opinion and feeling these bring him, as in Upsurge, but
a figure cynically upholding one class of society against another. He dismisses
Windowen’s attempt to explain how he was unintentionally involved in a demon-
stration he did not understand, and had been injured deliberately by a policeman.
The magistrate accuses Windowen of ‘brutally assaulting a constable . . . (and)
making . . . wanton and irresponsible statements’. The magistrate concludes:

I may say that, bearing in mind its duty to the public, the court would
not have been justified in believing them even if they had been true!?*

From this point Windowen is portrayed as the injured innocent, whose best
efforts meet betrayal and failure. The reporter publishes his story of the meeting
with Lord Persiflex, in which he claims Persiflex had been hoping to travel
incognito in Australia while making ‘a comprehensive study of the psychology
of our workers’.

The general attitude of dislike of the English costs Windowen the girl he is
attracted to, who will make love with him, but not be seen by her friends in his
company, and would have cost him any chance of working on a newspaper, until
he informs the editor he had worked on The Times. Windowen has realised that
in this new land he had better abandon ‘honesty as a practical policy’. The other
edge of Harcourt’s satire emerges here, the Poms and things English are despised,
but a clear evidence of snobbery and servility to some English institutions and
attitudes is alive and well.

Windowen is sent to Darwin to cover a report of two missing Dutch airmen,
lost on a flight from Timor to Darwin. While Windowen’s plane is in Broome a
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corrupt pearler suggests to him that the Dutch aviator was trying to bring in
drugs. From Darwin Windowen takes a lugger to search the coast for the airmen
and the drugs. On his return he finds another journalist from Perth has sent in a
highly colored story of the finding of the two airmen. The account is given in full,
and has some obvious echoes of De Rougemont. Windowen’s recent experience of
the area and of the possibilities of survival in it are limited, but sufficient to
suggest the reporter’s story is ‘preposterous’. He sends his own account, contra-
dicting much of the published report. He is told from Perth that the two airmen
are now heroes and his account is ‘scurrilous’ and probably libellous. He is to
return at once.

The incident, like the riot outside the Treasury Buildings in Perth, has a basis
in fact and obviously refers to the flight by two Germans, Bertram and Klausmann,
in 1932. The two airmen crossed the Timor Sea, were lost, and landed off
Wyndham, where they survived for 53 days. The episode had a wide publicity at
the time, and is at the present time being made into a film, set in Broome, appar-
ently with the title used by Bertram for his own account in a book Flight Into
Hell.

Windowen, discredited for trying to publish what he believed to be the truth,
returned to Broome, where he was employed as a shell opener, robbed of his
wages, and threatened with a false charge of stealing a pearl by the pearler who
had suggested the drug angle to the story of the airmen. More than ever dis-
illusioned by Australia, he is allowed to take a boat to Queensland, where he goes
to Townsville.

In the Broome episode Harcourt offers the same scenes of pearling, the luggers,
and the town which he had used in The Pearlers, and while these are now abbrev-
iated, the implications go beyond Broome, have less of the sharp local reference
that marked the earlier book.

In Townsville Windowen is, by now predictably, betrayed by the daughter of a
plantation owner he tries to help in a struggle against the extortion of the Italian
Camorra an organisation exploiting, among other things, the sugar cane plantation
owners. Windowen finds it hard to believe in this, and suggests his friend call the
police.

“The police!” echoed the other with a bitter smile . . . They will not
believe there is any such thing as Camorra. It is private Italian feud,
they say: let them fight for themselves; they are only dagoes, anyway.
But even if that were not so, of what use would be the police? They
arrest, perhaps, this agent who call upon me, and the next night I see my
sugar in flames . . .25

This network of extortion and graft has a distinctly contemporary flavor in the
numerous recent inquiries into drug trafficking, and suggests these networks ars
hardly a recent phenomenon.

Windowen is beaten up and shipped out of the area in a railway truck, to
find himself again in gaol, by now completely sceptical of Australian courts. He
carries a swag outback and finds a fencing job.

Here his apparent impersonation of Lord Persiflex catches up with him. He
is suspected of murdering a man believed to be Lord Persiflex because of papers
stolen from him in Townsville. He is accused of taking the identity of the murder-
ed man, as Lord Persiflex. Believing no court in Australia is going to accept his
account of what has in fact happened, he claims to be Lord Persiflex.

The satire moves to Sydney where as an English lord Windowen finds every-
thing before him. He now has to cope with daughters set after him by ambitious
mothers, businessmen offering places on their company boards, and an array
of social occasions, culminating in an invitation by the Governor who knew the
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father of the real lord. Windowen escapes on a boat he discovers is heading for
the South Pole.

There is some neat and often relevant satire. Some of it translates easily enough
into today’s Australia. But in widening his view, Harcourt lost the particular
force of his earlier restricted settings. There seems no real bite to the satire, apt
though much of it is. After Upsurge it is all oddly detached, and perhaps too
manufactured, as if the writer would now rather laugh at than attack the weak-
nesses he exposes. Harcourt found nothing funny in Upsurge. It seems he found
nothing serious in It Never Fails.

Harcourt claimed his last book was ignored, despite the controversy over
Upsurge, and that it dropped out of sight. This would seem borne out by its
scarcity in Australia, though it went to three impressions in England. Perhaps
satire was not a popular or much practised mode in Australia at the time. Perhaps
by 1937 there had been other novels that made Upsurge seem less unusual, novels
with a force not apparent in Harcourt’s satire. And possibly Western Australian
readers were again enjoying the chance to fit names to characters with the pub-
lishing in the same year of Seaforth Mackenzie’s The Young Desire 1t*’—some-
thing they could continue in the following year with a novel set in Perth and
suggesting, at least as pointedly as Upsurge had seemed to do, people well enough
known, Chosen People.2”

Harcourt’s books did become ignored. Indeed lost. Yet he had, with such vary-
ing result, offered during the decade three novels unusual in their time and place,
in some respects far in advance of it.
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STEPHEN EDGAR

The Fitting

Cold from salt water on a gusty beach,

A small child shrieking at the wind,

I raised my arms. My father’s sweater dropped
Like night. He didn’t need it. Blind,

Delighted, I tunnelled till my head emerged
Though my arms could scarcely reach
Halfway, leaving the sleeves to drag the ground
Like an ape’s knuckles. No doubt

I briefly wondered how long it would be

Till such a prodigious garment was a perfect fit.

Another day with water and a wind

And a need to keep away the cold,

Jibbing at first, like tomb robbers who lose

Their heads in the dark, but growing bold,

Warming to the task, my brother and I

Go through his things to find

Among the shirts, old sweaters, trousers, piled

Shoes (one pair never worn)

Something that fits, since he won’t need them, and see

In the speechless mirror what we've dressed for now we’ve grown.

ELIZABETH SMITHER

On first taking on an animal

On first taking on an animal

I foresee a voyage in which your heart
Cannot be kept at sleeve-level
Though you stay close to a kennel.

I foresee all kinds of theology
Natural history, ideas of heaven
Demanding proof as bones and teeth.

I foresee something broken and put back
Softened where it does not show
A meeting across an abyss.
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CHRIS WALLACE-CRABBE

The Surreal Decade:
Swaying in the Forties

Ration books, whatever became of ration books? Those little buff pocketbooks,
the coloured tickets and a neat pair of scissors tied to the shop counter, these are
so deeply ingrained in my childhood as to seem inevitable, not memorable. They
have a routine quality, like Champion or “The Search for the Golden Boomerang”
or visits to the flicks on Saturday arvo, hoping against hope for a film marked
out by June Allyson’s distillation of corny sweetness. And opposite the deep
naturalness of all these—in the mind’s other eye—are to be found the forties’
inherently surrealist artefacts: gas producers on the left front mudguards of cars,
slit trenches, gas masks and midget submarines, all worthy of the starkly graphic
imagination of an Eric Thake or a Paul Nash. One recurrent social problem was
that of how to cope with rainwater in trenches, especially when there were
toddlers at hand. Also, what on earth was done with all that camouflage netting
one learned to knot? Of gas masks, on the other hand, I have never lost the stale,
rubbery smell.

When, a few years ago now, I cobbled together a cluster of reflections on “my”
1930s the job was easy, the problems of selection few, for my best-loved screen
memories were just sitting up there like Jacky, waiting to be made use of, waiting
to be strung together. The forties come harder, since in dealing with that faraway
but larger memory-field I have to take account of causation and chronology. In
the wake of syntax-acquisition, there comes history.

The forties have their music too, their distinctive flavour, nonetheless. At one
end of the dial sound the beguiling strains of “Lili Marlene” and “The Lady from
Twentynine Palms” (or was it Fortynine?), familiar occasions for escape: both,
differently, with desert associations. At the other end were darker musics which
I did not yet know how to hear. Like this, for instance:

Nietzsche respected the great god Plumb
That lays his pipes in a baby’s tum.
Beneath our logic’s pure avowals

Hehea rd the murmur of the bowels.

(James McAuley, “The Family of Love”)

Or the fact that another unknown, Judith Wright, was declaring that “The trains
go north with guns.” As a schoolboy I knew nothing of the peculiar utterances of
the modern arts; my classmates still called Picasso “Pig’s arse-0” and Dad was
to tell me on one occasion that a poet called T. S. Eliot had written, “The sun
was setting like half a tinned apricot into a sea of junket.” And, ah yes, I did know
the private collection of our grandest friend, Hilda (Mrs. R. D.) Elliott, a per-
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sonal gallery which displayed Orpen, Brangwyn, Degas and the wrong John, Elioth
Gruner and Blamire Young. Of more interest to me was the fact that she kept
kangaroos in her Toorak front garden. A bit weird, that was. Even as a young
kid I was aware that she was privileged: she was one of the Finks, whatever they
were.

I have on the desk beside me a copy of the Herald for Thursday, January 4,
1945. The day was warm, 82 degrees F.—poor old Fahrenheit, I still can’t do
without it in these diminished Celsian days—and we were probably on summer
holidays, I do not believe we said, “holidayed”, during the War. But it is the
front page of this newspaper which brings rushing back my common childhood
terms of reference: “NEW ATTACK ON NAZI WEDGE”, “ALLIES ON MAN-
DALAY RAILWAY”, “CANADIANS PRESS ON N.W. OF RAVENNA”,
“TURKEY BREAKS WITH JAPAN” and “NEW GREEK LEADER FORMS
CABINET AS GUNS ROAR”. No wonder we all knew so much geography in
those days; one of my exact contemporaries still remembers the capitals of all
the countries in the world, as they were in 1939.

It was not only a World War; it was also a war world. Come August 1945 and
the flurry of VJ Day, my main source of puzzlement was to be what on earth
they would put in the papers now it was peacetime. You cannot get much media
mileage out of the return of Jack Baird’s pace bowling to the Carlton team, nor
out of such items as “Mr. J. D. G. Medley, Vice-Chancellor of the University, is
spending the holidays at Khancoban and will return to Melbourne on January
15.” In the event, the editors do not seem to have been troubled: politics is just a
way of continuing war by other means.

Let me place a figure in the picture, my own. I begin the decade as a small boy
going off with his mother and younger brother to share an aunt’s timber house
at the seaside (Grandma is there too), because Dad has sailed away towards the
impending war in Malaya and will not be back—except for one brief compassion-
ate leave—for five years; I end it as a swarthy, lumpish youth of sixteen scarping
through a science Matric by the skin of my teeth and finding a job as Junior
Technical Officer at the Royal Mint, William Street, Melbourne, there to work
amid the buying and smelting of gold, the smelting and stamping of bronze or
silver coinage. The intervening period is stuffed full of schooldays, full of sus-
tained routines, inkblots, nicknames, lunchbags and only rare showings of memor-
abilia. I begin by going from one small school, Yarra Bank, to another, and then
on to another, where we start French at six, Latin at seven. There’s history for
vou. I move to a very large school indeed (“The biggest boys’ school in the
southern hemisphere”, but then I recall that Nelly Kelly’s Passionfruit Nursery
in Sandringham was also the biggest in the southern hemisphere), where one-and-
a-half thousand boys could be loosely deployed in picturesque landscape settings,
and stay there for eight years and more. For nine years, after Black Rock, we are
crammed into a tiny flat hugger-mugger, just off Toorak Road. Only reffos or
bachelors are meant to live in flats; ordinary people have, or rent, houses with
gardens around them. My mother ignores this palpable fact, willing to put up with
being a sardine for the sake of a toffy address: we can buy our chops and cakes
and potatoes in Toorak Village. Having no garden, we play in the street. An old
tennis ball bounces interminably against brick walls. Forty-love.

Buildings were not being completed those days, so that “paddocks” or vacant
blocks were common everywhere, some even with names, like Payne’s Paddock.
We played in the paddock round the corner, where delightful collages of house-
hold rubbish had been tipped to form treasure-hoards mingled with cork-ridged
elm-suckers, blackberry strands, dry native grasses, milkthistles and harlequin
armies of soldier beetles, the latter yielding jade-green blood when squashed.
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Sometimes, at best, I might happen on an old clock or a broken wind-up toy; but
in rusty tins the redbacked spiders lay in wait, as Peter Cowan was to recall in a
powerful short story.

It was my mother who had some awareness of what moved artistically. Before
the war her friends had included pianists, potters, painters and printmakers, but
global melodrama and the need to look after two boys had cut other cultural
input. Once he had escaped from the jungles of Burma, a thousand miles on foot,
lost most of the time and Missing Believed Dead, Dad had it much easier. Strav-
aging around India, Persia and Lebanon, he could wallow in costume and drama
and ruined temples, devour exotica, take snaps, imagine the sweep of tribes,
peoples, dynasties through the Krac des Chevaliers, the Red Mosque and Shep-
herd’s Hotel, keeping alive in his heart the ideals of Norman Lindsay and the
great illustrators. Fortified by a century of illustration, his response to most
modern painting was an easy one: “The bugger can’t draw.” But I was only to
hear this line in the latter half of the decade. Until then my father was a faraway
source of photos, fiimsy airletters rich with oriental travel details, and curvilinear
gifts in lacquer or brass from China and India. He was geography personified:
already I could see how he idealized Ptolemy the Great, Asoka the Furious,
Alexander—not the British field marshal but Iskandar himself.

History diffuses as much as it classifies: indeed, it dissipates aura because it
classifies things and places them in boxes; it is earnest metonymy, not prestidi-
gitating metaphor. But mute household objects, humble tastes and modest smells
ietain their eloquence through some innately mongrel or maverick quality. So the
1940s are for me still incapsulated in chops, cauliflower cheese and those sparsely
fluted metal containers in which were served the chocolate malted milks I loved
so well; in the wooden grid that floored the central area of trams; in the smell of
a summer northerly bringing malthouse and Rosella tomato sauce flavours richly
over from Richmond; in dust and fallen tickets by the wicket gates on railway
platforms; in thin, flat wafers of Beechnut chewing gum, the currency of our
American invaders; in aeroplane scrapbooks; and in the prickly feeling of grey
worsted suitpants (short until Form Two, then long) against my sweaty legs after
a lunchtime spent playing some hectic game in the school grounds. Zinc, chromium,
manganese . . . in those lost days I became obsessed by the chemical properties of
metals. [ wanted to own a jar of potassium dichromate crystals.

It was a time of displacement and imaginative subversion as well as of common
participation in that abstract solidarity which was called “the war effort” or,
later, “reconstruction”. People were moved from place to place in random ways.
Not only was Nolan sent off to the Wimmera, there to discover newly express-
ionist landscape images; not only were Harold Stewart and McAuley sent south
to Victoria Barracks, St. Kilda Road, there to give birth to that gaudy bell-wether,
Ern Malley; not only was Patrick White sent to the Aegean and Slessor to the
Western Desert. Dad breezed into Baalbek, Isfahan, the Shalimar Gardens. Whole
schools went up country to escape from incipient Japanese bombs. Whole indus-
tries changed their identities. And many familiar products, like the penny
Nestlés, vanished from daily life. Most surreal of all, there were a few years in
which, for the first and last time, it was patriotic to be a Communist.

Whatever the war effort was doing, it was also peeling back piecemeal the
sunlit surfaces of life, revealing mental flora as bizarre as Albert Tucker’s Images
of Modern Evil or such lines as these, hatched from A. D. Hope’s often parnas-
sian imagination:
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Full sail the proud three-decker sandwiches

with the eye-fumbled priestesses repass;

On their swan lake the enchanted ice-creams freeze,

The amorous fountain prickles in the glass

And at the introit of this mass emotion

She comes, she comes, a balanced pillar of blood
“Morning Coffee”

This was the decade in which Hope also wrote “The Damnation of Byron”, an
extended sexual nightmare unlike anything before it in our literature. From the
present world of genteel letters, it has become almost unimaginable; from the
present hermaphroditic climate, downright rude. Which reminds us that this was
not only the time of midnight-oilstained Ern Malley but of something far creep-
ier, McAuley’s apocalyptic “The Incarnation of Sirius”. It seems that there were
angry penguins under everybody’s pillow.

But nothing of this artwork was visible to a boy growing up, quietly enough,
sweetly enough, sportingly enough, through the bipartite forties. The only real
artistic flurry I can dredge back from those years was the journalistic brouhaha
over the Archibald Prize for 1943. For my rapid-reading machinery it was a span
of time that began with William, Biggles and Puck of Pook’s Hill, and ended
with an undifferentiated mishmash of Mark Twain, Keats, mathematical puzzles,
Neville Cardus, Eyeless in Gaza, The Rape of the Lock and Ulysses. The one
thing I was clear about was that all nineteenth century prose was unreadable, an
extended hoax foisted upon us by adults: well, by some adults.

By the end of 1950 habit-sets were slipping and sliding. I went for almost the
first time to surf beaches instead of the flat, tepid waters of the bay. I had sharp-
ened up my net game, but the old backhand was still my weakness. The local
municipal library—for we had changed to an outer suburb—proved to be marvel-
lously rich in Bloomsbury colourations, Gide and Stendhal; T not only read
Aspects of the Novel but excitedly followed up all Forster’s tips, nothing but the
cetaceously fat Moby Dick failing to make an impression. Summerily suntanning
daily, such was my private fealty to Apollo, I waited for news about my impend-
ing job. Communists were bad once again, Korea improbably offering itself as a
potential flashpoint. My father was working for General Motors-Holdens while
remaining a steady advocate of the Red Army against “that bastard, Kai-Chek”.
I and my peers knew all the models of shiny Yank-tanks while our hearts burned
for natty little English sports cars. England still produced quality, and Japanese
cheap, tinny junk. I bought a brown pork-pie hat, along with some army dis-
posals shirts. It was time at last to start working in the city: all those marvellous
hours of reading on the train.

Soon, for the gap before metallurgy classes at night school, T discovered the
Hoddle, an Italian eating house with a studenty queue all the way up its terrazzo
stairs to Little Collins Street. It was the first trattoria I had ever encountered.
It had an aura, a very modest aura, which remains with me still, as clear as day
and as thick as evening. Thick white table-cloths, thick white china, thick white
bread with hard crusts and, it goes without saying, minestrone for starters. I was
now fairly launched in the city. The National Gallery and the Public Library
waited under their flat grey dome, prepared to swallow me up.

Under that dome, like a blocked and ruinous gateway, hung Russel Drysdale’s
overwhelming picture, “The Rabbiters”. The surreal had left its spoor in Mel-
bourne, reproaching all pastoral.
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BOOKS

Robert Drewe, The Bodysurfers, James Fraser,
1983, 165 pp., $6.95.

Beverley Farmer, Milk, Penguin, 1983, 178 pp.,
$6.95.

James McQueen, Uphill Runner, Penguin,
1984, 202 pp., $5.95.

Frank Moorhouse (ed.), State of the Art,
Penguin, 1983, 280 pp., $9.95.

Bruce Pascoe (ed.), Australian Short Stories,
journal, distrib. Gordon & Gotch. $2.95.

The short story is one of the most durable
literary forms in the history of Australian
writing, and in the publication of several
recent anthologies of stories, there is ample
evidence that the form is alive and well, and
contributing to the process of rigorous self-
examination which seems to typify much Aust-
ralian art at the present moment.

The “State of the Art”, to borrow the title of
Frank Moorhouse’s selection, is well advanced,
and the story is undergoing something of a
resurgence in popularity. The anthology The
State of the Art (Penguin, 1983) is a book of
expertly crafted, confidently written pieces in
a variety of styles and formats, in which the
form is stretched from the more stolid centre
of carefully observed realism to the limits of
ingenuity in typography and language. It is
a book of sophisticated stories, requiring an
alert reader capable of a broad range of res-
ponse.

The ‘state of the art” is an embarrassing
term: one which you might hear from an arma-
ments salesman as much as in a stereo shop.
“Oh that? It’s the state of the art: you can’t get
anything more . ” Frank Moorhouse, as
editor of the anthology of that name, makes
large claims in his introduction for the con-
temporaneity of the view of Australia, and the
comprehensive review of the state of short
fiction in Australia offered by his selection.
He avoids the better known writers in his
search for the ‘“burning edge” (p.1), and is
honest about his interest in stories which play
around “with structure, language or arrange-
ment to make pleasing shapes of meaning or
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patterns of sensation—beautiful toys” (p.3).
While the anthology achieves a good overview
of the variety of ingenious approaches applied
to the complex form, I am not sure that Moor-
house achieves the “map of social concerns”
(p.1) which he sees behind the stories of the
last decade with anything like cartographic
clarity. The literary and biographical base from
which literature is drawn is fortunately far too
various for that.

James McQueen’s Uphill Runner (Penguin,
1984) and Beverley Farmer’s Milk (Penguin,
1983) make an interesting comparison.
McQueen is a “masculine” writer: more often
than not he assumes the masculine viewpoint,
and emotion is inferred rather than directly
stated, as in the title story, in which, after
having been carefully observed by the male
narrator as appearing “strangely pinched” and
“different . . . over the past year”, a character
shoots himself with a shotgun after a hunting
party. Sometimes this laconism works against
the impact of the story, yet when it succeeds
the tragic tone is more effectively achieved, as
in the bleak exploration of guilt before death
in “A Diminishing Balance” and the adept use
of ironic manipulation of narratorial persona
in “Funeral in Tautira”. In the latter story the
tensions of the central relationship are econ-
omically implied through a more direct
expleration of the male narrator’s reactions,
and despite his throwaway manner, the raw-
ness of his feelings, caught in the stop-start,
up-down world of friendship with an addict, is
more readily and fully evoked.

Beverley Farmer, on the other hand, is con-
cerned with an entirely different range of ex-
periences and registers of feeling. Her charac-
ters move in more blurred situations than
McQueen’s solid and familiar settings. Aust-
ralians visiting and living in Greece: Greeks
who have emigrated to Australia; first gener-
ations of Greeks in Australia seeking to adapt
to their setting. The feelings of characters are
more directly explored from a more involved
viewpoint: witness the following from one of
the best stories in the collection, “At the Air-
port”. The narrator (a woman, as are most of
the narratorial personae) has just watched her
former husband leave for Greece with her
beloved son.

“No self-pity, she thinks, having worked
hard to keep her composure, the outward
signs of dignity, intact. It is her crust, her
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shell. Her carapace. Loss and the fear of
loss assail her.” (p.57)

Contrast the above with the following pas-
sage from McQueen’s “In the Money”. Jimmy
has just fought a remarkable fight against a far
more powerful adversary, taking a severe beat-
ing, but he and his friend have made the
money they wanted to make on the bets, and
Vic is patching up the battered Jimmy.

‘Knuckle’s broke, too,” said Jimmy. ‘I felt
it go at the end there . . .’

‘I know,” said Vic. ‘Don’t worry bout it.’
‘No.’

Then. ‘He took some stopping, didn’t he?’
‘He sure did.’

‘But I wrapped him up, didn’t I?’

‘You bet.’

‘How much we get?’

‘Nearly fifteen thousand, all told.” (p.128)

In the extract from Farmer, the shell is
there, and recognised as a barrier between
emotion and expression: in the extract of
McQueen’s, despite the begging Jimmy gets
little praise from Vic for his efforts. The con-
straints of the male setting cramp emotion.

Robert Drewe’s The Bodysurfers (James
Fraser, 1983) is a close-knit set of stories in
which characters appear and reappear, and
archetypal contemporary families and settings
are delineated and coalesce as each successive
story is read. The stories cover a more im-
pressive range of narrative approach and
method than McQueen or Farmer, ranging
from surreal and disquieting dreams and their
origins (at the end of “The Bodysurfers™) to a
spare journalistic mode (in “Sweetlip”) and
his use of American settings (as in “Looking
for Malibu”) allows similar oblique insights
into the nature of being Australian by displace-
ment as does Beverley Farmer’s use of Greece.

What makes Bodysurfers a more satisfying
collection to read as a whole is the clear theme
that runs through the book, well implied by the
pun in the book’s title: “the body’s surface”.
Here are people at the edge of a continent,
sandwiched between desert and sea, living the
“robustly hedonistic” life which Moorhouse
sees evidenced in The State of the Art, and yet
still only skimming the surface of their own
fears and foibles, “bodysurfing” the waves of
the unconscious.

To me the most effective stories in bringing
this theme out are the last two in the selection,
“The Last Explorer”, and “Stingray”. In the
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former, an unidentified explorer (the symbolic
nature of his life’s calling is obvious as a meta-
phor) is recovering in hospital from a stroke
at the age of eighty-two, and “from his bed at
the end of the ward he can see the Indian
Ocean” (p.148). Though the explorer cannot
swim, this is no matter: his ocean is the desert,
and he unhesitatingly calls his camels “ships
of the desert”, using them to move about the
trackless wastes with the same confidence that
Kevin Parnell shows in his swimming in the
seat in “The Silver Medallist”. The last explor-
er’s final gesture as death approaches is to
turn his bed so that it is “facing the desert”
(p.155), yet this is no reaction of fear: rather
it is a gesture of readiness and courage in that
he is prepared to face the powerful emotions
the centre calls forth, emotions others are not
willing to face. The “Fleet Street boys” want
a frisson for their readers, the B.B.C. for their
listeners.

“A Fleet Street interviewer asked him
in 1913 what the desert meant to him. The
question stopped him in his tracks. ‘Find-
ing your own love’, he remembers reply-
ing. Moira touched his sleeve. Tt still
embarrasses him to recall saying it.”

(p.153)

This brief passage demonstrates well the
economy of Drewe’s style. Moira is the B.B.C.’s
publicity woman, who took him out to lunch
after his broadcast and with whom he dis-
covered a fair affinity. She seems to understand
his liking for the desert, and what it brings
out in him: witness the seemingly insignificant
gesture of touching his sleeve. When Grace,
his wife who “would not face the desert”
(p.150) finally died, the explorer tried to write
to Moira in reply to a letter of hers, but threw
the letters away, yet the revelation of love,
which he achieved in those few words in front
of Moira, and her response, merely hinted at
in the involuntary action of Moira’s touching
his sleeve, are an important comsummation of
his life. The explorer is one who has gone
beneath the surface of things.

In “Stingray”, David is stung by a fish, pro-
bably a stingray. The pain of the unexpected
wounding “spreads quickly to deeper levels and
expands” (p.159) and it is through this pain
that the foreground of his life comes into a
new perspective. Driving back to his flat he is
struck by the idea that he is poisoned, and
death seems a distinct possibility. Once at the

WESTERLY, No. 2, JULY, 1984



flat his sense of physical existence changes:
“The hand dominates the room” so much that
“he wishes to relinquish responsibility for it as
he has done for much of his past life” (p.161).
He thinks of ringing up his former wife
Angela, cool and competent in a crisis, who is
now living with Gordon, who is ... wonderful
with the kids, she’d said, driving a barb into
David’s heart,” (p.161). The wound so dom-
inates his existence at that moment that the
rest of his world is construed in its terms.

Instead he telephones Victoria, whose pres-
ent relationship is in its final stages. She takes
him to hospital, and in the same ward a nurse
called Hilary, who has swallowed an overdose
of pills, is roughly made to recover. Hilary and
David’s recovery are paralleled: “David wants
nothing more at this instant than for Hilary to
recover,” (p.164), and by the story’s end David
and Victoria are shocked into an apparently
stable friendship.

These stories are perhaps the most striking
examples of characterisation going beneath the
surface. The explorer actively and deliberately,
and David fortuitously, achieve insights into
the depths of incomprehension that surround
accustomed daily existence, and their lives are
changed. All too often in the other stories the
shifts in understanding are achieved by careful
authorial control of the story’s ending. The
final paragraph of “In Search of Malibu” sees
a sudden distance intervene between the
bizarre events and the character’s memory of
them. Much time (. . . over the years . . .”)
and many events (David and Angela’s separ-
ation: note the same names as employed in
“Stingray™) are compressed into a brief space,
and yet there is no loss of control, and the
ending does not in the least frustrate the
reader by being slick and manipulative.

In such an outstanding collection of twelve
stories, a worthy successor to The Savage
Crows in their exploration of the most recent
developments in our vision of ourselves, espec-
ially in the American context, the only false
note is “Sweetlip”. As mentioned earlier, this
is dry and journalistic, and appears to have
sprung from two pieces which Drewe wrote
for the Bulletin!. For those who may remember
the original, the fictional treatment offers
nothing more, and that is perhaps the greatest
criticism one can make: the material of journal-
ism is not used with the same gruesome effect-

WESTERLY, No. 2, JULY, 1984

iveness as in say, the ‘thrill killing’ in “The
Bodysurfers”.

The most encouraging sign of the buoyancy
of the short fiction market is the appearance
from a Melbourne-based editor, Bruce Pascoe,
of a regular anthology, Australian Short
Stories, now well into its first year. The format
is most intriguing. With eye-catching, solidly
coloured covers, and illustrations which gen-
uinely complement the text, the magazine
szems to be aimed at the leisure time reader
(one cover on volume one, number four, shows
a figure at the beach in a shining wet inner
tube reading that edition) who sees reading as
being possibly enjoyable. The stories are by a
good balance of established and newer writers,
and use conventional and novel approaches and
styles: designed perhaps to extend a reader
without enraging. It is a pleasing reflection of
the wealth of talent available (Moorhouse in
State of the Art, for example, says that his
shortlist was of 1500 published and 1200 un-
published stories) that newer writers such as
Tim Winton and Helen Garner can rub should-
ers with older writers such as Kylie Tennant
and Alan Marshall, and be so ably supported
by such sensitive artwork: Mary Leunig’s
illustration for “The Usherette” on page 33 of
Volume One, number 2, is a good example.

To use Frank Moorhouse’s terms, the “bright
and openminded readership” which is “tuned
to the form” (p.3) seems to be there, and from
the anthologies discussed the state of the art
appears to be a healthy one.

1. “Inquest to be held into Island Death”,
Bulletin, 4/8/1981, p.31.
“Bizarre aspects emerge in Rowe Inquest”,
Bulletin, 1/9/1981, pp.30-32.
“Death in Paradise”, Bulletin, 7/6/1981, pp.

22-30.
JOHN WEBB

RURAL MYTHOPEIA: PHILIP SALOM’S
“THE PROJECTIONIST”

“The Projectionist” by Philip Salom, 77 pages,
Fremantle Arts Centre Press, 1983, $7.50.

Like Philip Salom’s first book, “The Silent
Piano” (1980), this is poetry which requires
and justifies, much re-reading. Individual poems
are often a maze of ideas that harden into
concrete images, or they are portraits which
convey personality through an intense styliza-
tion akin to much modern sculpture.
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The projectionist of the title, Mr. Benchley,
is the first character to be introduced in this
poem sequence. The reader initially “sees” him
in a sort of suspended animation, a state which
ushers in an atmosphere of stillness that per-
vades the book, a stillness paralleling the some-
times ominous quietness of the country land-
scapes Salom knows so well. But if Mr. Bench-
ley is found silent, it is only because he has a
store of violent and vivid memories:

Retired projectionist, sits day-long
under the skylight.
Unfilament light pours down
glows on his fingers
his bald head
carved ivory.

Lurking in the present and the re-called pasts
of Salom’s characters is the constant threat of
some menacing spirit, some guilt or emotional
paralysis that verges on engulfing them. Cen-
tral to Mr. Benchley’s catalogue of fears and
anxieties is “Always the threat of fire” result-
ing from the trauma of a particular memory.
His emotional core is deadened and without
will. His workshed is his only sanctuary:

In his workshed
now, mute, he touches
the silent images:
blade, oil-stone, plane.
With floating white dust

polishes a projector’s

metal spools, sprocket wheels,
condensed on thick glass.

This poem, ending as it does with Mr. Ben-
chley’s communing with the artifacts of his
past, also introduces the theme of memory
and its relationship to current behaviour, a
theme which permeates the book in a variety
of manifestations.

Much of Salom’s poetry is dense with meta-
phors, metaphors generally so lucid and precise
that they quickly focus the reader’s mind on
actual experiences rather than obfuscating
them. The portrait of Mrs. Benchley, for ex-
ample, consists of grossly unflattering variations
upon her goat-like nature and appearance.
There is an uncanny ugliness, one which aspires
to the creation of some bizarre or Satanic
terror, in the features which emerge:

From where I lean on the sill
there seems the goat’s head
grown from her shoulder, and six
legs straining at the ground.
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The description here is redolent of some of the
bucolic horror recorded in Keneally’s A4 Dutiful
Daughter wherein human nature merges grue-
somely and destructively with the rest of the
animal world.

The poet’s voice, in Mrs. Benchley as in
other poems, frequently expresses the discovery
of paradoxes; there is both anger and attrac-
tion when confronted by “the deformity/of her
goodness”. The speaker in this poem (and in
Seeing) draws an unspecified strength from the
pantheistic philosophy of the Sufis, though it
is a strength rooted in fatalism. Mrs. Benchley
concludes starkly with the speaker brooding on
his relationship with greater knowledge. It is
difficult to convey the momentum of the whole
just by quoting a few lines, but something of
the poem’s cold clarity and perverse beauty
might be revealed by the following fragment:

I have stood there in the head-killing wind
pierced by the line that pierces

all things

stolen the blood across my shoulders

that nears ecstasy

only to know random

delays on the heart, my sense a poor bird
stunned by static.

Of what is light and dark,

film flickering at the gate

neither fully

annihilated or renewed.

To search further upon the self

is to ask how am I in knowledge?

How am I any useful part in this?

And hear nothing . . .

Some of the poems in the sequence unfold
with complete simplicity, though the opportun-
ity is rarely lost to equate a physical reality
with a spiritual state; thus, in Out the search
for a leak in waterpipes suggests the possibility
of fixing a mind that is also “leaking upwards”.
In The Coast the finely balanced lyrical des-
cription (“vigilant water among the rocks,/
fusion of light”) evolves towards a rarer state-
ment of emotional harmony. In the ebbing and
flowing of the sea, the rising and setting of the
sun, the poet too can find more of order in his
existence:

As here I too feel within myself
fragmentary shell and tang,
and here too feel
light
shimmering and returning.
At times, pin-pointing the “self” in this
poetry is difficult. Although he is often the
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poetic observer and maker of The Coast, he is
often more complex, more camouflaged, seem-
ing more disembodied spirit or idea than human
commentator; he is sometimes reminiscent of
Arthur C. Clarke’s star-child, sentient energy
soaring in and through the mythopoeiac world
of his rural past at will. The portending viol-
ence and lust of Night II is rendered in a series
of staccato statements that attain the intensity
of a nightmare:

I burn like a flask . . .
The girl obsesses me . . .
I am mad for her skin . . .

Sometimes the “self” of the poem adopts a
particular role, as if momentarily occupying
and regulating the character he must imperson-
ate. The cadences then become a parody of
colloquial speech, filled with terse cliches and
brittle self-righteousness: “stubborn as/I don’t
know what”, “There are voices enough, God
knows” (Him). In other poems, the speaker
more directly addresses both himself and the
reader, and the tones range from mild wonder-
ment—*“The coast attracts me, whispering/of
tasting and change” (The Coast)—to extremes
of pain, anger and bewilderment:

I wake in terror, the air crushed by stone,
my limbs numb, asphyxiated animals.
(“Dream”)
I witness every degradation, knowing
them as mine . . .
God have mercy upon us
when we shatter the machine
of sanity, suffer what you have made us.
(“Poet”)

There is an aura emanating from this poetry
that can perhaps best be described as a form
of tension. Every line is taut with the hint
of an impending explosion. The concentration
of energy is there in the language itself, in the
crucially effective judgement of pauses, in the
combination of narrations and meditations.
One of the few weaknesses of the book seems
to be the unnecessary number of exclamation
marks in some of the earlier poems (Two Kinds
of Weather, Preservation, Answers); the nat-
ural emphases are weakened by the melodram-
atic use of such punctuation. This is, of course,
a small matter. The control and modulation of
language is otherwise characterized by the
freshness of imagery (one of the lasting delights
of The Silent Piano as well), and the ways in
which stanzaic and linear structure have been
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used to accentuate the constant intellectual
drama of his phraseology.

What Philip Salom has done in The Project-
ionist, above all, is to create his own world,
often odd, sometimes obscure but fascinating,
for the reader to delve into. I am not entirely
sure that the concept of “a sequence” works
with total efficacy; it was difficult for me to
approach the volume as a series of linked
poems, while realising that there are links—of
character, of ontological association—between
many of them. The Benchley poems are clearly
sequential, but there are several more purely
introspective poems that, while excellent in
themselves, tend to throw any overall design a
little out of kilter.

The pervasive mood of this book is a grim
one; the implied judgements and actual descrip-
tions of the human animals, including the poet
himself, are generaly harsh, though sometimes
tempered by the reflections on the freer and
less sullied natural world. Whether or not one
shares the implicit outlook of the poet, though,
one is continually engaged by what he has to
say, and by the variety of ways in which he has
experimented with expression. Extreme ex-
amples of this experimentation are the intri-
cately wrought and complex poems The Son
and Tenant’s Tradesman; the first of these is
actually two adjacent poems that, after initially
boggling this reader’s mind, work by suggest-
ing nuances derived from, reflected from, each
other—a poetic expression of multiple person-
ality.

The Projectionist is a bold book; I hesitate
to say that it advances beyond The Silent Piano
—1I like too many of its poems too well to give
it second place. The Projectionist deserves to be
widely read, and wrestled with to some degree.
It is not the “easiest” book of peoms to read,
whatever that means exactly. My preference is
for Salom’s lyrical writing—the portraits are
a fraction too sardonic for my taste. Others will,
I hope, disagree, and find many felicities of
expression that I have failed to note. There is
both technical mastery and a fine mind to be
enjoyed here. Philip Salom is one of the relativ-
ely few contemporary Australian poets who
actually has something to say; he is concerned
with more than the lint in his belly-button.

SHANE McCAULEY
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Strephyn Mappin, Chiaroscuro, Fremantle Arts
Centre Press, 1983, 120 pp. $8.50.

Strephyn Mappin is twenty-eight years old and
comes from Perth. A graduate of the Western
Australian Institute of Technology, he has writ-
ten television and radio documentaries and is a
former editor of Compass magazine. Chiaros-
curo is his first collection of stories.

As is often the case with a first volume,
there is an unevenness of quality, both among
the stories and in the control of the writing
within some of the individual pieces, but this
is more than compensated by Mappin’s origin-
ality and the diversity of his subject matter and
style. The fiction is not distinguished by strong
narrative development, some of the pieces being
hardly more than sketches, and, except in sev-
eral of the longer and more successful stories,
characterisation is fairly minimal. Yet Mappin
is often at his best when he seems least pre-
occupied with the conventionalities of story-
telling: he is mainly concerned with tracing the
outlines of self-enclosed (and self-enclosing)
worlds, macabre, symbolic imaginings that can
appear at once both real and dreamlike, halluc-
inatory. Though, like his fellow Western Aust-
ralian, Robert Drewe, he stands slightly aside
from the strong fabulist tradition of much of
the best contemporary Australian writing, in
their most vivid, most successful moments his
stories invite comparisons, in different ways,
with, say, Peter Carey, or David Ireland.

One of the first things the reader will have
to come to terms with, and what the critics
will all want to talk about, is Mappin’s pre-
occupation with violence. Violence goes hand
in hand with drunkenness, involving either
intoxication of the spirit and emotional frust-
ration (“Outside, The Dancer,” “The Holistic
Vision of J. P. Wunderwald,” “Slipping Off
The Edge Of The Ice-Cube”), youthful de-
pravity and boredom (“Spitman, Jinx And
Dango”), or several of these vectors on collis-
jon-course  (“Pariah And The Boxer”), but
Mappin does not glibly assign any simple cause-
effect relationship, nor does he seem especially
concerned to analyse or attempt to explain the
phenomenon. There is no sophomoric psycholo-
gising, no trendy anthropological gloss.

If anything, violence arises in these stories
when limited human capacities find themselves
trapped in a world that threatens to further
rape the already repressed and brutalised imag-
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ination. No matter what form it takes, immed-
iate or barely sublimated, violence is basically
an expression of something going wrong. And
given the particularly enclosed, bizarrely lit,
and fragmentary fallen worlds that Mappin
feels drawn to explore, it seems inevitable that
something will always be going wrong. The
closest he comes to relating this vision to any
wider, general view of society, in the political
sense, is in “Complications In The Ice-Cream
Factory.” The narrator, who resembles perhaps
a somewhat retarded version of The Samurai in
Ireland’s The Unknown Industrial Prisoner, has
not known any world outside the factory since
birth. He tells us:

At night in our dormitory room we discuss
the possibility of something going wrong
inside the factory. Of what might happen
should one tiny sector break down or the
people who run it simply decide not to do
what they’re supposed to. What would
happen? What would it mean to the world
outside the factory? These are questions
that will always be beyond our limited com-
prehension.

Apart from the terrifyingly ambiguous “Out-
side, The Dancer,” the only story that can-
vasses transcendence is “The Possibility Of
Effervescence,” a parodic dialogue of self and
soul that only succeeds in deliberately under-
mining its own tentative assertions: “‘Oh, to
be free. Light as air. Floating upward to the
magnitude of greater possibilities’ . . . A tiny
bubble shot upward, broke the surface and
disappeared.”

Where some of the stories fail for me, it is
most often because they are resolved too easily.
There is a world of difference between inevita-
bility and predictability. “The Assassin,” for
example, is a trite exercise in the traditional
Déppelganger story: it fails not only because
the ending is so banal but because it is so pre-
dictable; pages earlier you have heard the trigg-
er being cocked; now when the story finally
goes off you almost feel showered by the flak-
ing rust:

Action took an age in seconds. A figure,
as black and smooth as himself, moved
quickly forward. They seemed to flow to-
gether, each action an image of the other.
Close. Fingers/triggers/guards. One pre-
cise shot. And the loud echoing shatter of

glass.
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In his mirror, spider-laced around the
bullet hole, a thousand reflections lifted
guns to their heads.

This represents a species of contrivance and
heavy-handed effect that comes to Mappin’s
aid far more often than it should. Prehaps be-
cause Chiaroscuro is his first collection, he
seems a little too overtly concerned with mak-
ing sure every single thing in a story contri-
butes, that every effect is well and truly felt.
He needs to learn the power of understatement
and restraint.

But perhaps I am reading it wrong, and this
kind of ending is intended to be humorous;
perhaps many stories in Chiaroscuro are only
playing games with well-established genres.

The story that seems most intended to be
funny is “Ape.” The narrator, a thoroughly
unpleasant character called Inge, devises a plan
to murder all the apes in a zoo by feeding
them fruit and nuts laced with strychnine.
Again the Nemesis-déppelganger-figure inter-
venes, a huge gorilla who speaks “in a voice
that had all the qualities of Orson Welles with
a heavy cold.” He offers Ingle a choice of three
atonements for his sin: he can ‘“accept what
you’ve seen and heard here as real, in which
case it will probably send you insane and your
people will put you away. Or you can deny it
to yourself and try to pass it off as a dream,
in which case you’ll still be considered insane
for being found naked with a large female ape
after hours.” The third is suicide.

Taking a narrator with the fastidious, patho-
logical revulsions of a post-theory-of-evolution
Swift/Gulliver (who shaves all the hair from
his body, has nightmare visions of shoving his
nose up mother-mandrill’s rear) and subjecting
him to a process of ironic self-revelation, in
the manner of Poe, is a good idea, but the
attempted humour fails again because of over-
statement:

Sometimes, at night, after the male nurse
has called a friendly “Goodnight monkey-
fucker” through the slit in my door and
passed off on his rounds, a face will
appear at the barred window high up on
the wall and my cell fills with the screams
of monkey laughter.

Yes, Mappin indeed sees the world through
a glass, darkly. As the dust-cover tells us, he
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is currently studying screen writing at the
Australian Film and Television School, and
there is no question that his imagination is pre-
dominantly a visual one, his style cinematic. In
every story we encounter the “chiaroscuro” of
the title: brilliant or blurred fragmented
glimpses of the contast or the interplay of
light and darkness, shadows, reflections, refrac-
tions, shifting focus, specialised lighting. The
motif is not merely stylistic, however; it is in-
timately and symbolically a part of the post-
moral world-view of the collection as a whole;
together with the careful arrangement of the
stories, it tends to add to the impression of a
livre composé. The connection is most strongly
felt in the final scene of “Spitman, Jinx And
Dango”. Despite the sense of strain and the
tendency to overwriting, this is in many ways
the most successful, most fully realised story
in the book. The narrator has escaped upstairs
from a police raid, at the height of an electri-
cal storm. Fantastic as it seems, a bolt of light-
ning has created a holocaust in the backyard
below. He has avoided capture and death, but
the flash has shocked him into—or out of—
something, nevertheless:

With effort I regained the window. The
lightning had set even wet grass alight.
The fire fled in streams of guttering red,
striving against the rain. The car was
filled. Flames curled out from it, strong
with the wind. Men helped each other off
the ground. Voices sounded weak in the
chaos of sound from outside. I held the
window ledge tight, my fingers trying to
find their way into the wood, down the
cracks in the grain, to become a part of
something solid. I could feel myself rock-
ing backwards and forwards, moaning,
straining out against the tension that held
me at the window. It did not seem to be
connected with anything I was involved
with. The black. The quiet.

This passage, I think, demonstrates both the
best and worst features of Mappin’s writing.
The cover-blurb is being a little over-enthus-
iastic when it claims that Chiaroscuro places
Strephyn Mappin “among the best of the new
Australian writers.” At the moment this writing
has too many flaws to allow him that. But this
collection certainly does announce the arrival
of a significant new talent.

ROSS BENNETT
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Robert Pascoe, Western Australia’s Capital
Suburb, Peppermint Grove, with assistance
from Neil Cumpston, Barbara Evans, Margaret
Evans, Maude Sholl, Tom Worsley, Oxford
University Press, Melbourne 1983. pp. 168.
$25.00.

There are many advantages in choosing a small
and, by Australian standards, fairly long estab-
lished community for a study of social and
economic changes over nearly a century of our
history.

Robert Pascoe’s Peppermint Grove takes
such a community as subject of close analysis
and although his findings may not always
apply to other, more mobile, fluctuating, mixed
suburbs of capital cities, they may well illum-
inate if not duplicate other long settled suburbs.

Peppermint Grove is the account of con-
tinuous white settlement of a remarkably small,
sharply defined suburb halfway between Fre-
mantle and Perth. Founded in 1890, coinciding
with the wave of migrations brought about by
the gold rush and development of the pastoral
industry, bounded by river and main road
between capital and port, consisting of some
256 acres and settled initially by some forty
families, the descendants of whom, in some
case, still live there, the small settlement furn-
ishes an unusually homogeneous example of the
evolution of community in Western Australia
during ninety years.

From the 1890s to the 1980s, a total of
seventy-five families can claim connection
with the locality for periods of fifty years
or more. The population remains reason-
ably stable, never exceeding about 1500,
so these seventy-five families together re-
present something like a quarter of all
families resident at any one time; this is
a remarkable record of dynastic stability.
(p. 2).

The formation of such a stable group is the
subject of this “suburban biography”, as Pascoe
calls it, drawing attention to the homogenous
calls it, drawing attention to the homogeneous
ed to individual histories. Pascoe, assisted in
his research by “a dedicated team of local resi-
dents” (vii), distinguishes four phases of settle-
ment: pioneer; the second generation (1910-
1940) including two wars and the depression;
the third generation in post-war expansion; and
the fourth generation of today.

As an account of the changes within un-
changing boundaries, limited turnover of resi-
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dents, a recorded history of singularly un-
dramatic events, Peppermint Grove would not
seem at first acquaintance to justify either the
attention paid to it or the interest to be found
in Pascoe’s elegantly written analysis of a com-
munity of less than 1500 residents. That it
assuredly does so seems to me to be partly
due to his care in siting it firmly within its
physical and anthropological setting; the river
path with its limestone cave, commonly known
as Lovers’ Lane is attributed to its early abor-
iginal users whose tools have been dated to c.
8000 B.C.; the haphazard early buildings and
dwellings are set on functional points of the
Fremantle-Perth roads (a satisfactory explana-
tion of the apparently illogical “View Street”
which bisects the shire from North to South
without a river view is offered since it served
as an alternative track along the crest of a low
hill); and the sub-division of land in the 1890s
and erection of dwellings of different degrees
of ambition and effect all account for the
“Pioneer” phase.

Once so firmly established, supported by
maps, plans, photographs and details, the his-
tory of the small Anglo-Saxon community is
developed through wars, depression, sub-div-
ision, increased population, changes in occup-
ation and source of wealth and hence power,
in a way that may well throw light on develop-
ment elsewhere in less homogeneous social
groups.

One can only draw attention to certain of
Pascoe’s general observations that seem partic-
ularly striking.

This district has always been, largely but not
uniformly, inhabited by relatively wealthy
people whether the money came from pastoral
holding, mercantile means or more recently the
professions. From this follows such phenomena
as a servant-based society, pre-1939 partic-
ularly; from that system follows the activity
of the women, in social welfare or the arts;
from such activity almost inevitably follows
self-reliance in the women. Such independence
together with freedom from the necessity to
earn a liviing and their numerical superiority
after the losses of the Great War contribute to
Pascoe’s impression of the predominance of
women.

He makes further comments on this affluent
and privileged group: the extended working life
and hence influence, of both men and women,
and the prevalence of kinship ties and an almost
tribal system of marriage.
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Two other approaches are noteworthy: one,
the importance of personality within such an
enclosed yet nevertheless influential commun-
ity. Pascoe offers two illuminating examples,
one the person of Miss Annie Nesbitt, founder
of her own school (with her sister Jane) in
1902 continuing until the late 1930s, who exer-
cised far greater influence on the early residents
than perhaps Mr. Pascoe could know. Miss
Nesbitt, as any old Peppermint Grove pupil
would assert, inculcated an ethos of loyalty to
the Crown, personal integrity, uprightness that
far exceeded the formal disciplines of school.
Her spirit still binds her pupils today and con-
sequently excludes those who by misfortune
of age or residential qualifications, must be
considered barbarians. The other personality
distinguished as stereotype of the early years
was “the redoubtable Talbot Hobbs”, as Pascoe
calls him, carpenter, architect, part-time officer.
His industry, efficiency, discipline and dedic-
ation (plus his marriage to his employer’s
daughter and his move to Peppermint Grove)
led him to the rank of colonel at the outbreak
of the 1914-18 war and his ultimate achieve-
ment of rank and status as General Sir Talbot
Hobbs, owner of one of the largest properties
in Peppermint Grove, including four wind-
mills. The career of this “archetypal Pepper-
mint Grove Man” in Pascoe’s words (p. 73)
could not fail to influence his suburb, indeed
the entire state; and Pacoe goes on to observe
the social effect it could produce; For “the
suburb they (Hobbs and others liike him) creat-
ed was Initially nouveau riche; it would not
epitomize the Establishment proper until at
least the 1930s or 1940s” (p. 75).

In many ways the constantly modified social
conditions Pascoe notes from the 1940s to
today are mirrored elsewhere: sub-division of
large properties, closer settlement, changing
tastes in domestic architecture and all that goes
to make up the current tag of “lifestyle”; rate-
payers, plans and aerial photographs of 1948
and 1980 prove the continual reduction of hold-
ings. But the special conditions noted in the
final chapter of which the most obvious are
differences in education, employment and
wealth and from which derive the extended
exercise of independence, authority, and power
serve as Pascoe’s answer to his own ‘“crucial
question” posed in his “Introduction”: “how
exactly do the prosperous weld themselves into
a distinct social group”? (p. 2).
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That such a community has developed in
Peppermint Grove is certain and this book’s
examination of the tiny suburb as microcosm
is of much interest. It cannot be, however, the
whole story of the exercise of power in an
ever-growing and developing state. There must
be other milieux. Nor is such a community
undesirable, subject to the charge of élitism or
to nepotism as the author suggests in his final
line. Admirably under control throughout, the
author’s personal stance towards this influen-
tial group is finally revealed when he considers
the future of the young generation growing up
in Peppermint Grove. Where one might see a
stable and warm association of old friends, as
a recent marriage demonstrated in its congreg-
ation, he sees marriage as an unchanging force
of consolidation:

Perhaps the only remaining area of life
where change has not (and perhaps can-
not) intrude is their choice of marriage
partner. This is a community cosseted by
the cloy of kin, and it is most likely to
remain so. (p. 154).

This emotively charged final sentence, pre-
sumably, expresses the author’s own view of
his subject. However, his conclusion carries
less authority than the earlier analysis and in-
deed suggests a superficial judgement on the
complex circumstances of socio-economic
changes today. Complaints of over-emphasis on
certain families, of omissions of others are
sure to occur in histories of this kind. Never-
theless errors in fact and attribution of photo-
graphs such as have occurred are less excus-
able.

To this reader, Peppermint Grove is an un-
expectedly readable and enjoyable account of
a potentially unexciting subject matter as seen
under the historian’s microscope. The book is
admirably presented, illustrated by photo-
graphs from private collections, appendices of
pioneer families and long-standing residents. It
might have been pushed for examination of
attitudes and values further. But it above all is
effective because the author’s perspective keeps
the limited subject in context, both within the
developments of our whole state but also with-
in the larger context of the “Europeanizing of
a very large island”, as the historian describes
the settlers’ task from the 1820s until today. He
sees Peppemint Grove, from the 1890’s, “as the
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residential location of those who had the most
say in how this process would take place”
(p- 1)

This is a refreshingly long view of what
could be seen as a parochial subject of interest
to few. It is also written with a wit and eleg-

I hope other local histories can be inter-
preted within the same perspectives. They
could appreciably and richly extend our bound-
aries.

ance that transcend the immediate detail.

Fast, West and in between,
including South

Surely there was never a more European, ‘Western’ intellectual than Arthur
Koestler? There is a brilliant, long study of Koestler and his books in the
latest Overland (double issue, nos. 94/95), in which David Martin traces
the parallelisms between his own life and that of Koestler.

The East is represented in Cecil Holme’s remarkable reportage ‘“Journeys
East”, in which Holmes summarises his personal philosophy and artistic
beliefs in a wide-ranging account of his journeys to the Soviet Union and
to China since 1956, and tells us of some of the problems of planning to
make an Australian film in China. This feature is supported by Victor Ye’s
story “The Test”, a glimpse of the ‘Cultural Revolution’ seen through the
eyes of a Chinese teacher of English (which Victor Ye is).

The South? Jim Davidson’s interview with the South African Afrikaans/
English writer Andre Brink throws new light on contemporary pressures in
South Africa, while returning home again Sir Walter Crocker’s extensive
review article on H. V. Evatt is an important contribution to the under-
standing of that enigmatic character.

And dozens of poems, book reviews, stories and other features.

This double issue $8, or subscription $16 a year.

OVERLAND

P.O. Box 249, Mount Eliza, Victoria 3930

HELEN WATSON-WILLIAMS
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YORK THEATRE FESTIVAL

The small historic town of York, 100 kms east of Perth was the scene of a
successful inaugural Theatre Festival over the Foundation Day long weekend
from Friday 1st to Monday 4th July 1984. The success of the weekend should
encourage the organizers to plan future festivals, pehaps in the years between the
biennial York Music Festival, the third of which will be held in 1985.

The Theatre Festival drew largely on the talents of Western Australian writers,
actors and directors. Several new plays by local playwrights and several other plays
not previously performed in Western Australia were among the works presented
at different venues in York. The Hole in the Wall Theatre Company presented
Raymond Omodei’s production of the Australian play Down An Alley Filled With
Cats by Warwick Moss. Students from the W.A. Academy of Performing Arts
presented Masterpieces, a powerful new play by British dramatist, Sarah Daniels.
The Pit Theatre presented an outstanding production of Harold Pinter’s Betrayal.
The Murdoch Performing Group gave its own chilling version of Orwell’s 1984.
The English Department of the University of Western Australia brought together
two plays from the turn of the century, Schnitzler’s Anarol and an original “ocker”
interpretation of Chekhov’s The Proposal. The W.A. Theatre Company presented
Jam Tomorrow, written and directed by Tom Rothfield.

Artistic director of the York Theatre Festival in 1984 was Bill Dunstone.
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Writers-in-the-community

The Australia Council’s Literature Board is encouraging community groups to
commission writers to produce their own creative work or to help develop that of
local writers.

Outside Perth, in the hills district first settled mainly as a fruit growing area,
senior citizens of the close-knit, distinctive community of Kalamunda will work
with a writer on a book recording their memories.

In Queenstown, Tasmania, playwright Graham Pitts and the Salamanca Theatre
Company are developing plays about the area’s mining history and working life.
Local poets who hold monthly meetings in Nambour, Queensland, are bringing
poet Michael Sharkey there to run a weekend workshop.

‘The important factor is community input,” says Tom Shapcott. ‘Not only to the
communities involved, but to the participating writers who otherwise may not
have the chance to work in this way, experimenting and developing new skills by
working with others, often in a multi-artform context.’

The Literature Board already supports writing in the community by funding
widespread literary organisations and writers tours.

The Board’s writers-in-the-community scheme is similar to its writers-in-residence
program, but instead of working on campuses, writers-in-the-community work
from a variety of venues: in community centres, local libraries, in factories and
workplaces—wherever projects take them.

The Board hopes the scheme will lessen the isolation felt by many people through-
out Australia who are interested in writing and reading but who find it difficult
to meet others with whom they can discuss literature or share critical expertise.
‘Some people live in culturally disadvantaged areas, perhaps geographically isol-
ated,” says Board Director, Tom Shapcott. ‘The idea is to bring writers fo the
reople, to these areas.’

The Board believes the writers-in-the-community scheme will also help to raise
the status of writers in Australia by creating opportunities for many more Aust-
ralians to learn about our literature and to meet professional writers.

Further information:

Anna Ward

Project Officer/Literature Board

Telephone (02) 923 3374

Australia Council TOLL FREE LINE (008) 22 6912

118 WESTERLY, No. 2, JULY, 1934



NOTES ON CONTRIBUTORS

ROSS BENNETT—from Newcastle, N.S.W., now teaches in the English Depart-
ment, W.A. Institute of Technology.

GEOFFREY BEWLEY—lives in Sydney. Writes for Wheels and Sports Car
World and has had short stories published in Australian literary magazines and
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COLLEEN BURKE—is a community worker in Glebe, Sydney, and has pub-
lished collections of poems, and poetry in anthologies and magazines. She has
presented Workshops at Australian National Folk Festivals, and her Irish poems
have been set with Irish music for radio.
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An instant best-seller and an ideal gift
Orchids of South-West Australia
NOEL HOFFMAN and ANDREW BROWN
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glossary
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The story of the Mental Health Services in Western Australia 1830-1975
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A history from the days when thousands of mentally ill, forgotten patients, in

squalid institutions, faced indifference, neglect and degradation from the public and
governments alike, to the more enlightened attitudes of the present.
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