








nobody else. It wasn't a comforting thought, I didn't like what I saw - this 
sulky face, this unappealing body. I didn't even feel pleased that I wasn't, when 
it came down to it, Aunt Henrietta, but Anne, always Anne. I was overwhelmed 
by the thought that I would never be able to transcend myself, to become 
somebody else for even a fraction of a moment, but that this was me, forever. 
I went to the window and peered out, but it was already quite dark and there 
was no Moon because of the rain. I wondered where the spaceship was. Then 
it occurred to me that if I stared long enough, and hard enough, with enough 
will and concentration, all that dark space out there would send me something, 
some strength or meaning or direction. Maybe I could be transported to another 
place, away from here, somewhere that no one had thought of landing on where 
I would be welcomed and my real self would be delivered to me. I strained 
my eyes at the sky, opening them wide, unblinking, waiting for a sign. With 
all the energy within me I sent out into the black night my urgent need for 
a visitation, a secret message, a transformation. But my failure to conjure 
something up, to effect a change, only proved to me the terrible limits I was 
constrained by, and my own dismal powerlessness. 

At school the next day it was still raining. Before lunch the headmaster came 
round to each classroom and announced that, in view of the great and historic 
occasion that was taking place that day, normal classes would be cancelled. 
Students were to assemble in the school hall where televisions had been set up 
for us to see this astonishing moment, to witness history in the making. We 
children, he continued, making us scowl, as inheritors of the earth and, 
henceforth, guardians of the universe, should regard this event with solemn and 
joyful pride: the future belonged to us. 

Reluctantly we went down to the hall, put out at not being granted the rest 
of the day off school. We filed in and sat in rows with the other classes while 
teachers conferred and adjusted the screens and conferred again. Someone was 
painting the ladder in her stockings with crimson nail polish, and when she had 
finished she passed the nailpolish down the row. I took it and quickly dabbed 
at the ladder in my own tights, knowing I'd be in trouble for it from my mother. 
It looked cheap, she'd say. 

Sandra had been ignoring me for most of the morning. At recess she had 
selected Diane Horridge for special attention; they had gone off to the canteen 
together, privately, conspiratorially. I was unhappy, but not surprised, for 
Sandra was bound to go off me. It was one thing for me to make her look 
good by comparison; it was another to run the risk of me tarnishing her with 
the same brush. Now, in the hall, I had secured a seat beside her, but it was 
toward Diane, grateful, eager Diane, that she addressed her remarks. 

"Look at old Freeman." someone sneered. The ancient science master stood 
agog, staring at the fuzzy set, absently fiddling with his fly. It was a characteristic 
pose - whenever he stood in the lab, lost in thought over an experiment, his 
fingers would drift down to his fly and rest there, gently twiddling and tweaking 
and probing while his brain drifted off somewhere else. 

Disgusting old idiot, I thought savagely. Suddenly, I felt a surge of despair 
flood through me, and I wanted to jump up and leave, to smack Sandra's coolly 
smiling face concealing its mean stupidity, and then to smack Diane Horridge's 
too, and race from the hall, to escape, anywhere. 
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Suddenly, the hall was going quiet, the chatter receding like a wave going 
out to sea. In place of all that restlessness was a reverential quiet, for there 
was finally a picture on the screens: the moment had arrived and we were about 
to witness it, at last, man taking his first steps on the Moon. A rapt excitement 
hung about us; it was so quiet the rain outside had become loud and obtrusive. 

I shifted uneasily in my seat, unable to join in; I didn't feel a part of it, and 
now I wanted to. I wanted to be thrilled, too, I wanted to be moved and inspired, 
to feel that this was something stupendous, a voyage of discovery and brave 
conquest, a triumph over all of life's impossibilities. But instead it meant nothing 
to me, and I endured in alienated, squirming silence the spectacle before me, 
and the mesmerised faces around me, and the breathless moment when that 
spacesuited figure, strangely inhuman, hovered on the step before hopping 
weightlessly down, and then the voice, as it came crackling back down to earth, 
to our assembly hall, and half the school exhaled with blissful relief, and the 
rest whispered, frantically, What did he say? 

After it was over and the television had been switched off and Freeman had, 
for the moment, stopped his abstracted explorations, the headmaster stepped 
forward and made a speech. He then asked if anyone had any questions, or 
if there was anything any student wanted to say. I leaned across to Sandra and 
whispered, scornfully, that I couldn't give a shit about man landing on the Moon 
and Sandra leaned back and, with greater scorn, dared me to say it. Suddenly, 
I was on my feet. The headmaster who, not having received any questions or 
comments, was about to break up the proceedings and send us back to class, 
paused and peered down at me in the third row. 

"You've got a question have you, something you'd like to say?" He smiled 
at me kindly and encouragingly. 

"Yes," I said. I paused, terrified. I could feel Sandra beside me, snickering, 
recoiling away from me. 1 was disowned. "Personally," 1 said, "I couldn't give 
a single shit about man landing on the Moon." 

I had meant to sound cold, contemptuous. But instead my voice came out 
quavering and shrill and angry. For a moment the headmaster looked at me 
blankly, and I heard someone close by me giggle nervously. Then 1 turned and, 
stumbling over pairs of stockinged, unsympathetic legs, fled the hall. 

1 stopped running at the top of the stairs, bringing myself up sharply with 
the thought that I wasn't to hurry. There was nobody about, the whole school 
was in the hall. 1 went to the noticeboard in the main foyer and crossed my 
name off the list of entrants for Friday's cross-country carnival then, without 
bothering to get my schoo1case or raincoat, I left the school grounds. It was 
only a quarter past two, and I coudn't go home yet, what would I tell my mother, 
1 needed to compose myself and to think of strategies, a position to adopt. 1 
crossed the highway which ran right past the school and waited at the bus stop 
opposite. When it came it was full of pensioners and mothers with toddlers 
coming home from shopping in Penrith and that felt stranger than anything, 
being on that bus during school hours. As I sat there 1 thought about the 
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headmaster phoning my mother who would be shocked, but not so shocked. 
My father would be outraged. Visions of expulsion flashed through my mind 
as I fought with the foggy panic that was quickly suffusing me, invading my 
mind so that I couldn't think clearly. 

I didn't get off at my stop; instead I stayed on until the bus reached the shops 
and let down two old ladies, then I also leapt off, just as the driver pulled out 
again from the curb. He called out angrily after me as I hurried across the road 
to the park, afraid that someone I knew might see me, my mother even, outside 
Mrs Betts. I went into the toilets in the park and leaned up against the wall 
in the cubicle where it was smelly and dark and the rain beat down on the tin 
roof deafeningly. I smoked a cigarette, inhaling for all my life was worth until 
I felt dizzy and sick. 

I could only imagine what would happen to me, the trouble I'd be in, and 
my mind ran on in a panicked blur. I was afraid of my parents and their reaction, 
but most of all I panicked for myself, for the corner I was in. I was frustrated 
and helpless and fed up. I escaped outside, out into the park, filled with a sudden 
deep longing to run. My legs were straining under me, urging me on and I 
wanted to run, run, to feel myself whole and strong, lifting off, soaring. If I 
just gave myself rein, I knew I could do it, I could run so fast I could fly; just 
as my chest was bursting I would feel my body surge and my feet lift from the 
ground and I would be airborne. But I couldn't do it, I couldn't run, I couldn't 
run at all anymore. It was closed to me, a part of my past, another thing I 
could never do and couldn't be. A sorry, tortured sob rose in my throat and 
lodged there and I felt ashamed of myself, my idiocy, my longing, my abortive 
sob. 

Slowly, I walked home. I no longer cared who saw me, bedraggled and 
hopeless; I had no choice but to face what was surely coming. When I got home 
I crept round the side of the house to my mother's herb patch and I took a 
handful of parsley and stood there stuffing it into my mouth, to take the smell 
of smoke off my breath. Then I sat down on the garden seat, in the rain, waiting 
until someone came and found me. 
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ALEC CHOATE 

16 

Land Real, Land Imaginary 

High on Point Nuyts I look down on the waves 
that brush their summer manes along the shore, 
and then, beyond them, find the Golden Sea Horse 
arching and dipping its neck 
and billowing its white clouds of breath 
eastwards, silently, and daringly alone. 
On deck, large in the setting of his legend, 
Pieter Nuyts himself 
must see the wild height that I look from, 
though he cannot see behind me 
the torches of a golden tree flame inland. 
His name stays, fixed to both point and tree. 

I came by bush tracks, but also through one paddock 
where horses waded in a sun-groomed pasture, 
hacks, children's ponies, 
race horses coddled from a northern drought, 
horses of every coat and mane shade, 
sorrels and dapple-greys, blacks and chestnuts, 
but it was one tall palomino 
that cantered to me, golden, 
his silk mane foaming with sunlight, 
a stallion, daringly single, 
curious, bristling with challenge, 
and now, watching from Point Nuyts, 
I dance him beside the Golden Sea Horse 
curvetting through the spray. 
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And flighting forward this theatre, 
I scan the southern skyline 
for the island ruled by horses 
which must be there, not far off, 
as Swift could see it clearly, even from England. 
It is lost in haze, 
which does not surprise me 
since it always shimmers itself aside 
from the charted sea lanes and their ships, 
or there is some shy blinker on my searching, 
some wariness I share 
with many who cry home upon this mainland, 
which warns me this is a mind's island 
it might be comfort not to find. 

Late in the afternoon, I descend 
to walk the night-threatening shadows 
that bracken and hazel 
already amass through the tingle trees, 
and so return to the tall stallion. 
In the open land he grazes at peace, 
as handsome as ever, 
but suddenly, beyond his slash of sunlight, 
a smudge of crows 
flies raggedly out and in the wall of forest, 
rasping the air with a slur of cries, the spit of wings. 
He lifts his head and savages up his ears, 
but whether at the crows or at my coming 
I cannot tell. It could be both. 
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PAUL HETHERINGTON 

18 

As You Let Down Your Hair 

It was a day of reckoning: 
the clouds dropped swiftly down 
the early evening sky, 
leaving the sun behind 
and your dress waved 
as if the wind 
was conspiring to assist 
our feared, inevitable goodbye. 

But, of course, the wind 
knew nothing of your intentions 
or of our strained attempts 
to reinvent a more youthful 
situation. I tried to hold your hand 
in a gesture quite untrue 
as if copying an ideal 
Platonic notion of how 

"good byes" must always be 
and you, of course, ignored me, 
put your baggage in the carriage 
and only when seated 
looked towards me. Even then 
it was obvious you were preoccupied 
more with future than with 
past, the station 
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a mid-way point 
without any real distinction. 
There were no other passengers, 
nothing to distract me from 
the shining track 
as you let down 
your hair and told me, 
yes, you'd miss me. 

ANDREW LANSDOWN 

Waiting, Singing 

She is past eighty and past impatience, 
the woman waiting, singing, 
by my writing room window 
at the old age Centre. She is waiting 
for her middle-aged son 
who will come, as usual, at his leisure. 
And she is singing - sitting on a bench 
on the open verandah in the late 
mid-winter afternoon - singing-
a tuneless la-Ia-ing 
from the shrivelled mouth, the shining heart. 
It angers me, his neglect. 
Do I conjecture unjustly? Yet truly! 
daily, after the Centre is deserted, 
she is left waiting, companioned alone 
by a voice unmatched to her memories of music. 
It disconcerts me, her docility. 
So little time left. 
Such a waste, just waiting. 
Or is it? Perhaps it is glorious 
to be singing and not resenting 
time going or death coming. 
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GREG FLETCHER 

20 

"Quotes" 

We have three quotes at birth -
one: air, two: water, 
the third one of earth. 

Air comes on over the phone. 
Water forms cesspools, 
burying bulldozers. 

Earth is moved to the side 
so that our cars can fit through ... 

"Homecoming" 

Opening the door, 
mum aids the dead meat 
to climb in the fridge; 
then dusts the grey dust 
from the preserving jars 
with my nerve-ends for brushes. 

The rooster, now headless, 
wound down through the orchard 
to collapse in the oven .. 
In the heavy gale in the kitchen, 
the wind lifts the !ino 
to strike at my brothers, 
secreting tobacco. 

I, meaning no harm, 
have been placed on the chopping block, 
and sat, silently stoned to death, 
In my room. 

WESTERLY, No.3, SEPTEMBER, 1986 



DON GRIBBLE 

Death in the Afternoon 

I am on the twelve midday to Glen Waverley, last carriage bar one (less people 
get in the end carriages), four stops from home, and two pages from the end 
of a chapter of Riverworld by Philip Jose Farmer (I have a weakness for bubble 
gum sci-fi). 

The train stands in Glen Iris for a couple of minutes before I look up. People 
do that - hide behind newspapers or paperbacks until the silence gets too much 
and they risk a gauntlet-run of the carriage with their eyes. 

There are twelve other passengers besides me. Nothing is happening on the 
platform outside, so I go back to my book. Riverworld has a central river, 
rimmed by mountains, with a hidden source and an unknown end. Reborn there 
is every last soul who ever lived on Earth. 

The door slides open at the far end of the carriage and a young bloke in 
public-transport greens walks along the aisle, announcing in a loud voice that 
there will be a delay. Someone has "jumped in front of a train" further down 
the line. 
I can see he is excited - almost exhilarated. I don't know how to react, so 
I just shake my head slightly - a sort of mental "Tsk-tsk". 

The young bloke ducks out the door on his way to the next carriage. He 
will tell his girlfriend about it on Friday night - almost proudly - and will 
assail the stationmaster with the finer points in their windy little toilet-block 
of an office for days to come. 

I look at my book and feel a tingling in my face, like the rush of blood when 
you blush. I see a grey figure step off the edge of a platform under an oncoming 
train, and I know the other passengers have a similar picture in their minds. 
We have to do that, we humans, otherwise we can't comprehend. 

I haven't had much to do with death, so it is a shock. A human life has ended 
very close by, under a train just like this, with finger-smudged space-age 
windows and "Binky loves Spaz" textered on the tasteful tartan seatcovers. It 
is like a shock wave has passed up the line from where it happened - from 
the spot. 

I look at my book, without reading. Behind me a pair of schoolboys laugh 
- playing to each other by the strange rules of their generation, where toughness 
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seems to equal callousness. "Imagine if he got caught in the wheels," one says. 
"They'd have to use paint-stripper to get him out!" The other one laughs quietly. 
I wonder how they really feel. 

Who's to say it was a he, anyway, I think. I have the station in my mind 
now. It has bright yellow walls, and the platform is long and grey and deserted, 
except for a figure down the end, huddled, waiting, possibly swaying a little. 
And in the distance the hollow rattle, a flash of smart new Vic Rail colours, 
and the tracks beginning to vibrate and hum like telegraph wires. 

The figure becomes a grim-faced old bag-lady, then a wooden accountant, 
then a red-eyed teenager, each taking that extra step forward as the train 
approaches. 

But that is all nonsense. Reality rarely conforms to sentimental sterotypes. 
More likely, they are drunk, or drugged to the eyeballs, or something has 
snapped and they are already only half alive. Suicide is the coward's way out, 
that's what they tell us. 

I try to concentrate on Riverworld. There will be nothing in the papers about 
this. There never is. 

The sliding door opens at the end of the carriage and the stationmaster strides 
down the aisle. His is the official version. I can see him directing traffic at the 
end of the world. "There will be a slight delay due to an accident a couple of 
stops down the line." He is grey and bound for the Gold Coast. This won't 
be the first "accident" he has announced. He leaves quickly. 

Riverworld is a world of resurrection. You die on Earth and the next thing 
you know, you wake up somewhere on the riverbank, with full consciousness 
and all your sins and virtu res intact. Every culture from every place and time 
is there. Mark Twain meets Hermann Goring. For the Christians it's purgatory. 
For the others it's some vast experiment or game. Nietzsche, the man who said 
"God is dead", is there too, looking over his shoulder a lot. In Riverworld, death 
is a momentary inconvenience. 

The inconvenience here is to those on the twelve midday to Glen Waverley, 
and probably half a dozen other trains banking up behind us. For the old/ 
young/ man/ woman who dropped onto the tracks ten minutes ago, it was hardly 
an inconvenience. It was raw experience - more brutal than love or hate or 
sex or fear. It was something absolutely final. 

How can it be the easy way out, I wonder? Whether there is a Riverworld, 
or only an empty silence, death is a commitment to the unknown. But then, 
I know nothing of real suffering - me with my comfortable objectivity and 
my purpose. 

Nietzsche reckoned the reality we experience is already censored - For 
General Exhibition - because the real thing would send us rushing for the razor 
blades. If nature is anything like our government censorship boards, then maybe 
the odd thing slips through, and some of us get a glimpse of it and can't take 
it. The ability to think objectively is our front-line of defence. If we lose that 
we are sunk. 

I come back full-circle and realize that's exactly what I am doing -
rationalizing, distancing myself from the source of danger. The neurons in my 
brain are busily forming concepts, like corpuscles swarming to repair a breach 
in the body's defences. 
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A whistle blows, the automatic doors clap shut, and the train moves forward, 
slowly picking up speed. The track is clear. 

Someone had to have been there, I decide. The train driver. Had it just been 
a blur and a thump, like a bug on a windscreen, or had their eyes met at the 
last moment? What had he seen in those eyes? And the guys who picked up 
the pieces - they had been there. You can't rationalize away a mangled corpse. 
Or can you? You'd need a special kind of logic to face that on a daily basis. 
Maybe they don't regard them as human when they're like that? Perhaps it is 
just meat - like in an abbatoir? 

I give up entirely on Riverworld and look out the window. The great, grey 
urban archipelago goes clacking by. Here and there, little islets of greasy green 
appear, where stunted trees slowly choke on exhaust fumes. "Stop the 
NA$ZIA)4 Invasion" says a picket billboard. Cars wink by in a Woolworths 
car park. 

It isn't really all that difficult to understand - having a cache in the back 
of the medicine cabinet, buying a gun out of season, watching the trains. In 
this wasteland of concrete and asphalt, with names like "Glen" and "Forest" 
and "Grove", nobody talks on the streets any more. 

I read once in a newspaper about a woman in America who was murdered. 
People watched from their apartment balconies. Nobody lifted a finger to help. 
It took half an hour from the time she was attacked till the time she died. Nobody 
even rang the police. That scene pops out at me every now and again - daring 
me to believe. I always tell myself there must have been more to it - some 
extenuating circumstance. 

There is something stale and sad about daytime people. An old lady sits across 
the aisle from me. She has one of those canvas shopping trolleys with the plastic 
wheels. She is rummaging in a plastic carryall, but she can't seem to find what 
she is looking for. She just keeps turning things over, waiting for something 
to come back. 

Most of the other passengers are old, now that I really look (the schoolboys 
got off at the last stop). The only other young person besides me is a girl with 
cropped hair. She has a half-way look about her. Her hair and dress are half­
schoolgirlish, half-punk, half-male, half-female. She seems half-way between 
childhood and whatever comes after unemployment. 

Daytime people come out between the rush-hours and move about, protected 
by the hum of the traffic and the bland face of daylight. They disappear before 
the clock strikes five. I am one of them now, I tell myself - but only temporarily. 
I am a visitor from another world. I have consciousness, I have purpose. 

We coast into the station where it happened (a couple of stops down the line, 
the stationmaster said). I find myself getting up, opening the door, stepping 
out onto the platform. 

The walls of the station are bright yellow. The platform is long and grey and 
deserted. No one stands waiting at the end. No ambulance. No busy officials. 
I step back onto the train. The doors bang shut. The platform slides by, past 
the spot, if it is the spot, if there really had been a spot at all. 

The girl with the cropped hair is looking at me with plain dislike on her face, 
as though I am a pervert. Other heads are turned in my direction too. I go 
back to my seat, open my book, begin to read, feeling as if I have broken some 
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unspoken rule - turned to stare when I should have averted my eyes. 
But it's already registered now, along with the woman in America - ready 

to pop out at me the next time death comes within range, until that one time 
when I don't recognize it. 

In Riverworld, death is an inconvenience. You wake up the next morning 
somewhere along the riverbank. It might help to remember that as well. 
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NOEL MACAINSH 

Fine Wine and Triumphant Music - A D 
Hope's Poetic 

'There have been many histories of poetry, but its natural history has yet to 
be written.'" So begins A D Hope's well-known essay, 'The Discursive Mode," 
sub-titled "Reflections on the Ecology of Poetry." It claims that the arts of man 
"depend on the climate of society in much the same way as plants and animals 
depend on soils and seasons." This analogy between poetry and plants and 
animals, that is between something cultural and something natural is central 
to Hope's poetic. Analogy itself is important here, because Hope says of his 
essays, that they "rely more often on appeals to analogy than on analysis and 
deduction from evidence."2 The importance of these essays and the poetic they 
expound is stressed by Judith Wright, who, in her Preoccupations in Australian 
Poetry, states of A D Hope, that "his greatest gift to poetry has been as much 
his elucidation of the poetic task as his actual examples of poetry." 

Hope tells us that there are two parts of "general ecology". One part is made 
up of the tangible realm of the naturalist, in which a natural order of each species 
of plant or animal prevails when undisturbed by man. The other part is "human 
ecology," in which the various forms of poetry "have a natural order among 
themselves," provided that "changes in social structure, in education or in belief, 
outside the field of literature" do not destroy this order. 3 Thus, the analogy 
goes on: for the forms of poetry, as well as for the forms of plants and animals 
there is an order, which, being natural, is outside history. Human activity upsets, 
erodes the natural order. Just as a physical desert has been "produced by 
poisonous fumes around Mt Lyell in Tasmania," so an "analogous destruction 
of the landscape of literature" has been produced "by a poisoning of the 
atmosphere of belief in which the forms of art breath and flourish ... "4 

Both of these natural orders, that of the naturalist and that of poetry, stand 
apart from, and above the practical and economic activities of man, above the 
activism of daily life. They are placed with eternal values. In particular, "The 
arts establish another plane of being, a new natural order in the world."5 In 
this new natural order, poetry places man as its central subject, and no matter 
what aspect of man poetry presents, "its central concern is to present it under 
the aspect of eternity."6 With these ideas, of a natural order of poetry concerned 
with the eternal nature of man, Hope reacts against the "poisonous fumes" of 
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a world influenced by Darwin, Marx, Freud, against positivists, sociologists 
and others who would make of literary history a field for their various political, 
social, in short, practical tendencies. A basic suggestion of this poetic is that 
"change" is unnatural. Certainly, since the sixteenth century, change has been 
for the worse: "the balance of nature was disturbed, when a new literary form, 
the novel ... arose."7 It is the sixteenth century that has shown us an 
"atmosphere of belief in which the arts can flourish." In particular it is 
Christopher Marlowe (1564-1593) who shows us the "real nature" of poetry. 
Professor Hope tell us that "Those who wish to understand the real nature of 
poetry would do well to have Tamburlaine by heart..."8 And in order to 
understand Tamburlaine, we should, he says,"read and re-read" a passage from 
William Hazlitt (1778-1830), the English Romantic essayist and critic. This 
passage is so important because it tells us that "The language of poetry naturally 
falls in with the language of power," and that poetry is an aristocratical, not 
republican faculty. 

The principle of poetry is a very anti-levelling principle. It aims at 
effect, it exists by contrast. It admits of no medium. It is everything 
by excess. It rises above the ordinary standard of sufferings and 
crimes. It presents a dazzling appearance. It shows its head turretted, 
crowned, and crested. Its front is gilt and bloodstained. Before it 
carries noise, and behind it leaves tears. It has its altars and its 
victims, sacrifices, human sacrifices ... It puts the individual for 
the species, the one above the infinite many, might before right.9 

If we remember that Marlowe's tragedies depict, with the feeling of the 
Renaissance, supermen of overweening pride and ambition, we start to 
understand why Hope admires them. 

Hope confirms that the "heart of the matter is that the Argument of Arms 
and the Argument of Poetry are in their essence the same."10 The "real nature" 
of poetry is like that of the machiavelli an prince: might comes before right. 
To be the supreme ruler, to impose one's will on all other men is of the essence 
of human nature. Hope bases this on "the Aristotelan view that every creature 
strives towards the perfection of its nature." Tamburlaine "achieves the 
perfection of human nature in a world in which only one man can be perfect."11 
Hope concedes that this view is strange and "repugnant to most minds,"'2 but 
he nevertheless defends it, on grounds of nature: It is the completion of the 
man of power by the concept and possession of beauty in which the perfection 
of his nature, his virtue, consists ... The Argument of Beauty completes and 
gives sense to the Argument of Arms."13 

Hope's un-classical treatment of classical themes (Ulysses sleeping with his 
housekeeper; Faust cutting Helen's throat; Pygmalion telling his menstrual 
creation to pick up her clothes and get out) shows an essential affinity with 
the Mannerist phase of Renaissance art, initiated in England by Marlowe and 
continued on into the metaphysicals. 

In contrast to classical poetry, which is orientated on august, ostensibly 
timeless models and values, Mannerist art lives from a tension between 
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classicism and innovation, between rationalism and irrationalism, between 
sensualism and spiritualism, conventionalism and revolt. In other words, 
Mannerism is a tension between antithetical elements, culminating in paradox 
of a piquant, eccentric and religious kind. It has had a particular appeal for 
fin-de-siecle writers, as attested, among others, by Mario Praz in his well-known 
work, The Romantic Agony. Seen from this Mannerist aspect, the "classicist" 
tag commonly put on Hope's work would need amending. 

Given the favoured place of the sixteenth century in Hope's poetic, 
subsequent developments toward constitutional monarchy and democracy must 
be seen as a falling away from the proper "atmosphere of belief" in which the 
arts can flourish. It is not surprising then, that Hope should reject the argument 
that "the value of literature lies in its use to promote programmes of social 
change or moral improvement."14 This is to invert the "natural" order and put 
the higher at the service of the lower. Rather, it is the "new order of nature," 
that of poetry, which is the higher, itself properly served by society: mankind 
exists for the sake of art. 15 Hope may declare that poetry is demeaned when 
used "to promote programmes of social change," but he nevertheless sees that 
the task of poetry is to transform "the barren landscape of merely social man," 
to "transform the world by filling it with a higher order of creation," itself likened 
to a mantle of "rich and various vegetation."16 

Though he does not develop the point, Hope implies here a theory of poetical 
influence by "suggestion," like that of Christopher Brennan: that is, though 
poetry is a world unto itself, its artefacts "suggest" a transforming influence 
on other human activities. 17 We may ask ourselves what is the nature of such 
influence. Hope tells us that poems are composed "in order that others may 
be able to possess them and contemplate them."18 Like a precious jewel or string 
quartet, the contemplated poem radiates an influence into the life of its reader. 
Hope adduces no empirical data on the strength and nature of this influence. 
Christopher Brennan on the other hand developed his own version of this theory 
at some length, notably in terms of "correspondences," of metaphor, myth and 
analogy, which playa crowning, spiritual role in the national life. Like Hope, 
Brennan claimed that "poetry is not a way of saying something, but a mode 
of something's being, a world existing beside and, when formed, independent 
of, the world in the dust of whose things we are frittered away ... Poetry is, 
in sober truth, the birth of new worlds."18 Just as Brennan has stated that 
literature is the "highest music," so Hope can claim of literature that "its essential 
nature is similar to that of pure music."20 Both poets talk of "transformation" 
of nature into something sui generis21. Hope states: "Primarily and essentially 
it [poetry] creates by means of its material something as complete sui generis 
as music creates. Nothing remotely resembling a Mozart concerto exists in 
nature."22 Beauty is seen by Hope in terms of "the neo-classic notion of 
correctness;"23 it lies in harmony, in "exactness, order and limit. Beauty is the 
only limit at which the poet aims, because the further you proceed in any 
direction from this the further you go into the disorderly ... "24 The orderly 
relationship of part to whole has the quality of Beauty. Alluding to Horace, 
Professor Hope tells us that "every part of a work should be consonant with 
the whole" so that the reader is able to comprehend the work as a unity, and 
that the work will, "by exactness and by the clarity and order of the whole 
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treatment achieve a miraculous rightness which is beauty."2s Hence beauty is 
as "miraculous rightness" of order. Why is this order so significant? The answer 
is that it is sufficient unto itself; it is the only limit; it is the power that conquers 
the conqueror. "Beauty" according to Hope is beyond average comprehension. 
The production of beauty, or miraculous order, can only be attained to by 
"endless effort joined with genius."26 The determination that this miracle 
actually exists depends on "exercising discrimination in choices that tremble 
on the very limit of sensibility."27 Such discrimination "depends on continual 
acts of judgement so little referable to any rule of thumb that they may look 
arbritary to those who do not share the writer's discipline of taste. "28 According 
to the dictionary, however, "taste" is: "the sense of what is harmonious, beautiful 
or socially proper; the perception and appreciation of what constitutes 
excellence in the fine arts; a manner or style or general character indicating 
perception or lack of perception, of what is fitting or beautiful, the prevailing 
or characteristic style, as of a culture or period."29 Here, the circular nature 
of Hope's conception is revealed, and we are thrown back on a SUbjective theory 
of beauty, where individual judgements can only be over-ridden by imposition 
of institutional authority. It emerges that the ascription of literary value rests, 
not on intrinsic literary qualities, whether accessible only to genius or not, but 
on the specific function of social institutions. The "task" of the arts, as Hope 
sees it, is to impose their "marvellous rightness" of order, or beauty, on a 
defective reality, thereby creating a "new order of nature." In so far as Art has 
content - and in the case of literature this can hardly be otherwise - it is 
referred to what exists. Or, as Hope remarks: "The world in which we live, the 
forms of that world and particularly the human part of the world are the subject 
matter of poetry. It is what poems are about."3o He goes on to stress the necessity 
of this: "We must define it [poetry] partly in terms of what it is about or we 
shall end in some queer verbal parallel to abstract painting. Literature must 
be about something ... "31 Thus literature cannot get by without experiential 
reality. Nevertheless, when existing reality is perceived negatively, there arises 
a tendency for art to free itself from reality: it tends to take itself for subject 
matter. Large areas of reality are excluded: "nobody seems to have found the 
world of commerce and business enterprise attractive except a few poets of the 
left ... " Also, the "divorce between literature and science which began in the 
seventeenth century had practically the force of a decree absolute by the end 
of the nineteenth century."32 

The utopia of art, the triumph of "marvellous rightness," requires in Hope's 
view a restriction of subject matter. This can be best achieved in approximation 
to music. Representation, a fatal cause of mischief in enjoying poetry, is absent 
in music: "Because music is not an imitation of anything, it is not about anything 
outside itself. It is what it is and that is enough because it is beautiful and 
meaningful in itself. What it is, is what it is about."33 Poetry too has an "essential 
nature ... similar to that of pure music ... "34 Hope's argument, here as 
elsewhere, is almost a paraphrase of Walter Pater's argument in his The 
Renaissance, (1888): 

28 

Art, is thus always stnvmg to be independent of the mere 
intelligence, to become a matter of pure perception, to get rid of 
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its responsibilities to its subject or material; the ideal examples of 
poetry and painting being those in which the constituent elements 
of the composition are so welded together, that the material or 
subject no longer strikes the intellect only; nor the form, the eye or 
the ear only; but form and matter, in their union or identity, present 
one single effect to the "imaginative reason," that complex faculty, 
for which every thought and feeling is twin-born with its sensible 
analogue or symbol. 

It is the art of music which most completely realises this artistic ideal, 
this perfect identification of matter and form ... Therefore, 
although each art has its incommunicable element, its untranslatable 
order of impressions, its unique mode of reaching the "imaginative 
reason," yet the arts may be represented as continually struggling 
after the law or principle of music, to a condition which music alone 
completely realises; and one of the chief functions of aesthetic 
criticism, dealing with the products of art, new or old, is to estimate 
the degree in which of these products approaches, in this sense, to 
musicallaw.55 

However, it would seem that some of poetry's readers, particularly Activists, 
persist in overlooking this musical principle and consider "only the 
representational function of literature," thus diverting and degrading the real 
task of the arts.36 Here, there is a conflict in the real world, over the mode of 
reception of artworks: some people wish to refer poetry to the world, instead 
of to itself. It is they who demonstrate failure of poetic sensibility by asking 
what is the function of the poem in actual life. As mentioned, Hope takes 
considerable pains to emphasize that poetry distils from its materials something 
as completely sui generis as music. Or, to change the analogy, a good poem 
is "like a fine wine. It is made from objects occurring in nature, but it transforms 
them into something sui generis."37 This utopia of wine and music remains 
empty. While it may swell the heart with grand feelings, it says nothing. As 
soon as it seeks to refer to its contents, or even to become realistic, it ascribes 
meanings which have no correspondence in actual life. Indeed, it must do this, 
if only to ascribe beauty to unpalatable reality. Poetry as "marvellous" order 
requires that the world be represented falsely, beautified structurally, right to 
every detail. In this aesthetic, poetry must necessarily lie as soon as it says 
anything, or else cease to have "beauty" as its defining goal. 

Hence there arises, in Hope's view, the common bugbear of criticism, that 
confuses "the emotion that a work of art embodies in its treatment of its subject 
with the emotion produced by the work as a work of art ... "38 Goya's famous 
painting depicts massacres, mutilations and horror, but 

the picture itself is a masterpiece of design, colour and detail. The 
beauty of the picture as a picture is itself an element in the horror 
of the subject, but it is something more: it is a triumphant assertion 
of the artistic vision; the emotion of the picture, as opposed to the 
emotion in the picture is one of radiance and joy.39 
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Thus a massacre is presented under the aspect of "radiance and joy." Again, 
when Alexander Pope lashes Lord Hervey with a ferocious contempt, disgust 
and personal malice, the language is "so pure, economical, and exact, that its 
effect is like that of triumphant music." It becomes "one of the finest passages 
of pure poetry in the language. "40 And when Dryden attacks the gross and stupid 
poet Shadwell, the "rising excitement of the three triumphant statements has 
the feeling of a fanfare of trumpets to which Dryden's real dislike and contempt 
for Shadwell is only a sort of accompaniment."41 

Indeed, it is this notion of content as "only a sort of accompaniment" that 
characterises much of Hope's own poetic practice, in which subject matter is 
chosen, not so much from nature or the actual world, as from the secondary 
world of culture. In this way Hope can all the more readily overcome the specific 
demands of the world and subdue reality to "artistic vision", namely he can 
superimpose an order whose intended effect is to be like fine wine or triumphant 
music. One is reminded once more, °not so much of Augustan literary music, 
as of the late nineteenth century and Walter Pater. For it is Pater who expresses 
Hope's point far more fittingly than do the poetic politicians, Pope or Dryden: 

Let us understand by poetry all literary production which attains 
the power of giving pleasure by its form, as distinct from its matter. 
Only in this varied literary form can art command that width, 
variety, delicacy of resources, which will enable it to deal with the 
conditions of modern life. That modern art has to do in the service 
of culture is so to rearrange the details of modern life ... that it 
may satisfy the spirit. And what does the spirit need in the face of 
modern life? The sense of freedom.42 

From this perspective, it appears that poetical effects akin to those of fine 
wine and triumphant music are essentially what Pater calls art's "equivalent 
for the sense offreedom." But in real life, freedom is conditioned by "bewildering 
toils,"43 and poetry can confer no real freedom, only an equivalent for the sense 
of it; only a sense of itself, of a sovereign power freely disposing over its material. 

Hope sees that in the natural order of antiquity, art created a unity of world 
and man. He finds in myth the objective correlative of this unity: "the myths 
define/ Our figure and motion in the Great Design,/ Cancel the accidents of 
name and place ... "44 It is myth that defines us. Seen as the art of ancient 
genius, myth is an absolute. Here, the doctrine of art-for-art's-sake is projected 
as an original, natural condition of humanity, in the sense that art is freed from 
all servitude, is posited as autonomous and ultimate in value. In myth, the world 
presents itself as an invention of poetic genius. Hope recognises in myth a 
positive image of the poetic will, for in myth the world is re-born, its 
contradictions embraced in unity, and the snuffling beast of instinctual chaos 
is thereby kept from the door.45 

In terms of Pater, one could characterise Hope's view of myth as "a theology 
with no central authority, no link on historic time, liable from the first to an 
unobserved transformation."46 Nevertheless, "historic time" is present as a 
condition of the poet's genius. Because social change has led to a state in which 
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"myths will not fit us ready made," it becomes "the meaning ofthe poet's trade"47 
to re-create them. In Hope's own poetic practice, this re-creation is held to lead 
often to a "calculated reversal of the normal interpretation of the storY,"48 
associated with "romantic individualism."49 

It is apparent that Hope's criticism of literary developments since the 
sixteenth century, together with his satire on present-day life, implies a literature 
of opposition to present-day reality. An essential feature, however, of this 
particular opposition is the avoidance of "the imitation theory of art: the theory 
that it is the nature and function of art to tell us the truth about the world 
in which we live ... "50 Here, satire is not to be confused with activism. Activist 
satire provokes questions of uses and interest groups: to whom, and for what 
end, is this literature useful? In Hope's "aristocratic" form of satire,51 the world 
is satirized, essentially, not from the point of view of its practical improvement, 
but disdainfully from the viewpoint of high art, concerned to extract from the 
occasion effects of fine wine and triumphant music. Instead of romantic 
inspiration to a poetry of sentiment and individuality intended as a positive 
opposition to social wrongs and as a preservation of the authentic sense of 
things, we find in Hope's own poetry evocations of a counter-universe of 
sensations, of shocks, "Grand-Guignol" effects52 provoked by experiences not 
assimilable inter-subjectively, not attributable to rational structures of 
behaviour. 

The persona of Hope's poems seems neither to be at home with himself as 
a human being, nor with his fellow men, nor even to recognise in humanity 
any desirable normality:" one will not get from his oeuvre that sense of the 
details of a whole personal life that one finds in Judith Wright, for instance."53 
This relative impersonality fits with the poet's notion of his own high calling. 
Genius leaves ordinary humanity behind: ''The author is no more to be confused 
with his poem than the actor with the part he portrays on the stage."54 Something 
supra-rational, even supernatural, intervenes: it is "the descent of divine energy 
into the human agent."55 

The principle of impersonality, in keeping with the idea of the poet as vatic 
personality inspired by a timeless Spirit, looms over this poetic, as though the 
persona had become impermeable to experience, had freed itself from "home 
influences and habits."56 The actual world, in so far as it appears in the poetry, 
is satirised as though it were a field of obscure and degrading modifications 
of the classical heritage, for which alone the "noble voice" is reserved. The 
putative spiritual collapse of the times is not met by a poetical "new order of 
nature" having a collective, representative character, but by a negatory and 
unnatural order of individual invention, of the artificial, the sado-masochistic, 
the grandiose, of deviations from traditional norms legitimated as timely 
adaptation of the classics. And this anti-reality is only possible when constructed 
with fragments of reality, assuming the appearance of a play for reorganising 
reality to overthrow its meaning: poetry "is made from objects occurring in 
nature, but it transforms them into something sui generis ... "57 This sui generis 
is made not so much from "nature" as from fragments of culture. In order to 
give it the status of a higher order of nature and deflect attention from its 
personal, individual, invented and classically deviant character it is so presented 
in a context of traditional reference as to suggest that it continues a classical 
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lineage: "in me againj The spirit elect works out its mighty plan."58 Here, activist 
notions of a true and false literature are supplanted by notions of a poetry 
spanned between its negative, critical aspect, and the mystification of a supra­
rational beauty. Or, as Judith Wright puts it: "Hope's world remains painfully 
dualistic. He is, more than any of our poets, torn between a loathed reality 
and a vision of eternal meaning."59 

The "eroded minds" in the real world of the present day, essentially defined 
by deviation from sixteenth-century modes, are, in Hope's view, to be 
ecologically reclaimed. 60 In the landscape of erosion, as in that of "eroded 
minds," ecologists aiming at regeneration have first planted coarse and resistant 
grasses, they have "followed exactly the steps which Milton describes in the 
primal act of creation. But where God simply created, they must plant and tend 
and water."61 The introduction of coarse grasses, pigface and weeds, will form 
a nutritive humus for modern minds. Out of metaphor, the lower forms of 
poetry, particularly formal satire and discursive verse, are to condition these 
eroded minds for eventual implanting of the higher growths. 

An assumption here is that writers and their publics all belong to a common 
ideological universe which consents to a perfect intelligence, a full 
communication. But with the contradictions that exist between social 
groupings, between individuals and the social body, between civil society and 
political society, the poet can only bid to exchange his own alienation for a 
condition of privilege either by promoting an ideology or sentiment that intuits 
the dawning unity of things, or by the project of a judicial objective reason, 
valid for all men. 

In both these cases, the individual adopts the role of an autonomous and 
transcendent legislator; consciousness determines being. Under his aspiration 
to universality, the poet will seek to project normative language, to make it 
communicative and transitive, to transform taste by education, and to project 
a new public that coincides with all humanity. 

I t appears, with the emergence of this poetic, that the time of national-popular 
writers is past, not to reappear. The split in consciousness, between writing for 
a popular, even trade-union audience, and an educated, essentially middle-class 
audience, a split registered in such writers as Victor Daly, Bernard O'Dowd, 
John Shaw Neilson, is superceded by the writer who seeks to address exclusively 
an educated audience, and to become the cultural consciousness of this 
audience, while at the same time registering its sufferings from, and superiority 
to, the masses. Such an attitude is analogous to that of the sixteenth-century 
writer, with the difference that for him then the mass of people was illiterate. 

There emerges here a problem of communication, or a linguistic problem. 
Normative use of a language belongs to classical periods or those of ideological 
unity, or to types of society that subtract, for structural reasons, the sense of 
their own historicity and of their own internal divisions, and that intend as 
permanent or as non-sociologically-determined their own system of values. In 
such times or countries, the representative writer will strive to perfect his use 
of the normative linguistic instrument ap.d all its semantic resources. Professor 
Hope laments the passing of the various genres of poetry, that is the epic, the 
great philosophic poem, the verse tragedy, satire, the ode, epistle, elegy, 
romance, hortatory verse, the pastoral, hymn, sonnet, epigram, and so on.62 
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These kinds of poetry are formally characterised as ':exactly as the character 
and nature of each kind of plant or animal is the product of its 'form'."63 But 
Hope does not reflect on the historical circumstances that made these genres 
disappear, nor does he comment, in the manner of Brennan, that some of these 
forms have grown out of misunderstandings and mistaken imitation. 64 He does 
not want to know that the classical theory of genres, as well as that of styles, 
can hardly be grasped if it is not referred to a social structure sacramentally 
immobile, to an historical and social reality ordered vertically, according to 
a tight hierarchy of levels of authority and degrees of value, to each of which 
there corresponds in literature a dimension: a basic language or comedy for 
subordinate reality, an illustrious language or tragedy for elevated reality. 

Hope reflects this literary and linguistic differentiation in his own poetic. 65 
But since he does not consider its grounding in historical circumstance, and 
instead persists in seeing it ahistorically as "natural", he can demand the 
restoration of these earlier forms without considering whether they are now 
appropriate. Indeed to him the notion of "appropriate" is distasteful, as it carries 
connotations of social expediency, and smacks of "activism". It is ironical that 
this aspect of Hope's poetic is in keeping with modern political thought, where 
the older notion of the State with its unifying superordinate culture and ideology 
gives way to the notion of government as essentially a regulating, arbitrating 
function, determining compromises between a mUltiplicity of special interests, 
each endlessly lobbying for indefinite expansion of claims based on its own 
interpretation of life and the common good. From this perspective, it is to be 
expected that poets too, as another special interest group, should evolve an 
ideology demanding superior status for their enterprise, seek influence in the 
educational system, access to public funds, exemption from "practical" life, and 
so on. And these special interests may be pursued, not only in the name of a 
path-breaking avantgarde, but also in the name of tradition and Nature. 

The positing of poetry as autonomous, a special spiritual capacity of man, 
free from all extra-aesthetic bonds and references in a markedly ahistorical 
conception, determines the particular "nature" of Hope's poetic. As with 
Burckhardt, Nietzsche, and also Walter Pater, Hope too dispenses with a theory 
of progress based on historical development. 66 Hope's division of literary history 
into a finally ahistorical treatment of "poetry" on the one hand and a cultural 
history independent of poetry on the other (like his separation of literary history 
from literary criticism) is of great significance in supporting his view of a 
"proper" literary criticism which has the task of understanding "the real nature 
of poetry", of establishing correct readings and interpretations. 

In this case, literary criticism, itself subordinate to poetry in "the proper order 
of nature",67 clearly rejects any positivistic, psychologizing, documentary and 
sociological approaches to literature. These approaches belong to the 
"disgusting topics which are properly the tedious hunting grounds not of poets 
and dramatists but of social scientists and psychologists".68 Literary criticism 
is rather illusive; its pursuit may involve us in interpreting, not the poem but 
ourselves,69 leading us to accept the poem as questioner and ourselves as its 
acolytes. Some poems may also intend messages, but essentially, it is a matter 
of the critic pointing to a "structure beautiful and satisfying in itself and content 
for this to be its only meaning".70 Here, as in other features of his aesthetic, 
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Hope is akin to Pater: "art is always striving to be independent of the mere 
intelligence, to become a matter of pure perception, to get rid of its 
responsibilities to its subject and material ... "71 With Hope's separation of 
literary history from literary criticism, with his rejection of literary history as 
history, the positive evaluation of the writing of literary history for the national 
consciousness, as has been the case since Romanticism and the first histories 
of Australian Literature, now loses its point. At the same time, a good deal 
of the rationally founded social and political function of literary historiography 
is dispensed with. 

The problem of .'\ ustralianity, of civil identity recognising actual groupings 
and functions, but transcending them through a sense of self mediated by the 
richness of communal life, is met by blanket rejection and substituted by an 
appeal to the reader as alienated connoisseur. Because he in fact is not bound 
by tradition, the reader is free to do his cultural shopping where he will, to 
select choice items of the classics, to refashion them for his delectation, and 
to savour them along with his fine wines and digital recordings. Together with 
the national, historical, there also disappears in Hope's view the ideological, 
historical, institutional context of literary history. Instead of a means for more 
profound knowledge, the contemplation of literature is raised here to an object 
of sublime enjoyment. And this enjoyment is conditioned by a particular kind 
of education: it is bound to knowledge and experience gained through higher 
educational institutions (essentially the Universities) that are, or were, in turn 
bound to an educational stock predominantly orientated on classical antiquity, 
that is on a Greco-Roman-Renaissance tradition, accessible for only a few 
people. It is for these elected few that Hope has developed his historical, 
aesthetic and implicitly political ideas. Paradoxically, in seeking to save art from 
the masses, Hope, along with others, such as Brennan, Lindsay and SIess or, 
marks a turning point, where, in a culturally pluralist age lacking the 
appropriate "atmosphere of belief", cultural traditions lose their binding power. 
To the "non-elected" many, the works of this doctrine lose plausibility, are 
perceived as the "mere" poetry of aestheticism, are relativised to but part of 
a panorama of competing cultural commodities. These masterpieces gesture to 
the beautiful life, but are no more bound to the illusion of its truth than are 
fine wine and triumphant music. 

Hope's poetic lives from its contradictions to reality. It has the tendency to 
break conventions, to "recreate the fables". However since it exhausts itself in 
this contradiction, its representative figures, from Ulysses and Byron at the start 
of Collected Poems 1930-1965, through to Faustus and Pius the Twelfth at the 
end of this volume, are dying figures of impotence, despair, or worse. The very 
Birth-gate to this world, the vagina, whispers: "per me si va tra la perduta 
gente".72 This is the hell of aestheticism that lies somewhere between the sober 
recognition of reality and the moral decision to act upon it. Hope's poetic 
contributes to our understanding of what it is like to sojourn there. 
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STEPHEN EDGAR 

36 

Envoi 

He's watched the silence lighten now for hours 
Impassive blue. There is nothing there. 
Whose place is this he does not occupy, 
Though lying here? She is now downstairs. 
Small clinks and soft talk float back up, and he 
Is floating too between what he can't leave 
And what he may not have. 
He is nowhere. 

The early silence, then, invades the house. 
Do other households also wake out there, 
Resisting this beginning? The baby lies, 
Tagged to her favourite blanket like a price, 
Hypnotized by sucking, though her eyes 
Follow him past. Expressionless, unreached 
By circumstance, detached, 
She is nowhere. 

In silence tea is drunk. A wordless touch 
Fails to reclaim what never happened here. 
The woman is relaxed, but not for him, 
And smiles, though not for these events. They approach, 
From different sides, departure. In the dim 
Hall, self-absorbed, she stands and sways to her flute's 
Cold interlude of notes, 
And is nowhere. 
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Pedder 

The shadow in the surf that empties beaches; 
The drowned bell in a western bay 
Clanging on the hinge of a grey 
Tide: it is something in water that invests 
Power in distortion, teaches 
The threatened senses it arrests 
What things in thin air are too frail to say. 
The banners of a slaughter -
Wasted army heave in the slow lake water 

More largely than in winds that threw them over. 
A launch above the flooded lake 
Extends the feather of its wake, 
Brushing peaks. This is vertigo. I ride 
Where the sky was and cloud cover. 
Below, like air, the currents slide 
Down hills and slur through filmy trees to make 
As clouds would on the sand 
Viscous shadows where the wrested myrtles stand. 
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KELLY PENNHALIGON 

38 

Stones 

I spent the night draining blood from stones. 
Chipping away in the garden -
It was a full moon. 
I took the shovel 
and jumped them, full weight, 
to open their middles, 
to watch them roll inside 
out 
in the garden. 
They wouldn't give. 
They rolled around 
white belly up 
at the moon. 
I hammered them, 
bounced them 
between the mallet 
and the septic tank. 
They scuttled into the geraniums. 
I kicked started the chain saw -
broke its smile. 
Earmuffed 
I drilled their cores, 
wanted them to 
say their pain. 
They regrouped. 
Stones hunt in packs. 
I called the tow-truck, 
chained up the big one - the leader. 
Full foot to the floor -
they held together. 
I wanted them to 
say their pain. 
They struck up a hymn 
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JAN OWEN 

and held their white belly candles. 
At morning I shovelled up the geraniums, 
moated the ground 
from under their feet 
and filled it with the garden hose. 
Stones hold their breath 
until you're sure they're goldfish. 

Nevertheless 
Miroslav Holub 

At the limits of emptiness 
he sets the doorstep 
of the poem. 
The plumb-line's still going down. 
With his free hand he's pointing out 
the golden egg 
of Staphylococcus aureus, 
tread marks over the event 
horizon apr! a completely new way 
to package rainbows. 
There is much promise in the fact 
that so many heads have dreams 
filled with teeth and tachyons, 
murmuring of microbes, 
Howard T Lewis and Cinderella 
sorting the peas, 
a mastodon and a minotaur, 
our goodselves to a recurring decimal point 
and Holub himself, 
Daedalus in free fall, 
gesticulating between Sirius and Aldebaran 
certainly . .. on the contrary . .. although . .. 
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FIONA PLACE 

40 

Scissor type thoughts on Sharing 

No, don't get scared, it's not too scissory. 

I used to be one of those people who wanted to share. 
No, not necessarily be with people all the time, or even do 
things together. 
I just wanted to share totality, the whole proverbial essence 
of one tiny moment. 
Heck, I didn't know I was asking too much. 

I mean, obviously survivors just share with themselves. 
I wasn't too keen on the idea until I realized it was the way 
to 
hand rubbing glee. That waking feeling of power and 
calculated knowingness. 

I guess this new philosophy has to do with Max rejecting 
me. 
Sure I'll survive, I'll probably thrive. 
But was it wrong to want to share? 
Ah ha I hear you say, she's asking us, she can't stop sharing. 

I used to want to share my clear lines of smiling ambition 
and wondered why I'd feel heavy and muddled, empty, 
guilty and shellfish. 
Yes, you read right, shellfish. Think about it. 

Tight lines of worriesome thought tinker through. 
Confusion closets me in. I'll give it a go alone, 
see if I can't stop tearing me apart, stop scissoring. 
Be a clean lined robust girl who's definitely street smart. 
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I'm cluey about ambition at long last. And 
I'm not going to tell you how. 

See, I don't need you now. 

Foam board Dings 

At work, 
she dives into jokes, 
follows them through to the shore. 
Wet scrambles into scintillating repartee, 
foam board sure embraces wit, 
enthusiasticly searches for the big one of the set. 

At lunchtime, 
black fins make fun of her empty embraces, 
circle scare her. 
Waves flatten, work fun sinks. 

There are no lifesavers, she knows that. 
She'll keep playing at life, 
with all its dings, but I'm not sure 
she'll ever feel safe. 
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FIONA PLACE 

42 

Death to a Leech 

Tick spun love leech 
sucks, belly bloats, eyelid 
sun darkens, mist grey 
breath deepens. 

A ferocious self 
bound tick, lap licks, 
greed lurks under a 
huge hiding coat. 

Driving on, one hand 
on the wheel, one on the 
wet bulge, I stain sick, 
wane tire, melt dry, 
give in to the self 
raging fire. 

You reach in, 
pull on the wheel, 
a hand not scared 
by a leech. 

My father figure, 
you are angry at 
a killer peach 
sunken leech. 

Not angry at 
me, parasite me. 
And it took me seven years to see. 

WESTERLY, No.3, SEPTEMBER, 1986 



MARY DILWORTH 

The Factory 

I have always hated the factory. It has a gaunt steel frame like a skeleton. 
I've often imagined it without its red bricks, just an etching of black against 
a red sky. 

Of course, I've never said anything about this to anyone. Especially to Eric. 
You see, he loves the factory. He would like to put up his sign in those flashing 
neon lights that the city firms can afford. He saw a rainbow once over a petrol 
station there. I think he would have sold almost anything to have one of those 
on his roof. 

Every day he is up early. He sings in the shower and eats his breakfast quietly. 
He always reads the business section of the newspaper, then quarters it neatly. 

His days are like that. In four parts. 
The first is the morning, which I've mentioned. Then there's the day at the 

factory. That's in two: the morning and the afternoon. 
He uses the telephone to tell me when it's time for lunch. Just two rings. 

That's his code. Then five minutes later he's at the door, letting himself in. 
He reads at lunch, usually one of the classics. He didn't have much education. 
In fact, that's why I met him. He worked at the same factory, ten miles out 

of town. It manufactured shoes and boots. I was the boss's secretary, and Eric 
worked on the floor. 

I'll always remember that first day. He was nervous, tried not to show it, 
but his hands shook. His hair was brown, his eyes were brown and the factory 
overalls were brown. He almost faded into the background of brown leather 
shoes. Which was quite funny at the time. 

But I was describing his day. And he's not brown any more. Streaks of grey 
and a balding patch which he rakes over, spreading the hairs thinly across it. 
And he wears a suit. Usually grey, with a red handkerchief in the pocket. I 
suppose his eyes are still the same colour, but I can't tell you. If you asked 
me, Ijust couldn't tell you. I did notice they were red tonight, which was unusual, 
but then the whole day was different. As though the four quarters came together 
and just rolled away. 

I could draw the second half of his day with my eyes closed. 
In the afternoon, he has a cup of tea in his office, then he works until six 

o'clock. 
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Two rings on the telephone mean he's coming home for dinner. He has a 
good appetite and enjoys his food. 

In the evening he likes quiet. He always says that after such a busy day at 
the factory, he needs to sit and think. Which he does, with his eyes closed, his 
elbow on the chair and his thumb and one finger pressed against his forehead. 
Or sometimes he just sits and stares into space. 

Eric always goes to bed early. He feels fresh then for the next day. 
But now the next day won't come. It won't be Eric's day, and his eyes are 

red. I've never seen him cry before. 
I said this day was different. It's night now, and soon the dawn will come. 

In the night, the sky was red. A brilliant red. That was beautiful. Black against 
red. Like a devil with horns or the final crashing chords of a great concerto. 

I loved it. Black skeleton of steel in a fiery night. Of course the fire-brigade 
came. I didn't call them. It was beautiful just watching the sky burning. I don't 
think I will ever forget it. Eric was asleep. 

They came to tell us as soon as they arrived. Eric knew straight away it was 
all over. 

I love the night. Sometimes I stay up for hours, savouring it. The stars and 
that great arc of sky. The immense pattern, the changing moods of wind. 

Tonight it was special. It was different. And I feel very tired. But happy. An 
exhilarated feeling, a prickling right down my spine. 

Nobody knows how the fire started. Accidental, they say. Fire by 
misadventure. It happens all the time. 
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ANNA BlANKE 

Clowning in the Marketplace 

A clown is grinning at me in my lunch-hour. MY lunch-hour, precious for 
its drift through department stores, into pools of cosmetics and perfumes and 
silver earrings. MY lunch-hour - and I'm taken hold of by the sticky red grin 
of a clown with drooping pom-poms and surprised eye-brows. 

Freedom comes in gypsy caravans. Freedom spills clowns into the mall, and 
draws us to it with the promise of childhood, weaving patterns with one-wheel 
bicycles and foam which loops out of rubber hoses. Freedom lives in wild frizzy 
wigs and patches sewn on with big stitches. I see it all twice: once in the Mall; 
once in the big department store window. 

And I am in the window too. Hesitant in front of gypsy caravans and sticky 
smiles and snakes of foam, but still there although it is my lunch-hour which 
is so precious to me. 

Today they interviewed me for promotion. 
Two clowns fall in love. They rub button noses together and tread on each 

other's big feet. A Baby is born, which they tug by the feet out of the gypsy 
caravan. It mewls and pukes, this full-grown baby of ambiguous sex, and they 
stuff a dummy into its permanently smiling face. 

I think I'll get the job. What will he think, the man at home who makes my 
breakfasts although I only have toast. I think I did well today. Two men and 
a woman on the panel. She my sister, my mother - an understanding between 
us in this world of men. 

Baby tumbles big wooden spelling blocks. ME it constructs. Father-clown 
honks a car-horn with pride. 0 and R. OR? We wait. Baby spits out the dummy 
and moves the E. MORE. Triumphant, it jumps about its creation. The others 
throw custard pies of anger. 

I smile at the plate-glass window in memory of the smiles of this morning. 
Cool, controlled, clothed in the manilla-folders of my experience. We meet at 
the point midway between their desk and my chair: we are facts; plans; correct 
answers to correct questions. "Why do you want the job?" My response is 
smooth, relaxed, cared-for. 

Round and round goes a giant mouse-wheel and the clowns wind in and out 
of spokes and cling from one arm with cries of terror. 
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"Why do you want the job?" he asks as I butter the toast he has made me. 
I am unprepared for the question. He has asked it before, about other jobs, 
and always I am unprepared. "Me?" I prevaricate. "Me?" 

Baby is climbing the wheel. The others give it a spin. "More!" it cries, 
delighted. They spin harder. I may not get the job. She was a bitch, that woman 
on the panel. My rival. Never trust a woman. I saw the look that simpered 
its way across to one of the men. Baby is trapped against the wheel, the pom­
pom on its cap flying in a dizzy whirl. Suddenly Baby is gone; the wheel is 
empty. Did I show too much of my real self? I feel dirty. I want to go home 
and have a shower. Baby reappears - flattened against the whirring wheel -
and the crowd laughs for Baby is a paper-cutout. The parents sob. Glistening 
tears roll down their grinning faces. 

I think, after all, the person smiling in the plate-glass window will get the 
job. 
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COLIN JOHNSON 

Guerilla Poetry: Lionel Fogarty's 
Response to Language Genocide. 

"Every colonized people - in other words, every people in whose 
soul an inferiority complex has been created by the death and burial 
of its local cultural originality - finds itself face to face with the 
language of the civilizing nation; ... " (Franz Fanon). 

What happened to the Aboriginal languages of Australia? The English 
invader sought to destroy them utterly. The native was to be forced into the 
state of English civilization, and this meant, as a corollary, the death and 
destruction of Aboriginal language and culture. In the settled areas there was 
imposed a deliberate policy of language genocide, and in a few decades 
Aboriginal languages became broken collections of words falling haplessly into 
English language structures of varying degrees of worth - from the invader's 
viewpoint! This forced adaption of a foreign language was in itself judged from 
the view of a European tradition riddled with class and racial prejudice. Kriol 
and Pidgin became objects of scholarly study and Aboriginal writers in English 
were criticised on their use of English and Aboriginal remnant words. What 
would be the Aboriginal response to this cultural and genocidal imperialism, 
and who would make this response? Aboriginal culture has always had songmen 
and songwomen able to verbalise the dilemmas of their community, and the 
response has been twofold. On one side we have had masters of the English 
language such as Kath Walker and Jack Davis who use correct English 
accessible to everyone to tell of the genocidal destruction which has befallen 
the Aboriginal people, though they have come under attack for not being 
conversant with the rich traditions of invader poetry and again for not using 
the rich traditional oral literature of their people. Thus Ruth Doobov in her 
sympathetic article on Kath Walker writes: 'The techniques of Kath Walker's 
poetry are the unsophisticated ones of the bush balladists. It is only to be 
expected that her reviewer in the Times Literary Supplement should write: "At 
times the metres of these poems are trite, stemming from the worst kind of 
ninteenth century hymn." This is undoubtly true. Kath Walker is hardly 
expected to have a rich background in European poetry ... She is not in a 
position to have a very sensitive appreciation of European verse rhythms, but 
at the same time she cannot use the structure and techniques of the poetry of 
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her Aboriginal ancestors. There is a case to be put that the verse rhythms of 
Europe are neither as rich nor as complicated as the Europeans would like to 
pretend and that the rhythms of Kath Walker are in reality closer to the rhythms 
of Aboriginal songs, and that their seeming simplicity reflects types of 
Aboriginal verse structures. Be that as it may, we may only at this time guess 
at the European response to the verses of Lionel Fogarty which are not at all 
based on European verse rhythms, nor are they what Europeans would imagine 
Aboriginal verse in English should be. At this time, the general English critic's 
response to Lionel Fogarty's poetry has been a deafening silence from 
publishers, fellow-poets and critics. This is only to be expected. The guerilla 
is ignored until his actions become too daring and a threat, then the army is 
sent in to put him down. Lionel has had three volumes of poetry published 
and with such a body of work accessible, he is becoming too visible and leaving 
himself open to repressive action. 

Lionel Fogarty refuses to surrender to the critical norms forced on poets in 
Australia. He writes in a manner which is a response of an Aboriginal songman 
against the genocide inflicted on his language and the tyranny imposed on him 
by a foreign language. It is impossible to read Lionel without realising that he 
is Black; it is impossible to read him and not realise the crimes committed against 
the Aboriginal people, and it is impossible to read him and not realise that here 
is a poet using the English language in a unique and new way. He wields a 
black pen, and writes a language reflecting the mixture the Aboriginal cultures 
have become in such concentration camps as Cherbourg where the invader 
language was forced on the people. He uses that language in an effort to tear 
down the language structures which have been imposed on him and his people. 

'I was born on Cherbourg Reserve, about two hundred miles from 
Brisbane. When I was little, we lived in ... well, you couldn't call 
it a house at this place, my mother, my grandmother, three brothers, 
uncles and other family and friends lived. . . . You couldn't do 
anything in Cherbourg ... Like at State School, the lessons were 
all shit. If our teachers had told us the truth, we would have listened. 
In English, I used to ask questions all the time. "What does this word 
mean", and so on. The teacher used to get pretty annoyed. One day 
she sent me out with a book to read, because I asked too many things. 
(Murrie Coo-Ee, p. 83) 

I would like to stress that Lionel Fogarty does not rely on European models 
for his poetry, and that it is his genius which shapes his verse. He was born 
a victim in a world in which he and his people had no say. In Franz Fanon's 
sense he (and his people) was the native other contrasted with the Coloniser 
subject which sought to destroy the blackness within him, to render him as an 
object into a subject reflecting the Coloniser. In the Coloniser's world the only 
subject to aspire to be was that of the coloniser, and the native object was seen 
as a coming-to-be subject fashioned on the British model. Generations of white 
Cherbourg managers tried to force his people into fashioning white masks for 
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their black skins. They tried to force Lionel to don such a mask and the only 
result was the coming-to-be of Lionel Fogarty the poet whose genius born from 
the struggle gave birth to a new style, or system of poetry drawing from a myriad 
of influences to forge an essential quintessence of Aboriginality. Here was no 
ersatz Bourgeois black in white face, but an Aboriginal man, a poet guerilla 
using the language of the invader in an effort to smash open its shell and spill 
it open for poetic expression. 

To write I have to use 
A medium 
That is not mine. 
If I don't succeed, bear with me. 
I see words beyond any acceptable meaning 
And this is how I express my dreaming. 

(1982, I) 

This is how Lionel describes how he writes in his poem Tired Of Writing, 
and we can understand easily and accept the sentiments of a rather simple poem; 
but when we take another poem such as White Tendency (1983, p. 46) we find 
ouselves in another language structure. 

This old cruelty said to we's 
Little nigger are painted blackie 
forgotten by fiercely proud ness 
who night hurried slowly ... 

How are these verses to be accepted and how are they to be interpreted? It 
is definitely not the English of the academics or even of the acceptable 
Aboriginal poets. Do we dismiss it as the ramblings of an illiterate darkie on 
the outskirts of our mind ~ but then, he writes in passable English when he 
wishes to. An Aborigine reading White Tendency may smile remembering such 
racist nursury rhymes as: God made little nigger boys/ He made them in the 
night/ And forgot to paint them white, and the Gubbas (white people) sneering 
at Abo English and mocking it in jokes which even featured in a white shirt 
advertisement. Now the racial slurs and jokes have been reversed, and an 
Aborigine is seizing the language of the invader and turning it into an anti­
language of experience in which we may sense the meaning, but not grasp it 
in an entirety through a learnt understanding of grammar structures and 
dictionary meanings. As in Finnegans Wake by James Joyce, Lionel is using 
the alien English language in ways it has not been used before and answering 
such critics as John Beston who seek to find the models of Aboriginal poetry 
in European lyric poetry. Thus: 'Left without a strong contemporary form in 
which to express themselves, Walker and Davis are not likely henceforth to 
write a great deal of verse that is of enduring worth.' (Meanjin, 4, 1977: 459) 
Beston likens Aboriginal poetry to that of the early English Victorian period 
which was deeply concerned with morality; but it is deep moral concern which 
endears Aboriginal poetry to Aborigines, and the lack of moral concern which 
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has caused modern white poetry to be ignored. In fact contemporary Australian 
poetry has become de trap (superfluous) for most people except those coteries 
of mutual masturbating poets writing for one another. Lionel's poetry is moral 
to an extreme and brooks no opposition. It may be argued that victims of 
oppression have this extreme morality because they know what it is like to be 
on the receiving end of immorality, or an amorality masquerading as altruism. 

If Lionel Fogarty rejects European models in his poetry, we may ask what 
models he does utilise? We know that English poetics touched him less than 
Afro-American songs, less than incidents in his life, in his Aboriginality, in 
Aboriginal history and in the deep and abiding white oppression which 
necessitated a referendum to bring Aboriginal people into the human race. 

PUZZLED 

Priced on lives 
Once dressed in peace 
Ripped justice apart 
Discovering yourself that dressing up for battle 

cons promises 
brings nothing 

Puzzled - when crippling roos look to jump 
Confused when gifted blacks - fall 
Arms out above, raised 

approaches none 
Camps removed and moved 
Nigger haters told to shut up 
Nigger lovers told to shut up 
Blacks so confused 
Now we are forced into dumps 

where nation upon nation 
Turn to face each other 
Puzzled 
But struggle will bring life 
There will be no puzzle. 

(1980:21) 

Lionel's poem models are not derived from books but from life as lived in 
Australia and the world. His responses to life create not only his models, but 
his words. Aboriginal writers without exception are committed writers. They 
are in no sense 'closet' writers of the Kafka ilk who see the world from the 
confines of a garret. The garret of the Aborigines was provided by the English 
and once freed from it, they have no desire to isolate themselves from kith and 
kin. Lionel Fogarty was born in the garret of Cherbourg and what this meant 
may be gleaned from a reading of the Queensland Acts governing Aborigines 
and also the rules and regulations of these so-called settlements. He was born 
under the heel of the oppressor and this has affected his view of the world as 
well as his poetry. 
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STRANGER IN CHERBOURG ONCE KNEW 

Cherbourg 
15 years of maddened dreams 
Hoping, hoping 
Waiting to overtake 
Misery, punishing underlying 
Conditions in bitter shame. 
Cherbourg 
Watching weary years 
Unforgotten are the white man's wisps 
Never I cast out oppression 
White manager saddened my Mother's hearts 
Laws they inhumanly pushed 

to dehumanize our Aboriginality 
Brutally downed land 
Sorrowly realizing 

the Hell 
is now contained. 

Listen now Cherbourg black 
white suckers 

I've now taken to writing the unknown confusion 
You always let by 
Of dying in a white regime. 
Now our shadows will abirth our spirits 
Tomorrow, yesterday, death knows the end 
White regime I will expose - are you afraid? Yes, afraid. 

(1980:69) 

When he was fifteen he left the desolation of the spirit of Cherbourg and 
went to Brisbane and became an Urban Black. Many of his poems are based 
on experiences found in that city. Urhan Black(l980:47) is about the existential 
condition of Aborigines adrift in Brisbane and his rejection of the clustered 
masses of humanity in 'the sewered bad rubbish air in the cities' reaches a peak 
in such poems as Urban Black Fantasizes: 

All ignorant - town and mourn 
stare at my brothers and sisters 
life turned up, think it better cause church locks at home 
Trees aching their bodies to where drowning teared elders 

locked teenagers in wasted land 
Proud spirits long breathe and life full 

take fears moving rotting running away at manmade 
rooms. 

(1982:41) 
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But against inhumanity is always contrasted humanity and nature, the 
Aboriginal heritage against the inhuman artefacts of the European, and from 
his experiences sifted through the mind of a poet comes not the fashionable 
despair of coffee house poets, but cries for justice and humanity in a passionate 
commitment to not only his own people, but to the whole of humanity. Brisbane 
may have been an atrocity, but it also provided a field for education and work, 
and development. 

In Brisbane, I stayed with Pastor Don Brady, who had done a lot 
of work there far blacks. In his house, people talked about politics; 
it was amazing. On the reserve Black Power had been frowned on. 
People were told that if they talked about it they would be kicked 
off the reserve. 

I didn't know what was going on. I was frightened by all these new 
political ideas. One day a group of us went down to the Queensland 
Institute of Technology for a meeting. Reggie Lawrence, a cousin 
of mine from Cherbourg, was talking about the shit wages there. 
Then someone said to me : "Get up and tell the people about 
Cherbourg, Lionel". 

Lionel who had been in conflict with the white education system since a boy 
was now called on to speak in one of these higher centres of Education, and 
though he was shaking in the legs, of fright, he came through: 'And so it began 
to happen to me. Every black person knows there is something there for them, 
though they mightn't know what it is ... it might be a woman or a settled 
life ... I had never known what it was for me. That something got into me 
that day, and began to push into me. ywas fighting it though. But then I stood 
up and grabbed the mic.' (1983:86) 

Everyone who has heard Lionel speak has found it a deeply moving 
experience. He is perhaps the best Aboriginal speaker I have heard, and it was 
of little wonder that in this first speaking before an audience, he came through. 
Not only this, but such experiences gave him the stuff for poems, such as Are 
There Abo Schools and Mr. Professor (1980:27, 28). 

Lionel was still a juvenile, but was fully involved in the Black struggle for 
justice. He met and became friends with fellow activists Denis Walker and John 
Garcia (later known as the Brisbane Three). Seeking for funds to aid the people 
of Palm Island Mission/ Reserve / Settlement, they were entrapped and found 
themselves up on a charge of conspiracy. A long court case followed and though 
the charges were eventually dismissed, Lionel went through the whole process 
of the law. This sharpened his political awareness, or rather as it needed little 
sharpening, it led to a broadening. In 1976 he travelled to America where he 
met many Indian activists and addressed a meeting of the American Indian 
Movement. Back in Brisbane he became part of the Black Resource Centre 
Collective, formed by a group of young Aborigines who lived and worked and 
thought together. He began writing poetry in 1976 and has now (1984) produced 
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three volumes of verse, only one of which has been published by an 
establishment publisher, Penguin Books, who may have taken the opportunity 
to make a quick profit from the Brisbane Games and Aboriginal Protests of 
1982. 

Lionel's poetry has a sweep of style and a breadth of content which no other 
poet in Australia can match. His style is all his own and sometimes he writes 
in a simple style akin to the poems of Jack Davis and Kath Walker, and these 
poems are open in meaning and sentiment to all, but especially in his later 
poetry, he excels as a guerilla poet wielding the language of the invader in an 
urge to destroy that imposition and recreate a new language freed of restrictions 
and erupting a multi-meaning of ambiguity which hints at the many possibilities 
of meaning in a feeling language freed from the intellectual dreariness of 
academic verse. In fact his use of language as a vehicle for feeling reminds us 
of the Indian theory of Rasa rather than the dried out theories of the head people 
who demolish poetry in their quest for intellectual understanding and not heart 
understanding. 

We sharing children, visit near mocking 
led fresh country town. 
Sentencing narcotic evil spit. 
Wristed excellence, disbelief clouded quickly in mud 
Sandflies bleed, corroborees unknowing bluegum 
even sunrise cries. 
Digging naked skulls sneaked along, so no greedy victories 
Blackboy sided of a hill 
women bad placed, cause him say bones wrong 
Bitumen cursed, dated gloom, supremed over a dream. 

(By Accident, Blinked, 1983:38) 

When we read verses of Lionel's like the above, we appear to be in the presence 
of an anti-language which may appear meaningless if we seek for intellectual 
understanding, and fail to understand that we are confronted by groups of 
feeling-images rooted deep within the Aboriginal psyche and experience. And 
we may well be in the presence of an anti-poetry, a turning away of all that 
the critics hold dear, and in which even the rhythms are flattened out, sometimes 
changed abruptly, often discarded so that no sweet victory is held out to entice 
the reader who must grasp an entirety of feeling structure beyond dictionary 
meaning. Yury Lootman writes about the artistic text thus: 'The presence of 
at least two belletristic languages which decipher a single work of art and the 
resulting semantic tension (whose sharpness stems from the bifurcation of the 
single unified text that underlines it) constitute the minimal condition for 
regarding a text as artistic. A single text interpretable by two modes is seen 
as not being equal to itself and its two meanings become poles of conflict. 
However, in an actual work of art, we find, as a rule, a more complex pluralistic 
paradigm of codes giving life to the text via the "interplay" of numerous 
meanings. Thus the relationship of text and system in an artistic work is not 
the automatic realization of an abstract structure in concrete form, but is always 
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a relationship of struggle, tension, and conflict.' (1976:123/4) Lootman's 
examples explaining his words relate to quite conventional literary models 
found in European poetry; but the point he makes about the interplay of 
numerous meanings in a relationship of struggle, tension and conflict fits 
Lionel's verses, though what are we to make of those verses where non-meaning 
erupts to disrupt the text. The last part of By Accident. Blinked are four lines 
of reasonably conventional verse pattern: 

Memory foolish fantasy 
flecks heartache cheating 
our hatch mortality, freedoms in uplift 
and indigenous. 

It is easy to follow until we reach our hatch mortality and then we hesitate, 
for it is extremely difficult to place hatch in a conventional intellectual meaning 
frame in the verse. Does it mean hatch, as to hatch an egg? Does it mean hatch, 
as in a cover? Or does it mean none of these, and do we have to ascribe a meaning 
to hatch at all? We have to keep all these in mind when we confront Lionel's 
poetry, and we must keep in mind Lootman's conclusions to his analysis of 
the poetic text: 'Poetic structure is a supple and complexly constituted artistic 
mechanism. In it the diverse possibilities for the storage and transmission of 
information attain such complexity and perfection that nothing else created by 
the hand of man can compare with it ... Insofar as that which is accidental 
for one substructure is systemic for another, (poetic structure) can be both 
systemic and simultaneously non-predictable so that practically inexhaustible 
informational possibilities are created. Simultaneously the poetic world is a 
model of the real world but is correlated with it in an exceedingly complex 
fashion. The poetic text is a powerful and deeply dialectal mechanism of the 
search for truth, for understanding the surrounding world and our orientation 
in it.' (ihid .• p. 132) 

Lionel's poems are exceedingly complex and far from those nineteenth 
century European models said to be favoured by other Aboriginal poets. In 
fact so far is he from them, that there is sometimes the danger of falling over 
the edge of structure and the unity (in opposition or otherwise) which structure 
implies into what Levin (1973:59) calls 'a mere aggregation of words', though 
with Lionel it is different in that he is attempting to push meaning and at least 
the structure of the English language towards an absolute end and liberate his 
language from that cultural imperialism of the spirit imposed on him at 
Cherbourg. He is aware that the English language in which he writes is not 
really his own, but a thing apart from him, but the feeling is his as are the 
Aboriginal words scattered throughout his texts which reveal that here is no 
Gubba writing, but a Murri able to use the language of the oppressor as a 
weapon captured from the enemy. He is Fanon's native, but he has not been 
assimilated into the language of the coloniser, but has captured it in a guerilla 
action and made it over into a free zone of the Aboriginal spirit. 
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BIG "N" RIDDLE 
The end 
when will it mend 
the sended 
when will it spend 
our lending, will we end it 
poor poor door never open 
will we ever end 
cause I'm getting to the end. 
Lionel sit in a hen 
looking extra saiding 
so word got wooded 
close to the end 
meet a end 
and there won't be an end 
End. The end is never the end. 
Make it here and the end is near 
hear a ear that seen a eye 
then your end is read 
Toes and rows will not short a load 
by the low no's. 
Wish they grass real 
and not meals 
cause dumps are your people someing 
to get her near the ending 
so 
the, the end is never 
the end ... 

(1983:129) 
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EE TIANG HONG 

56 

Coming to 

It was a blind corner, 
I remember, I couldn't think 
to brake somehow, still less in time, 
That moment round the bend -
a shock of water, overwhelming sea 
where should have been a road, 
a bridge over the river, 
I mean even in flood. 

A sensation of floating, 
car engine dumb as cork, 
I must have passed out 
as under ether, I guess, 
my head just above water, 
body vague as sponge, and 
below the knees, adrift 
as slush, at one with. 

On terra firma, Australis 
don't ask me how I got out, Eddy, 
and, Bruce, this isn't a suicide note, 
Heaven forbid! No sailing 
to Byzantium, either. Indeed, 
thankful just to have survived then -
around an edge of consciousness, 
new faces, fellow Australian. 

And a country woman asking: 
'Where y' from'? 
Her husband stands up tall 
by their four-wheel drive, 
looks me up and down: 
(Jesus! What on earth!) 
And so, uncertain, 'Perth', 
I said, from down under. 
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'I mean before that!' 
'Oh! Malaysia.' 
(0, Malaysia!). 
'And you like it here?' 
'For sure. It's all right, really; 
the family, too; they're safe, ahead, 
1 think - we travel separately -
beyond the sometime river 
into the future. 

So easy to forget 
it's a big country this, 
Australia, old and new, 
Now and then 1 even forget 
where 1 am. 

STEPHEN HALL 

Japanese Poets 

Their dreams of wilderness 
live delicate on abandoned boughs, 
violence and a narrow life 
flowering wistfully along the bone, 
a stylized tiger on a sheet 
its painted teeth and paper heart 
is as deadly as their sighs. 
The cherry blossom held for a wind 
or the playful clumsiness of children 
- but everyone whispers here 
not to shock nature's imagined morals, 
everyone walks soundlessly 
not to frighten ripples onto their reflections. 
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GRAEME HETHERINGTON 

58 

Peron Dunes 

(I) 

The beach as empty as the sky, 
Here fear of space can overwhelm, 
Bring dark shapes rising from the sea, 

The feel of something close behind, 
The terror of a butterfly, 
Wind-spun and swiftly spiralling. 

(2) 

At midday in an open bay, 
A wombat eating marram grass, 
So unaware or unafraid 

He let me stay and closely watch, 
And as I walked I feared for him, 
The kelp pods going off like guns. 

(3) 

The sea is angry, cold and hard, 
Insistent and intensely dark, 
Gift-giving of a wind that bares 

Dead trees like bayonets on a ridge, 
Shapes marram grass and clumps of sand 
To cross cut saws and sharks' teeth bared. 
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(4) 

A neon-purple pig-face blooms 
Beneath a blue-grey changeling sky, 
And shark and seal together play 

In rock shapes coloured red and black. 
On such a day the dead might rise, 
The wind unburying the trees. 

(5) 

Among the cracked and spidery rocks, 
Sea fussing over them with lace, 
The day is like old maiden aunts, 

The seagulls gossiping in groups, 
Crabs scuttling at the smallest sound, 
Clefts faintly trickling, slightly sour. 

(6) 

The wind has built high walls of sand 
And carves out as it blows away 
The frescoes of an open tomb, 
Where men and women come and go 

In stories older than the hills, 
The same as the Egyptians told: 
Our only lasting human theme 
The long procession of the dead. 

(7) 

Sky and sea and beach are bare, 
As still and silent as a shell. 
As ghost-faint as the daytime moon, 

A cool breeze thins my heavy flesh 
And husk of crab and feather weigh 
Upon the lightness of my hand. 
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NICHOLAS HASLUCK 

60 

Writer in Residence 
for Lim Siew Liam 

You wrote: 'Rooms are nets.' 

'Where does that line lead?' 
we asked ourselves. 

Try this: 'Rooms are nets. 
We catch our poems here. 
With this desk, this pen, 
we trawl the depths; 
we scoop up what we can. 

But when the syllables 
and the gleaming phrases 
swing in over the side 
and flap upon the deck, 
let our minds descend 
to the deep sea bed; 
to the hard backed words 
we have not fished for yet.' 
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PATRICIA JACOBS 
In the following pieces the author has attempted to give creative expression 

to the experience of a brief stay at a bush camp with the tribal people of the 
Western Desert. 

Tjamu 

I had agreed to take him at the last moment. I could hardly refuse. The 
Community Health people had been generous with information and were my 
only contact in the town. I'd been looking forward to the drive as a chance 
to be on my own, think, look at a new landscape. But, there he was: old, 
probably in his late eighties they thought, frail, having barely recovered from 
pneumonia. He wanted to get back to his own people and wouldn't stay in the 
hospital. We had to travel some 400 kilometres together - in silence; we had 
no language in common. All I knew was that I should address him as Tjamu, 
if I had to. It meant grandfather. He'll be alright, the friendly nurse had said, 
the way nurses do. I hoped she was right. 

I forgot about him in the concentration of finding my way out of town. 
Through back streets, past rows of tin and timber cottages, through a bleak 
landscape of precise, rectangular mountains of slurry from the mines that 
stretched in rows, white, grey, pink - treeless. They told me they were loaded 
with cyanide from the gold processing. One wondered about the fumes, the 
leaching from the furrowed sides when it rained. A battered sign marked the 
way out into the country. Low, dust-stained vegetation edged the road. A few 
clumps of mallet here and there broke the flat, buff-coloured plain. It was mid­
afternoon, but there was no heat haze, no shimmer of mirage. It looked ordinary 
and uninteresting, but at least it was unfamiliar. I settled myself into the seat 
and remembered my passenger. I looked in the rear-vision mirror. He was sitting 
cross-legged in the middle of the seat, his feet tucked under his legs, his hands 
loose in his lap, looking ahead. His beard and the wisps of hair showing under 
the twisted headscarf were startling white against the black of his face. He 
seemed alright. 

While the road was good I tried out the hired 4 wheel drive. At 120 kilometres 
it was comfortable, above that it was a bit rough. I remembered the old man 
and slipped back to 120, didn't want to shake him off the seat. They'd said 
he was unfamiliar with cars, not to strap him in, let him make himself 
comfortable. According to the map we were in State forest: mallet, white-gum 
and sandalwood. It was open, hardly any low growth. The light was clear and 
strong, glistening on the thick resinous leaves of the mallet, glowing on the 
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bronze trunks where the bark was stripping. It intensified the colour of the earth 
and the dry spinifex: a deep brick red dashed with the cream-yellow of the 
spinifex. It was monotonous, unchanging, kilometre after kilometre, but it was 
pleasing, even subtly beautiful. It was the understatement. One began to look 
for changes in the density of the trees, gradations in the colour of the soil, for 
minor variations in the pattern. I began to think about the job I was supposed 
to do when I reached the community. 

The Department was trying something new, a 'new' concept of resettlement. 
The mandate had come from higher up: 'move them'. As Trevor said: It gave 
us a chance to try something different, everything in the past having been a 
failure. I was supposed to make a decision on what kind of houses would be 
built in the new settlement, find out what people wanted. It would have been 
a good opportunity to talk it over with the old man. Too bad he didn't speak 
English. I glanced in the mirror. He hadn't changed his position. He seemed 
to be looking at me but I couldn't be sure, his face was in shadow. I looked 
at my watch, I'd been on the road a good two hours. I decided to stop and 
boil the billy, stretch my legs. I began to look for a place to stop. There were 
no breaks, no clearings, nothing that looked like a good place. In the end I 
just pulled over, anywhere would do. 

I climbed down, suprised to find the air only pleasantly warm, a soft wind 
blew through the canopy of the mallet, or maybe they were gimlet, the high 
lacy canopy on top of the slender network of branches; a specialist design for 
desert survival. The ground was littered with dry material, no trouble lighting 
a fire. I walked around the Landrover, looking in at the old man. He was fiddling 
with the door handle, so he wanted to get out. I wondered if his legs would 
work after two hours sitting cross-legged, mine wouldn't. Maybe I'd have to 
lift him out and carry him to the roadside. He didn't look heavy. I felt awkward, 
I hadn't thought about this. I half lifted and he half scrambled down. He was 
so light, a small man reaching only to my shoulders. He was so frail I was afraid 
I would hurt him. I cursed the bloody-minded complacency of all nurses. Jesus! 
anything could happen. He sat down on a clear patch of ground and looked 
around. I needed to relieve myself and walked off a few paces. I didn't know 
how the old man would manage, but I was no bloody nurse. I turned around 
and walked back. He wasn't there! Christ! Where was he? I peered around. 
I couldn't see him anywhere. With relief I spotted him about fifty yards away. 
I couldn't believe it, he'd moved so quick. I tried to keep him in my vision but 
he was moving around, slipping from one clump of trees to another, he seemed 
to merge with them. The grey-black of his skin - or was it bronze - seemed 
to take the light. The grey pants and drab jumper he wore didn't make it easier. 
Only his beard caught my eye when he moved. I got the gear out of the car 
in a hurry, trying to keep him in sight. Maybe a fire and a cup of tea would 
bring him back, settle him down. I didn't fancy chasing through the bush after 
him. I cleared a patch of ground and began gathering wood. Suddenly he was 
beside me, startling me. He sat easily. This time he left one knee raised, one 
arm braced against the ground supporting his body. In the hand draped over 
his raised knee I noticed he had a small bundle of bark. He sat there, his head 
to one side, watching me. If I had to, I would describe his expression as amused 
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curiosity. His self-possession was unnerving. I stumbled around feeling clumsy 
and self-conscious, tripping over the carton with the billy and mugs in it. The 
wind had freshened so I decided I'd better clear a bit more space around the 
fire. I crouched with my back to the wind to strike a match, shielding it with 
my hand, aware of the old man watching me. It caught!, wavered then flamed 
again. I sat back, trying to push from my mind the thought that I was pleased 
I'd only had to use one match. I rolled a cigarette and offered the old man 
the tobacco, he took some to chew. With a casual sweep of his hand, he cleared 
a patch of earth beside him and lit the bark from the fire. It burnt quickly, 
with a fine spiral of sweet smelling smoke. He removed the wad of tobacco 
and deftly rolled it in the ash from the fire. His fingers, I noticed, were long: 
slender and spatulate. Why was he doing it? To sweeten the tobacco? Dry it? 
I wanted to know. He spoke to me, in quick soft syllables, motioning with his 
head, to the east? Was that home? I nodded. We sat for a while, the sun warm 
on our shoulders when the wind dropped. He spoke again, questioning. He must 
think me a fool that I couldn't answer. I filled the billy and balanced it on the 
coals, setting out the mugs and sugar, like a woman, fussing in front of a 
stranger. The nature of his silence confronted my own lack of grace and for 
a moment I thought I understood the complex equation which lay at the heart 
of my own uncertainty at being there. 

A flock of galahs flew up, screeching, and we followed their flight. The water 
bubbled and I threw in the tea, letting it settle for a bit before I filled the mugs 
and sugared them. Tjamu, I said, the word strange and thick in my mouth, 
tea Tjamu? 
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PATRICIA JACOBS 

Gila 

We came to the camp at mid-morning. The people were already there, 
scattered around under the trees, their small fires lit. We did the same, lit a 
fire, spread rugs on the ground and sat. We were on the fringe, to have moved 
closer would have been an unacceptable intrusion. We had nothing to do, our 
reasons for being there were not visible. There were reasons, but they were 
tenuous, perhaps personal, undefined. Perhaps the reason was not yet known 
and would emerge. The people seemed to be waiting too. They sat in groups, 
men and women, the children wandered in groups roughly formed by age. 

After a while a few older girls and one or two women drifted by, greeting 
the two women with whom I'd travelled. They were known to the community 
and had been invited to the gathering. I was a stranger. We made our tea and 
decided to start cooking the food we had brought with us. We felt easier with 
some purpose to act out. Around midday, with the sun overhead, there were 
few people around. At first glance one saw nothing, but they were there, sitting 
or lying under trees and bushes. Occasionally voices were heard calling, a soft 
mellifluous sound, lazy, abruptly cut off. This, more than anything, kept me 
aware that I had crossed boundaries. I didn't yet know where I was, I didn't 
know what was going to happen. I can only think that it was like travelling 
in space and out of time. Nothing around me was completely unfamiliar, yet 
it was unknown. 

Perhaps it was the smell of food cooking, or maybe they had become bolder 
as the morning passed. The youngest ones came first, three or four years old. 
They drifted towards us, standing at the edge of our 'camp', silently looking. 
They were joined by an older groups of pre-adolescent boys and girls who hung 
on the edge of the circle. It was to these my friends directed their greetings and 
conversation. They went to school in the community and spoke English. The 
younger ones, made confident by the presence of the older boys and girls, began 
to explore us, like found objects, touching arms and hands, stroking hair, staring 
solemnly from small faces haloed by dust-caked spikes of bleached hair, A 
delicate balance of acceptance trembled between us. Occasionally, one of the 
women would walk past, silent, or nodding a greeting, as though to check that 
the children were alright. 
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It was later in the afternoon, when most of the children had drifted away, 
to sleep or play in the bush, that Gila came. She was about fifteen. She had 
the elongated body, the fleshless arms and legs which have become a known 
image. She moved with the slow sustained action of a dreamer. There was 
nothing quick or darting about Gila. She lay on the rug beside us as I'd noticed 
some of the women doing, her head supported on a bent arm, unhurried and 
at ease. Her hair and skin were densely black against the yellow top and 
patterned skirt she was wearing. My arm against hers was cream, exposed. Idly 
she picked up my hand and examined it, turning it over, looking at the moist, 
pink palm. Her fingers were strong and cool and dry. 

Gila was different, her interest had a different quality, it was both more 
deliberate and more detached. She lay with her chin resting in her upturned 
hand, looking at me. I couldn't be so direct. My mind, weighted with 
irrelevancies, sought to erect a framework which would give me the safety of 
objectivity. I struggled against the trap of definitions: Gila, remote, watchful, 
hovering on the edge of womanhood. Too old to have the eagerness of the 
children, not ready to cross over, but maybe she had already passed through 
the barrier that separated childhood and womanhood. Perhaps it wasn't like 
that for Gila and my imagination was creating her, I hadn't come so far to do 
that. Maybe her quietness was a resistance to transition between the two worlds 
she inhabited, only one of which I knew. Strange to have a choice. Wouldn't 
she be caught forever in the dream-like space between the two, never belonging, 
always hovering? Or, ... was I imposing my own preoccupation with transience 
on Gila, dis-possessing her Is that what I had come for then? The long, difficult 
journey into the mythical desert had been nothing more than a secret attempt 
of my mind to establish myself? How relentless we were to lay claim! When 
she spoke, softly in English, it was to ask 'where do you come from?' Caught 
in my self-deception, I fumbled to find her an answer. From the city, I said, 
choosing, in my confusion, anonymity over the several different origins that 
would explain me. I laid back, looking up at the blue arc through the branches 
of the river gums. We were in a creek bed, here and there, columns of smoke 
were fractured into horizontial bars by the heat haze. The camp was quiet. I 
thought Gila, beside me, would ask why I had come and although I had found 
a reason, I didn't have an answer I could give her. 

A sudden commotion made us all sit up. The children had cornered something 
in the bush. With excited voices and laughter they called to each other. They 
circled a fallen log, their movements jerky with tension. With sticks they beat 
on the log, a sharp staccato rhythm of different resonances. Gila joined the 
hunt, She stood, taller than the others, with stick poised, at the end of the log. 
The quarry made a sudden dart for freedom and the children ran, shrieking. 
It was quiet again. What was it? I asked Gila when she came back. Tirnka she 
said, translating it for me, Goanna. I tried to repeat her word, but failed, there 
were subtle hidden consonants in it. Tirr-n-ka, she tried to show me. I tried 
several times. This, she said to me picking up my hand, mara. It was simpler 
and I repeated it. She tapped me with her finger, this one, skin, miri ... We 
went on, Gila's face close to mine, her lips forming the sounds slowly and 
carefully so I could follow her, revealing the pink inner flesh of her mouth and 
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her strong teeth in her effort to show me. Naming a known world: warta, 
kurlpirrpa, karlaya, kiparra, ilkarai, * The shape of its symbols in the sound 
of its language. Giving me, however briefly, a slight connection with her 
·continuous past. We were tired. We stopped when the car-load of men came 
back from hunting. Another wave of movement spread through the camp with 
their return, a different rhythm to the children's minor ceremony. Fires were 
re-kindled, the grandmothers walked with sleeping children on their backs, the 
card-playing had finished. Somewhere over the back, a group had started 
drinking, someone had brought alcohol during the afternoon. A tension was 
building up. Gila left. 

Night comes quickly in the desert. We discussed whether it would be polite 
to go before the evening meal we had been invited to share, whether we should 
start the drive back while there was some light. The long day with its slow 
undulating rhythm of movement and stillness had attentuated time, slowed its 
passage and reduced its density. In this thinned, refined space, clarity had been 
possible. But already, like darkness approaching, perception was diminishing. 
I remembered few of the words Gila had given me. I must keep those as talismans 
of meaning, and a reminder of the futility of claims . 

• Warta - tree, kurlpippa - grey kangaroo, karJaya - emu, kiparra - wild turkey, ilkarri - sky. 
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PATRICIA JACOBS 

The Mad Metho Drinker 

Hadley had a tuft of branches stuck in the back of his trousers. He was the 
self-appointed dance-man. Maybe he was emu or turkey. He wanted to stir us 
up, cause trouble. He sat down at our fire, the children went quiet and watchful. 
Niggers, he said, all black niggers, dumb idiots. He waited to see what would 
happen. He didn't seem to be out of control, rather, I though he'd come over 
to bait us, check us out, maybe give us a fright. He was an angry man, there 
was no doubt about that. He started again to abuse the children and one of 
them said something to him and left. The others followed her. After a while 
Hadley went too. 

Later in the afternoon we saw him again when the men returned from hunting. 
This time he was in a nastier mood. He started across the central clearing 
towards us. The children had told us he drank metho. I didn't know what could 
be expected. How wild was he? Loping towards us he didn't look too menacing, 
but it was his anger that was the unknown quantity. How long had he stored 
it up? How serious was it? How many slights did he have to pay back? These 
were all elements we couldn't calculate. He looked to be in his forties. If so, 
he'd been a child in the bad days. Maybe he was one of those who'd been locked 
up in Moore River, caught and dragged back if they tried to get out and find 
their family, beaten and put in the 'boob' - solitary confinement. Kept in the 
compound to be tamed; trained and civilized. If Hadley was one of those, he 
might have been full of hate for years, Or, he might be deranged, mad from 
drinking metho. It was hard to tell. Before he reached us, an old woman walked 
out and began berating him. She'd taken a stick from the fire and was 
threatening him with it. Whatever she said, it was enough to stop him. He 
wandered off in another direction. We didn't say too much about it. We began 
to discuss the trip back. It was only two days with an overnight stop at the 
community where Kate was the resident Community Health nurse. She and 
Helen talked shop. They were concerned about Braden, who, at two years old, 
was on his own, scavenging food and affection where he could. Somehow he 
got by, but Kate thought his chances of survival were slight. 

It was late in the day and the mood had changed. Somewhere in the camp, 
voices were raised. Hadley was back. This time we were tense. Our position 
on the edge made it difficult to know what was going on. It looked like Hadley 
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had decided to leave. He was in his car, driving around the clearing too fast 
for comfort. Despite our tense awareness, it took us by surprise when he charged 
us. Whether he missed us by accident or intention we couldn't say. Kate, nursing 
Braden, barely had time to roll out of the way of his wheels. Helen and I had 
scrambled back in time. The track of his tyres ran across the blanket we'd been 
sitting on. A woman walked over to us. You'd better come here with us. That 
one, she said, turning her head in the direction Hadley had taken, She made 
a small facial gesture of dismissal. We packed up our gear and moved the 
Landrover into the circle of women and children. 

It looked like we :;hould go. We could cause trouble by staying. Hadley could 
come back and have another try. Sandra, one of the women, wanted to use 
the car radio before we left to contact her family in South Australia. Most of 
these people had been forced to leave Maralinga in the fifties, walking out in 
small groups, most still had relatives in South Australia. We waited while 
Sandra tried to raise them on the radio. I listened to her making arrangements 
to travel in a day or two to a funeral. They were always on the move, criss­
crossing the area, keeping in contact, transacting family business. It was getting 
dark. Against the last of the light I watched a woman throwing handfuls of 
dust on a man seated on the ground. She was shouting at him, picking up 
handfuls of dust and throwing it on his back. It seemed an ancient gesture of 
anger and contempt. I wondered how long he would sit there, what had he done? 

When we left, the children called out, but the others didn't pay any attention. 
I suppose we had been a minor intrusion. We had changed nothing by being 
there. Kate persuaded a girl to take the sleeping Braden over to one of the 
women. Let's go, she said, hope we don't meet Hadley on the road. She grinned. 
Tonight he tried to kill me, tomorrow he'll probably be around for some 
medicine. Is he dangerous? I asked. She shrugged. The metho - it can cause 
brain damage, But Hadley's always angry. There's a lot of anger under the 
surface, she said after she had changed down to ease through a patch of sand. 
I don't know how they live with it. After the bone-jolting drive back to the 
community, weariness hit us. We showered and ate hurriedly in the insulation 
of Kate's quarters. With any luck, what's left of the night will be quiet Kate 
said. Hadley's probably passed out somewhere by now. Make sure your 
windows are locked though. The windows were protected by a steel cage, but 
a barrage of stones wasn't unusual when someone was angry. I wondered why 
Hadley had chosen to drink metho, maybe it was a legacy from the days when 
they were barred from drinking alcohol by law. Even now, it would be cheaper 
and easier to get hold of. As I drifted off to sleep I thought I must ask Kate 
if they had any cases of petrol sniffing amongst the children here. I'd read that 
it was a problem in the isolated communities, though the death rate wasn't 
considered statistically significant. 
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AILEEN KELLY 

Small Moons 

I bring you last, black coffee and Benedictine. 
We stand chatting, friends like the others here, 
on their periphery. And step surprised 
into the quiet of each other's thought, 
surehanded there, accepting simply even 
such small-carved fragile gifts as are recognised 
perfect because complete, completely given 
on the moment's open palm to the self's quick. 
Next day, friends like the rest, perhaps next year 
gone beyond touch. 

Yet I would praise by their right 
name of Love these small strange moons which pluck 
uncharted currents across our lunar set. 

Parting to those warm beds where the great moon tides us, 
we pause in the cold, and bear-hug for Goodnight: 
tomorrow waking quiet among your household 
you will drink your coffee white. 
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AILEEN KELLY 

70 

Waste Disposal 
(for Shan and Bill) 

While you were scrabbling glass-mince from the road 
the tame beasts found a wild one in our garden 
drove it from cover shaken and spitting, treed it 
for clear identification: possum, brush-tailed; 
condition: sick the instinctive life-hold claws 
so slack it slid headfirst without discussion 
into a proferred sack. The rescue centre 
assigned a cage, had no opinion yet. 

The stranger in your driveway left no name 
dangling from his car at three in the morning 
his life running out of his head into your dreams 
till the ambulance came the surprising, gentle police. 
By day we all looked at the transposed telegraph pole 
the unlikely angles, and were concerned in cliches. 

The dog wagging hopefully vacuumed the empty sack. 
The cat disapproved, eyes and tail flickering 
among wind-abandoned swirls of brushy tuft. 
And you tackled the thickened mat of unfamiliar 
blood which incredulous passers one after one 
had kicked at stared at poked with walking sticks. 
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VERONICA BRADY 

Glabrous Shaman or Centennial Park's 
Very Own Saint? Patrick White's 

Apocalypse 

The novel, Roland Barthes tells us, is a kind of death. It "transforms life 
into destiny, memory into a useful act and duration into an oriented and 
meaningful time ".1 What, then, are we to make of White's latest work, Memories 
of Many in One: novel? autobiography? memoir? or "monstrous mistake" in 
which art turns back into life at its most perilous, before death? It is hard to 
say. Despite all that has been written about it already, this is a very difficult 
book to talk about. Even the best reviews, like David Malouf's gracious essay 
in The Australian, seem somehow strangely beside the point, focussing, if you 
like, on the crater left by the explosion rather than on the missile itself. For 
it is an explosive, even an affronting book. In the end it trains its guns on us 
as readers when Alex, memoir writer extraordinaire, given a bit part in the play 
at the Sand Pit Theatre, with a "great quark of laughter" brings a revolver from 
behind her back and fires at random into the audience. The Death of the Author 
turns into the Death of the Reader. But the book is affronting also because 
of its subject, the great taboo subject death, the ultimate vulnerability, 
bewilderment and possible end of the self when it is brought up before its own 
mortality. 

History thus gives way to genealogy here, but genealogy makes no claims 
to overcome history. From the beginning Patrick White is only the editor, and 
has no pretentious aims to discovers the truth, the roots of what we know and 
are - that is to the reader, or this one at least.2 He is merely the witness, the 
spectator, whose task is to identify "the accidents, the minute deviations - or 
conversely, the complete reversals - the errors, the false appraisals, and the 
faulty calculations that gave point to those things that continue to exist and 
have value for US".3 SO his introduction centres on an act of renunciation. It 
is in Alexandria during World War II. Patrick White is sitting (with the parents 
of Alex Papapandelidis who is soon to marry his friend, Hilary Gray) looking 
out across the bay to the mole where the Pharos once stood: 

'People lose their heads in revolutions and wars' 
'They are carried away into marriage and adultery'. A wind was ballooning Stepho's 
trousers. 
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'Half the children born in war or revolution are unwanted. Can you not do 
something, Lieutenant White, to help usT She was looking at me hopefully, but 
without expectation. 

'How can I alter the course of history?' 
It was what they knew. 

'Exactly' she said, and her husband echoed, 'Exactly'. (12-13) 

There is no answer. But there is an alternative, which is what the book gives 
us, the emergence of the self in its many forms, comic and tragic, grotesque 
and graceful, and its attempts to establish its own place, the place of desire. 
Patrick White possesses himself of the life of Alex Papapandelidis who becomes 
Alex Xenophon Demirjian Gray, acquiring "names as other women encrust 
themselves with jewels and bower-birds collect fragments of coloured glass",4 
becomes the editor of her memoirs and is possessed by her in turn. But the 
text's goal, finally, is dispossession. Words lose their meaning and become 
multiple, the boundaries break down between fact and fiction, dream and 
reality, self and not-self, writing and everything that is set up in opposition to 
writing, speech, life, the world, history, and every field of reference. Even desire 
no longer points in a single direction. There remains only the one indispensable 
restraint, the search itself. 

I don't know where to begin what may turn out to be a monstrous mistake [Alex 
begins her Memoirs] - start at the beginning? Plunge in today? Who knows where 
the end will come - and whether in a flash or a long gnawing. In any case THEY 
will be watching, from inside the house, from the garden, the park, or most 
disturbingly, from above (17). 

This search seems entirely personal: the search for "what I need", (I8) to "be 
believed in" (23); to "find out whether the lives I have lived amount to anything" 
(35); to "escape from ugliness" (40); to "escape from custody - prove my 
innocence" (59); to "discover - by writing out - acting out my life - the 
reason for my presence on earth". (157) But its goal is ultimately impersonal, 
to "find the frame that fits me" (49), an alternative to history which, it turns 
out, has to be found in what we tend to think is without history, in the most 
unpromising places, in dream and desire, cruelty and malice, in frivolity which 
becomes a kind of austerity and in meanings which may be regarded as madness. 

Memoirs of Many in One, then, is a book which calls into question the 
presupposition which makes of reading and writing an act of consolation, the 
presupposition, namely, that it is possible to give some kind of form to chaos, 
to protect the finite from the infinite. True, its chief victim is Patrick White, 
the writer him/herself. Where the conventional narrative turns the self into 
someone else, the narrator, White here delivers himself up to the panic of the 
personal. He dissolves his life back into its component parts and these become 
a series of parodies of himself, or rather of his possibilities - some failed -
and alternate identities; as woman, nun, prostitute, actress, mother and so on. 
The book thus becomes a kind of masquerade which, pushed to its limits, reflects 
but also in a sense exists counter to, time and history - seen here as a great 
carnival. Patrick White, editor, accomplice, enemy and rival, fellow-performer, 
fellow-masochist, plays back to Alex Gray, socialite, actress, shop-lifter, 

72 WESTERLY, No.3, SEPTEMBER, 1986 



Empress Alexandria of Byzantium and Nicaea, and Avenging Angel. Prim in 
his button-up raincoat, the "Born Mother Superior", but also the "failed artist", 
"Old Patrick" sits munching bloater-paste sandwiches, "eyes lowered, refusing 
to be sucked into controversy" (119), observing Alex his alter-ego/lover friend, 
as she plays out her farce to the end. But he does this because she writes him 
into the memoirs, summoning him when she wants him and then dismissing 
him, and relegating him to a very minor part in her world, even closing her 
door on him and turning the key. Yet finally she does not know what he knows; 
"that the key to anybody is in one's self" (64). He waits for her, and thus waits 
for himself, and is ultimately, if not the master, at least the survivor. 

It is at his behest that she shoots into the audience. Nervous on opening night, 
she turns to him, her "glabrous shaman", her "spirit guide at the great seance", 
to protect her: 

What can I do? I am waiting to perform some act expected of me in the context 
of a play, dream, my own life - whichever ... I reach a point where I believe the 
cue will never be forthcoming. I must act of my own free will. (167-8). 

But in fact the will is his. Implicitly he gives her the cue to turn on the riff­
raff audience, above all on the "parasite students and academics who eat out 
your liver and lights - your heart." The moment of uprising, of emergence, 
is his, as the consequence also will be. After it Alex is taken away to hospital. 
She dies there, with Patrick beside her. But before that she releases him from 
the spell of the "great seance", dismissing him and his art, telling the nurse who 
has taken her papers, thinking that there was "nothing in them, that nonetheless; 

'Patrick might want to see it. All is just. He doesn't let a shopping list slip through 
his net! 

'Patrick who?' 
'The writer. Haven't you heard of him?' 
'Never!' 
'He'd appreciate that. He's sick of writers. Of me - if he weren't so polite. He's 

sick of himself. Literature, as they call it, is a millstone round his neck.' (177). 

The place they have reached here between them is a non-place, a "pure 
distance" beyond history and before death, the body's ultimate place, and thus 
the crucial place of identity. 

From the beginning White has turned his back on the identification which 
links the self with social or historical identities, moving instead towards their 
unrealisation. Cancelling them out through an excessive choice of identity, 
taking up masks, he turns life into a charade and suggests that history, too, 
may be buffoonery. So the ultimate reference is a negation of reference, 
something which is and is not theological and metaphysical. In this sense the 
work is preoccupied with the question of God, but in a way which mocks not 
merely the possibility of his existence but also the putting of the question. The 
nuns of Alex's fantasies are either figures of farce or of outrage - the nun 
Cassiani is a monk's whore - and the man Alex imagines to be a mystic is 
a derelict she has picked up in the park. Nevertheless she goes on invoking "the 
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name of someone who probably does not exist" (138), not so much as an 
alternative to, but ajustification of, "life's awfulness", because there is one thing 
worse than physical suffering, meaninglessness. The assumption that there is 
a God gives some meaning and is thus liberating, and in the strength of this 
liberation frivolity becomes a form of austerity and laughter sanctifying: 

There is nothing in holy writ to say the pursuit of salvation hasn't its humorous side. 
Teresa herself when not in ecstasy was a jolly, bouncing girl. (188). 

A world governed by the iron laws of necessity, a world of wars and social 
cruelty, is overturned in favour of a world of pure play, and originality once 
again becomes possible, as "parodies of history and buffoons of God".5 But 
it is also a world which depends on fiction, or, rather, on the insistence on the 
fictitiousness of life itself evident in the games White is playing here. In turn 
this insistence acts as a kind of wedge, a "full scale effort at prying apart and 
exposing the private parts of the metaphysical system in the form of its literary 
and philosophical traditions."6 
Yet, paradoxically, it also seems at first to signal an impatience with and a move 
to the renunciation of the art by which White has lived, his writing. In fact, 
however, the impatience is directed rather against the terms on which social 
life has to be lived, with disguise. Tearing off the masks he points insistently 
at them, with the strange mixture of mockery and yearning which makes the 
book so poignant as well as so amusing. It also makes it dangerous for the 
reader as well as for the writer, because White exposes the duality, even 
duplicity, which is the basis not only of art but of life itself and which makes 
us uneasy and often unwitting accomplices of the truth of illusion and the 
illusion of truth on which commonsense depends, suggesting that after all; 

... We are such stuff 
As dreams are made on, and our little life 
Is rounded with a sleep 

It is true, of course, as John Bayley says,? that fiction not only depends upon 
duality but is duality and as such can be a means of protection, a defence against 
the attempts made to force us into singularity by enabling us to escape into 
the multiplicity of desire. But White is reversing the process here. The selves 
called into being in Memoirs of Many in One and thus in its readers are not 
released into irresponsibility but are called to judgement. His rage against life, 
against the slow corruptions of boredom, the insincerities and betrayals of 
personal relations, the posturings, assertions and displays of social life and the 
vulgarities of the consumer society, is not the rage of despair but of someone 
who still hopes for something more. Alex longs for the old derelict in the park 
to be a mystic and for prayers to be effective: 

74 

Old voices, ancient words - the prayers of those who ... are scarcely in need of 
them. Their own goodness is their salvation. Who, of all those peasant women, trailing 
from shrine to shrine, worshipping the worm-eaten faces of Panayia and the saints 
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in a golden haze of candlelight, could I have played ... But I do want absolution 
from the sins I have committed - perpetuated? (34-5) 

Innocence and experience, faith and blasphemy, the sublime and the 
ridiculous, are two sides of this will-to-the-sacred. So Alex dreams of herself 
as Cassiani the nun, servant and whore of the monk, Onoupherios, or as one 
of the "sisters in a lost world ", Bernadette, Benedict and Finbarr on their picnic 
in the Blue Mountains. True, she also dreams of herself as the Empress 
Alexandria, the "Avenging Angel" who rides down in judgement upon the 
"property developers, newspaper proprietors, drug-pushers and political leaders 
- all the plastic riff-raff of life" at the party given by Lady Mirian Surplus 
of Comebychance Hall. Yet finally she is granted her moment of grace in the 
midst of the farce of her outback tour as Doll Formosa when she goes outside 
the local pub and is overwhelmed by a vision of light: 

We are a few yards apart. I cannot see his face, because it is gilded by the sun's glare, 
but sense that it is smiling, and know that it must be as dark as the smooth dark 
kneeling thighs. I can feel the stream of understanding which flows from this 
miraculous Being, bathing my shattered body, revitalising my devastated mind. (139) 

This is the justification for her and her creator / accomplice's rebellion against 
false notions of goodness, against the lassitude which imposes limits, the so­
called morality which is merely the instinct for self-protection of l'homme 
moyen sensual. "Guilt, conscience and duty", Nietzsche remarked, "had their 
threshold of emergence in the right to secure obligations; their inception ... 
was saturated in blood ". 8 Alex Gray's dreams challenge their rule and the 
calculated and relentless pleasure of domination they offer. Like the Greeks 
she admires, she refuses the shelter of law and convention, affronts the 
"awfulness of life" and finds the reason for her existence there beyond reason 
itself as it is also "beyond good and evil". 

Violent and shockingly personal as this may seem, in fact Memoirs of Many 
in One is far less violent and personal than many conventional narratives and 
this because of its form or, rather, its refusal of conventional form. As Leo 
Bersani9 observes, violence is inherent in conventional narrativity. Its formal 
strategies and pace, the calculation, preparation and control of climaxes, made 
possible by organizing people and events into major or minor roles, put a 
premium upon violence. So too, its emphasis on representation gives this 
violence stability and a certain inevitability. But Memoirs of Many in One is 
discontinuous, based on the wildly over-determined and shifting material of 
dream. The rules of its organization are not those of domination, of the 
"rancorous will-to-knowledge" but of display, of condensation and 
displacement, of jokes and thus of liberation. Its language does not point to 
objective reality but beyond and behind itself to its origins, which lie not in 
external event or character but in psychic and bodily life, and rejoices in them. 
In this sense it does not so much refer but presences, making the reader present 
to a game of freedom which makes him/ her more or less irrelevant. Here there 
is no need for a player. The game or, better, the dance, goes on of its own accord, 
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the to-and-fro movement between Patrick and Alex, dream and matter-of-fact, 
absurdity and frivolity, life and death, writer and reader. It has no goal beyond 
itself to bring it to an end but goes on renewing itself, generating its life from 
this interplay of opposites. At the end, therefore, Alex dies but Patrick goes 
on living, taking up the dance now with her daughter, Hilda: 

If she had become my victim in those endless scribblings which I was faced at last 
with sorting out. I was hers through her authoritarian bigot of a daughter. 

We were quits, oh yes, but never quit of each other. (192) 

True, there is something grim about the comedy here, but the real point is 
still, 1 think, comic. The mask is finally off and there is a certain relief, the 
relief of Pro spero breaking his staff and returning to the "real world", presenting 
himself "as 1 was sometime Milan". Abjuring art here means abjuring 
responsibility as a magician, returning back to the source of all art, the logic 
of dream which, invested with final authority, allows the possibility of infinite 
regression into a continuing series of other dreams, 10 and there remains at least 
the possibility of some final master-plot or frame of reference and thus of some 
final judgement. This is the possibility Alex honours when she dances -
whether in dream or reality is never clear - across the floor of the Ballroom 
of the Hitler Hotel in Washington to exorcise its evils; when she ruins Lady 
Miriam Surplus' party; when she turns her gun upon the audience at the Sand 
Patch Theatre, or when, instead of speaking the line she has been given, "I am 
the spirit of the land, past, present and future", she rises up to shout, "I am 
the Resurrection and the Life". The "glimmering story" here which holds the 
work together is not projected upon the "wide field of the artist's vision", which 
Henry James imagined "hanging there ever in place like the white sheet 
suspended for the pictures of a child's magic lantern", 1 1 but upon this field of 
ultimate possibility; that beyond the "awfulness of life", the shoddiness, the 
occasional wild beauty and kindness, the moments of farce and the "mumbo­
jumbo" of rationalism, there may be some final reason for existence and 
judgement of its value. Even though Alex moves through a recognisable world 
which includes Centennial Park, David Jones', fashionable parties, policemen, 
George Street coffee shops, the two old people in their white weatherboard 
cottage who look after her, and the indubitably recognisable figure of Patrick 
White, there remains the forlorn hope of some miracle which will transform 
it and give it some significance, that all may be contained within a final story 
which, Alex declares, may be "far more real than what is known as life" (120). 

Despite everything, therefore, there is a kind of serenity, almost of 
benevolence, about Memoirs of Many in One, benevolence first of all towards 
White himself as Alex's friend, and then towards Alex, perhaps the most 
memorable of his creations, a figure as defiant, poignant and joyously, 
irreverently, wise as Yeats' Crazy Jane. Perhaps this serenity comes from the 
sense of renunciation which also prevails, as the man who has spent his whole 
life writing, finally expresses his disappointment with literature, with the 
expectations it imposes on life, and above all with language itself, with its power 
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of self-dismissal and annulment. Renouncing fiction, he sets himself instead to 
edit the memoirs of the other who lives inside him and for whom he must be 
the "spirit guide at the great seance", aware all the time of the absurdity of 
the task: 

N ow that ( am free to write, shall ( ever dare to sort out my disordered thoughts? 
This is a frightening prospect ... ( need if (look inside my churning abyss of a mind. 
But (MUST remain in the vertical position. Reason's posture is vertical ... (fPatrick 
were here he could guide me. No. ( must do it myself. Patrick guide! Patrick cannot 
guide himself, that's why he's taken to carrying a walking stick. (174) 

If most writing involves naming, the creation of images and illusions, these 
Memoirs represents a kind of unnaming, a return instead to its origins, to 
memory and desire, the secret language of the body.12 There is danger here, 
of course, the danger expressed in Aesop's fable of the dog which lost the meat 
it was carrying in its mouth by grasping for the reflection it saw in a pool. At 
the same time, this kind of error, an error of symbolic reference, can be 
liberating: "Aesop's dog lost the meat, but he gained a step on the road to a 
free imagination ".13 There mayor may not be something more than the evidence 
of the senses and imagination, life may have no meaning and death may be 
the ultimate absurdity, but the only possible way to find out is to question our 
present language and narratives and thus our commonsense, and by exceeding 
their laws becoming an outlaw. 14 

White's outlawry has often been associated with his violations of language 
and social proprietry. But Memoirs of Many in One is perhaps even more 
shocking; it canvasses the possibility of God, and of a God who shows himself, 
erupts into the here-and-now. This possibility would provide the "frame" Alex 
is looking for, but it is a frame which is not so much an order, scheme or 
structure but a frame in the original sense of the word, a movement or process, 
God as the active one, the "Almighty poulterer" who plucks at human "goose­
flesh" (114). Having moved out of himself as the absolute Other, the 
unknowable, he cannot be fixed in any definition, can only be understood by 
participation and engagement in a movement which may tear human 
perceptions and reason apart. This "knowledge of God in the movement of the 
history of God" which in turn is "being moved through the history of god" is 
"like the flight of a bird, ... (and) has no fixed abode"15. The work's apparent 
inconclusiveness is therefore a kind of conclusion. It signals a readiness to 
become part of this movement on the one hand and on the other a refusal to 
worship the God who is merely the projection of personal and social needs, 
and thus a rejection of self-enclosure: 

Thinking of ourselves what can be thought only of God we are unable to think of 
him more highly than we think of ourselves. Being to ourselves what God ought to 
be to us, he is no more to us than we are to ourselves. The secret identification of 
self with God carries with it our isolation from him.'· 

- and I would add, our alienation from self and world. 
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In the long run, then, Memoirs of Many in One is perhaps White's most 
radical work since it signals a refusal to allow words or things to exist in their 
own right, to allow context to substitute for the void which is its goal, the convex 
for the concave, the positive for the negative. 17 In this sense it is a book about 
language and of the limits of language. As Alex puts it: 

'Words are what matter. Even when they don't communicate. That's why I must 
continue writing. Somebody may understand in time. All that I experienced on Nisos 
- as Cassiani - in any of my lives, past or future - as Benedict, Magda, Dolly 
Formosa. Somebody ... could understand tomorrow. I don't aspire to God the 
Father - but one of his understudies - that mystic for instance. (86-7). 

Is it possible, after all, that Centennial Park may have its "Very Own Saint"? 
Which means, of course, that we shall have to revise the tests for canonization. 
But that is another story - though one also perhaps implicit in Memoirs of 
Many in One. 
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ANDREW BURKE 

Boarding School Angels 

We genuflected before Our Lady of Lourdes 
when we didn't have time to stop and pray 
knees bare on the concrete step 
"It's nothing to what the martyrs suffered!" 

She stood so stony white 
between the green bushes before 
the sandstone school her outstretched hands 
held little pools her nose twitched 
incense mixed with blood-and-bone 

As the Angelus rang we prayed 
eyes closed against the sun 
priests amongst us black crows 
we genuflected in a ragged rhythm 
hesitant puppets 

Early evening threw powerline pole crosses 
across our Golgotha disciples with 
raspberry jam on our faces knees bleeding 
from asphalt slides in our ball-branding game 
all limbs left to heal blood-and-bone complete 

Okay here we were 
early evening angels again 
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LA WRENCE BOURKE 

80 

For My Father 

I was young, a believer in dreams. 
You were a believer in exercise and fresh air 
and would drag me into the dusk 
the unwilling and sullen son following you 
through the spiky marram grass the council planted 
to arrest the sand dunes 
on the beach and halt their march inland. 
Yet as we took the worn path to the sea 
the rustling grass was bending stiffly whispering 
the password 
betraying the council and the district gardens 
to the wind moving inland heavy with salt. 
Along the dark sand we unravelled the net 
and I see you now bending 
not as later when I saw you wrestling with cancer 
but to straighten the lines and check the floats, 
stooping against the evening backdrop of the tide 
the waves out and turning 
coming back from Kapiti towering out there a deeper 
dark, 
the island fortress of Te Rauparaha 
who with his warriors would bring their captives 
to this their last beach and make them their feast. 
And you would lead off into the sea 
hauling the net and me resenting the cold slap of waves 
struggling to keep the net held in place upright 
the cold black water rising up legs and chest 
and we would have to leap 
with every ninth or was it thirteenth wave? 
I have forgotten now what you said it was 
remembering instead the wave crashing upon my head 
and lips tasty with salt, the tang of blood, 
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remembering the warm invigoration that flowed 
when fully of the sea 
the body had no more sense of warm self to lose. 
And when we dragged the net 
heavy with the weight of sea and mystery 
back up the beach 
we would pick out the detritus of our exercise 
the weed, drift wood, and bone 
who's been feasting here, you would joke to the wind 
holding the greedy crab or the dog fish 
that sleek shark in some miniature world of dreams 
undersea 
hardly the loot of Te Rauparaha 
it was food for the moment's imagining 
scraps for stray dogs and gulls wheeling in the morning. 
But you went into the dark 
with Te Rauparaha went into the jaws of the wind 
and I am following you again dreading each breaker 
hoping to catch you, the sight of you in the foam 
bending toward the lights of the baches on the beach, 
hoping to catch you, father, in these ravelled lines, 
this net of dreams. 
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LAURIS EDMOND 

82 

Cows 

I followed the by-pass road behind Woodville 
the sky as clean as a cut apple 
around me the milky and putrid smell of cows 
- in the rise of the dew, cows steaming 
and wandering, slung from their frames 
like black and white blankets 
hung out to dry. They do say 
you can make milk from grass, without cows 
and their warm galumphing machinery 
and tunnelly stomachs ... Bah! at the thought 
steam bursts in an angry spiral 
straight up from a cake of shit 
and the small ears twitch and shudder 
above the luminous heads. 

Or so I say. But these are the real 
the solid cows that cannot quarrel 
or kill, have never fallen in love 
and could not defend the dumb expertise 
of their milk-making, which they did not invent 
and do not observe with the least interest, 
any more than they remember in autumn 
how they roared all night in the spring 
when the calves were taken away. 

They do not suppose this matters, 
nor that anything else does - indeed, 
they do not suppose. Their time is entirely 
taken up with the delicious excruciating 
digestion of existence 
and if they please me on the by-pass road 
in the ripening sun this morning 
that is wholly my affair. 
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A Note from Aotearoa 

An orange flare of montbretia 
briefly blazes by a fence 
leaping past the car here, 
and some duller embers beyond -
bracken I think - static, unconsuming 
fevers that lightly enter the blood 
as it courses in larger directions. 

I am not even quite sure if that's 
what they were, Monkey's Britches, 
shoddy plebeians with bright lips 
incurably parted, mUltiplying as they do 
with indecent aplomb 
on skinny verges, bulbs broad-bottomed 
and hairy all over 
cramming the dust down below -

and anyway they have vanished. Yet 
they remind me, those public 
fandangos, that our longings are themselves 
a kind of happiness, a quick tilt 
of attention at a spark obliquely caught 
like a flash in the sun at a moving window 
glimpse of some passionate uncertainty 
which is what we call daily living in these 
nervous, unfinished, beautiful islands. 

(Aotearoa is a Maori word for New Zealand: 
literally 'Land of the Long White Cloud') 
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PETER HUNT 

April in Alberta 

The lunatic wind has eased its searing cry, 
Whirling flakes have settled to a whispering fall. 
Day brings silence, stainless white of drifts 
and dunes of snow, as redeeming sun 
cuts shafts of brilliant light across the land, 
and night's storm-born gifts of starry ice 
dance and dazzle in its sovereign rays. 

Out in the woods, neat prints among the trees 
show signs of warm life snuffling through the snow, 
of claw, and hoof and paw aroused from dens. 
Gangling, blockheaded moose browse on brambles, 
twigs and early shoots of willow, while 
across the lake, loons cry, strange, wavering 
three-dimensioned calls, a touch of ecstasy. 

By noon, faint puffs of warmth bring messages 
from the Pacific; and vast and flowing streams 
of Chinook wind drive Winter into exile. 
Snow disintegrates in spongy damp 
and bubbled, shrinking mounds of crystal foam. 
Stalactites of ice drip and tinkle in 
every roof and tree, and sharpen to a point. 

Feeling the air, I recall another warmth 
In sultry evening bush, and seem to hear, 
when harsh, cicada days have drifted into dusk, 
the inward, lonely cry of the solitary 
mopoke; intimate, lulling like the surf 
at night, desolate to alien ears, 
but native to the sad and sunburnt soul. 
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War persists in the memory of those 
involved in it. This is amply demonstrated by 
the writing of the literature of any war by its 
combatants; coming to terms with those 
memories, and finding a satisfactory form for 
their expression can be a lengthy process. The 
First World War saw a long gap between the 
end of hostilities and the more competent 
prose narratives of the soldiers involved. 
David Jones' In Parenthesis did not appear 
till 1937, the same year in which the final part 
of Siegfried Sassoon's Memoirs of George 
Sherston was published. The problem for 
both writers, and indeed for any writer of war 
prose based on first hand experience, was the 
matter of just how much artifice should be 
employed; should the writer employ narrative 
devices (creating a separate persona, as 
Sassoon did with George Sherston) or mythic 
allegoric parallels to make sense of the non­
sense of war, as Jones did with references to 
Arthurian legend in his In Parenthesis? Or 
should he "tell it like it is", an injunction 
frequently heard at the time, and seen on 
book jackets after a war is over. The former 
option may be preferable in pursuing the 
dimly recognised healing function of works of 
war fiction, and yet writers of such narratives 
are open to the charge that they have "bent 
the truth" by former comrades. The aesthetic, 
with its connotations of shaping, reworking 
and artifice, seems to be set for collision with 
the realistic. 
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As the Vietnam war ended more than ten 
years ago, and the bitterness that marked 
Australia's involvement has receded, prose 
works of some stature are beginning to 
emerge from those involved. The passage of 
time may have something to do with this 
process. Jo Gullett's narrative of the Second 
World War, Not as a Duty Only, recently 
republished by Melbourne University Press, 
is an interesting parallel example. First 
published in 1976, the autobiographical 
memoir went through three complete drafts 
in the thirty years between the original events 
and their rendering into a coherent, cohesive 
fiction, each rewriting becoming significantly 
more fictionalised. In an early passage 
describing his first experience of fighting the 
Italians at Bardia, Gullett says that his 
memory is as clear as "Ivor Hele's picture in 
the War Memorial". With the passage of time 
the terror and exhilaration of battle and death 
can be contemplated with less danger to the 
psyche. Australian soldiers in Vietnam 
however, lack the final moral assurance of 
Gullett's generation, for theirs was not a 
conflict with clear aims and the ultimate 
certainty of a favourable and definite 
outcome. 

Three recent works, two Australian and 
one American, seem to be part of this wave 
of works being published on the Vietnam war. 

The first Australian work I would like to 
talk about is Michael Frazer's Nasho. To 
return to the First War paradigms, this work 
fails as a literary artefact because its writer is 
still embroiled with the bitterness of the time, 
and does not offer any coherent or consistent 
interpretation of the events described. 

The text demonstrates the tension between 
fact and fiction I mentioned earlier. Claims 
are made for the direct experience of the 
writer on the cover and title pages, where we 
are told that the author spent 253 days in 
Vietnam. The text is prefaced by a brief 
historical account of Australia's involvement 
in Vietnam, and there are two glossaries, one 
for the Australian half of the book, and one 
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for the Vietnam section, as well as an epilogue 
describing a reunion. The text is liberally 
scattered with photographs, the relevance of 
which to the text varies, and in some instances 
a good deal of inside information is presumed 
by the writer, for example in the photographs 
of "the sideburns". Various typefaces are 
employed, as are newspaper cuttings and 
rubber stamp style headings to chapters. And 
in case you don't get the message, there. is a 
tag from Horace; "Let fiction meant to 
please / be living near the truth". 

The action of the novel follows a profile not 
dissimilar to that of Jones' In Parenthesis in 
following a conscript through training to 
battle, or "in country" in the jargon of 
Vietnam, and his return home, but in the 
shortcomings of the diction and narrator the 
weaknesses of Frazer's text are apparent. 
Frazer's material is not sufficiently sculpted 
for it to have a single impact on the reader; 
the disparate elements of this competent work 
never quite cohere. The tone varies from the 
crude barrack room anecdote, as in the story 
of an eating contest of various insects and 
animals between an SAS man an Australian 
Information Corps man, through the mod­
estly pretentious set-piece description of 
Saigon to the relentlessly didactic. This is not 
a "warie", in which bullets fly, it is the story 
of a "pogo", or base camp man, trying to put 
together a picture of the war from the 
information which passes through his hands. 
The failure is that the author cannot resist 
heavy handed intrusion and pointing out the 
obvious with rhetorical flourishes. The 
central character, Peter Turner, is never 
allowed to tell his own story, and an 
unfocussed sense of grievance destroys any 
clarity in the writing. Frazer cannot find a 
narratorial position or a diction that allows 
coherent comment. 

It is only one of the final images that 
achieves any precision and reverberation of 
comment. Peter Turner, obsessed by the 
quiescent silence of his Vietnamese mistress, 
to whom he has been telling the stories he 
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cannot tell in his press releases, cuts her throat 
while sodomising her. The horror of this 
symbolic act does more to state the nature of 
the involvement of other countries in 
Vietnam than the rest of the work's ill-aimed 
satirical blows put together. 

The second work I would like to discuss is 
an American work, Meditations in Green by 
Stephen Wright, and it is worth setting the 
context in which this novel appears. The 
major prose works from a war have the power 
to inform a reader and enlist their sympathy 
at one and the same time. There can be no 
question that Jones' and Sassoon's works did 
this for England as a nation between the wars. 
These works heal a nation divided between 
those who fought and those who did not, and 
those who supported the war and those who 
did not. All can read and grieve. America, 
perhaps more ready than any other nation to 
wallow in guilt and introspection, has already 
a sizeable number of war novels set in 
Vietnam, most of the crudely realistic kind. 
But Meditations in Green is a firm step 
forward from such simplistic approaches. 
The author is too aware of the cliches of the 
form to lapse into loose characterisation or 
plotting. One of the central characters is 
introducing a new arrival to the platoon. 

"Lookee what I got," he announced, 
clapping his arm about the rounded 
shoulders of the open-mouthed boy. "A 
fucking new guy." 
Griffen experienced a dreary film buffs 
satisfaction. The single character lacking 
from their B-war had finally arrived: The 
Kid. His past, his future were as clear, 
defined and predictable as the freckles on 
his smooth face. He had never left home, 
would write to his family once a day, sob 
himself to sleep each night. He becomes an 
abused mascot of the company, is kidded 
relentlessly until the brusque hero 
(Griffen?), brimming with manly tender­
ness, takes pity and shelters him from an 
apparently good-natured but actually 
quite cruel reality. Friendship cemented, 
acceptance complete, the next morning 
The Kid trips a landmine and blows his 
guts out, anointing his new buddies with 
the moist spew of panchromatic gore, his 
large colon, floating in a nearby lotus 
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pond, spelling out good-bye among the 
fronds. The hero, a tear streaking his 
muddy cheek, ships the The Kid's meager 
possessions (six comic books, a stringless 
yo-yo, a smudged photo of Betty Lou) 
home to a Nebraska farm to be wept over, 
no doubt, by a pair of simian parents and 
a bereaved hog. Inflamed by vengeful hate, 
the hero then goes berserk, slaughtering a 
division of godless gooks and half the 
allied general staff before being subdued 
by a foxhole presentation of the Congres­
sional Medal of Honour at precisely the 
moment Griffen's dazed mind always 
congealed to jelly. (p. 26) 

In the novel a recently returned draftee tries 
to cope with life ba"k in America and his 
memories of the immediate past. In this novel 
form follows form, from horti-cultural 
instruction manual to scenes presented as 
theatre, and yet there is a central thread 
organising the insights achieved, that of the 
young man uprooted, taken to an exotic 
location, where his development is stunted -
but already my prose begins to tip over quite 
naturally into describing the book in its own 
terms. And that is its very strength; that the 
impact of war on the various characters who 
appear in the novel's pages is communicated 
economically with a rich pathos through the 
unifying metaphors of vegetative care and 
nurturing. To look at any part of the novel 
is to do its coherence a disservice. I shall 
merely recommend it, and leave enjoyment of 
it to the reader. 

The last book on Vietnam I would like to 
discuss is Hugh Lunn's book of his experience 
of reporting the war, Vietnam; a Reporter's 
War. The photographs in this well presented 
work are similar to those in Fraser's book, 
and yet in Lunn's the form of the writing, the 
memoir, gives a clearer narrative drive to the 
work as a whole. Yet the same tensions 
between "truth" at the time and the subtly 
altered "truth" of hindsight affect the extent 
to which even this deceptively clearly written 
memoir represents a version of events which 
has been fictionalised. 

Reporters in Vietnam fearfully sought their 
stories out. The word "fearlessly" cannot be 
used in that sentence, for Lunn is not one to 
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self dramatise; when he's frightened he says 
so. To get their stories the reporters travelled 
about by car, armoured personnel carrier or 
helicopter, sometimes to places where the 
shells and bullets were still flying about. 
There was lots of "good copy" in the war, yet 
the subtitle of the book, "a reporter's war", 
highlights both the valuable and less credit­
able side of having more than seven hundred 
reporters in Vietnam reporting the one war. 
On the whole the presses of both Australia 
and America served their publics well, but in 
some matters there is doubt, and as there is 
the expectation with the writings of a 
journalist that they should be pursuing "the 
truth ", the context for the assessment of their 
work is necessarily different. 

One example of journalism failing to come 
to grips with the war in Vietnam is the story 
of the events of My Lai. 

Associated Press ran the original story, a 
few lines about Calley's court martial at Fort 
Benning, Georgia on September the sixth 
1969. Not one newspaper picked it up. It took 
two months for afreelance reporter, Seymour 
Hersh, to get the major American N ewspap­
ers to accept the further material he had 
unearthed and fashioned into a story. In the 
politely astonished words of Phillip Knigh­
tly's excellent study of war correspondents, 
The First Casualty (Deutsch, 1975), "sud­
denly, nearly every war correspondent who 
had been in Vietnam had an atrocity story to 
tell" (p. 393). 

This illuminating story does however 
highlight one aspect of news making that 
Lunn does not satisfactorily confront, though 
he does give a comprehensive account of the 
mechanics of getting stories out in a chapter 
called "Managing the News", and that aspect 
is the role of sub-editors, and even the editors 
of the papers in filtering the news on its way 
between Saigon and the suburbs of our cities. 
In "Managing the News" Lunn, back in 
Australia for a while during the war, sees an 
AAP subeditor using an AP story in front of 
a Reuter Story. When asked why, as the AP 
story began with the tired cliche "fierce 
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fighting has broken out in ... ", the subeditor 
commented "If it hasn't got 'fierce' in the first 
paragraph then I don't put it out ... " (p. 95). 
As a person easily identifiable as being 
responsible for tampering with Lunn's agency 
stories, I find it surprising that he does not 
take up the matter more strongly. 

There are emotions that sit uneasily 
together between the two covers of this book. 
Michael Herr, in his related work in the 
American context, Dispatches (Picador, 
1978) sums it up neatly; 

"There's no way around it; if you photo­
graphed a dead marine with a poncho over 
his face and got something for it, you were 
some kind of parasite. But what were you 
if pulled the poncho back first to make a 
better shot, and did that in front of his 
friends? Some other kind of parasite 1 
suppose." (p. 83). 

War correspondents are to some extent 
voyeurs, without the obligation to remain to 
face the difficult moment5 in a battle. The 
soldiers have no choice but to stay and 
endure, and to them the correspondent's 
choice to seek out the fighting is suspect. Herr 
flew in and out of Khe Sanh several times 
when it was under seige, and discovered that 
the soldiers there hated him and the other 
correspondents 

..... the way you'd hate any hopeless fool 
who would put himself through this thing 
when he had choices, any fool who had no 
more need of his life than to play with in 
this way. 

'Y ou guys are crazy!' that marine had 
said, and 1 know that when we flew off of 
M utter's Ridge that afternoon he stood 
there for a long time and watched us out 
of sight with the same native loathing he'd 
shown us before, turning finally to 
whoever was around, saying it maybe to 
himself ... 

'Those fucking guys,' he'd (say). 'I hope 
they die.' "(p. 168). 

In the light of this comment I find the pity 
Lunn obviously wants us to feel for Bruce 
Pigott's death is misplaced. As indeed was the 
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sympathy the media tried to drum up on the 
death of Neil Davis. 1 

Lunn takes professional pride in his 
scoops, which mainly depended on his 
excellent working relationship with a South 
Vietnamese called Pham Ngoc Dingh. The 
story of Dingh's eventualjourney to Australia 
reads like The Killing Fields in miniature. But 
this pride sits uneasily with the qualms he has 
about his role in transmitting the grief and 
horror of war, and in ensuring that the 
essential matter of his stories gets through to 
his reader. In one of the finer lines in a book 
noteable for an effective lean style, which won 
it the Age Non-Fiction Prize last year, Lunn 
surveys a line of dead American Marines, 
realising that his knowledge of their deaths 
means that he could "personally fire a 
shotgun of sadness at a map of America ... " 
(p. 164). The strain of the pulls between these 
two poles of professional pride and personal 
prurience do not, however, damage the sure 
touch of the book; it has an immediacy of 
style and is thoroughly readable, but I fear 
that occasionally this slickness of style directs 
the reader's attention from questions he 
should be asking. 

Clubbing of the Gunfire edited by Chris 
Wallace-Crabbe and Peter Pierce, is an 
interesting anthology in that it harks back to 
anthologies of the First World War. The 
subtitle, "101 Australian War Poems" only 
lacks the word "best" to align it with 
numerous similar anthologies produced 
during and after the First War.2 The editors 
have contributed a throughly excellent 
introduction in which they indicate that the 
net has been spread wide in two particular 
directions, the first to include poetry which 
is more of interest for its sentiments than 
sophistication of expression, and the second 
to stretch the generally accepted definition of 
"war poem" to include the "poetic responses 
of Australian men and women to the military 
actions in which the Australian colonies" and 
later the nation has been involved, rather than 
the poems by soldier poets written from direct 
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experience that the term usually denotes. This 
does much to raise the standard of the later 
poems in the collection, as well as demon­
strate the extent to which a generation of 
Australian poets are still influenced, even 
dominated, visually and emotionally, by the 
landscapes and war experiences of their 
fathers and grandfathers. This anthology is of 
great significance in tracing the evolution of 
Australian attitudes to war from 1890 to the 
present day. 

I began this review with mention of First 
World War texts in order to plot by analogy 
where we are in relation to the literature of 
the Vietnam War. As the bitterness of the war 
fades a little, and those who were involved in 
it are better able to take cool stock of their 
memories, the more coherent and better 
written accounts are beginning to emerge. We 
can only hope that such works, by offering 
evocative renditions of experience and 
making clear a war that was more than 
usually confused and confusing, fulfill a 
healing function for those who write them as 
well as for those who read them. 

John Webb 

NOTES 

I. See the National Times. Sept. 13 -- 19 1985, pp. 28 29, complete 
with clumsily superimposed photo of leaping heroic photographer in 
the Damien Parer mould. 

2. One example in the author's possession i~ One Hundred of the Best 
Poems on the European War. edited by Charles Forshaw, (London, 
Stock, 1915). There was a second volume of poems by women poets, 
which included appeals for members of an "International Institute of 
British Poetry". published in 1916. 

Alec Choate, A Marking of Fire, Fremantle 
Arts Centre Press, 1986. 89 pp. 

In Alec Choate's second book of poems, 
one is very conscious of the poet's ruminative 
involvement with the external world. Choate 
immerses himself in nature, and then steps 
back, detached, to let the observing mind see 
how he stands in relation to it. In 'Trees that 
Change your Shape', for instance, the initial 
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description of the trees involves their 
'breathing and rippling beside you'; as the 
poem progresses the degree of personification 
intensifies, and the trees become metaphors 
for an apostrophized loved one. 

This emphasis on seeing the natural world, 
particularly its flowers and trees, in terms of 
human comparisons is a uniting theme in the 
early poems of this substantial book. 
'J acaranda' begins by gently but firmly 
declaiming that this is how we must trans­
mute the witnessed object by process of 
imagination: 

One can only imagine 
there are breasts of leaves 

brushing against each other, 
and slender forearms 

of branches exploring them 
like shapes through water. 

Today the jacaranda 
is swarming with hands 

that all over it open 
their slim blue fingers. 

Other poems - 'Madora Bay Morning', 
'Words for a Granddaughter' - deal more 
directly with people. In the first of these the 
poet again takes an outsider's viewpoint, 
becomes a combination of painter and 
statistician, as he extracts a pattern from the 
inhabited seascape. There are 'seven adults 
and their children' and 'some thirty gulls'; the 
'confection' of colour characterizing the 
former is balanced by the uniformity of the 
latter, 'the consistent slate and bleach/ of 
their breasts'. Neither is presented as 
necessarily more interesting than the other: 
both contribute to the crisp, almost photogra­
phic accuracy of the whole. 

'Words for a Granddaughter' is sustained 
by a mellow blend of judicious caution ('We 
have listened,/ too ready to praise her 
prattle/ as the breakthrough of words') and 
wistful wonderment ('And I wish her many 
like moments of magic'). The theme of 
watching new consciousness develop from the 
perspective of considerable experience IS 
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treated with restraint; the abyss of easy 
superiority is masterfully avoided. 

The book's title is one of the beautiful 
images taken from 'Wedgetail Eagle'. The 
haughty grandeur of this bird is conveyed in 
a series of exquisite visual and tactile images: 

Height lids his eyes from the earth 
though they still could needle a flower: 
his talons are smoothed to his body's bed, 
but his wings are on show as the blades 
that have carved out life to his own stern 
will, 
the way of a high and single mind. 

The anxiety of the 'troubled' cockatoos is 
suggested by analogy with any frightened and 
'shrill crowd', though the reader's mind is apt 
to remain musing on the streamlined perfec­
tion of the predator. 

There is a profusion of excellent images in 
this volume; sometimes, however, they verge 
on becoming lost among the poet's expository 
inclinations or diluted by more bland 
statement. This is perhaps the case in 'An 
Artist's Wife', 'Iona Ferry' and some of the 
other travel poems. But one still marvels at 
Choate's overall control of his material. This 
sense of the master-builder is delicately 
manifested in a poem such as 'A Vase from 
Hydra' in which the ancient reality of the vase 
and its suggestion of an entire culture is re­
constructed before the reader's eyes; the detail 
and accurate direction of the reader's gaze is 
perfectly judged: 

The vase, two hands spread high, is 
upward breasted, 
its waist breathed in and tapered to a base 
so finely that it tiptoes for its balance, 
its neck a half loop, falling, but held up 
by a slim handle, curve restraining curve. 
Its surface, eagle-brown, is wreathed and 
swirled 
with shoal light, seaweed, honeycombs of 
rock ... 

The narrative element that is so strong in 
Choate's first book, Gifts Upon the Water, 
expecially in the harrowingly exact evoca-
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tions of battle - 'On the Frontier' and 'The 
Rearguard' - is less dramatic here. The 
experiences presented are clear, the reactions 
subtly analysed, but occasionally an account 
meanders. 'Geikie Gorge' is a case in point: 
the steady 9-syllable lines progress inexorably 
through the sights and events of a journey by 
boat, but the lyric and narrative content 
seems dissipated in the need to retain too 
specific a detail. The final result is not turgid 
- illuminating phrase sees to that (crocodiles 
,'are/ already basking without lustre', 'the sun 
high/ and astride both walls') - but lacks the 
quick, impressionistic colour appropriate to 
such an excursion. 

The combination of narrative with descrip­
tive material is more successful in briefer 
poems centred on limited incident; several of 
these poems use effective 3-line stanzas that, 
fluidly inter-locking, suggest movement and 
event. 'Fisherman in Glass' and 'Glacier' are 
particularly good examples of this. In the 
latter poem, a ski-plane is introduced 'like a 
dragonfly / shadowing a spill of milk' and 
each subsequent stanza has reference to, or 
elaboration on, place, activity ('We climb 
from the cabin's warmth') and dazzling 
sensation as the occupants wander through 

a world instantly vibrant, 
its chill nicking our cheeks 
like minute teeth, and its blaze 

crackling at us from all sides, 
a bright eyed alerted stare 
that at once insists we cry 

there is current beneath us ... 

The concern here is to share exhilarating 
moments with the reader, and to try to refine 
their essence. Choate is continually attuned 
to new nuances of experience and retains a 
carefully modulated sort of naivete in order 
to respond as broadly as possible to them. 
This ability is, for me, best demonstrated in 
the final section of the book. 

'Twelve Chinese Disciplines' is a sequence 
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of poems chronicling a visit to China. It is a 
mixture of cultural reflection, anecdote, vivid 
description and personal revelation. In the 
first of these poems, 'In Foshan', Choate 
establishes his position as very much the 
outsider, the observer, and introduces the 
attitude that the Chinese have towards 
himself, that curiosity mingled with shyness 
and suspicion: They catch my shuffle of 
interest, smile briefly, / but their hands stay 
setting an inlay'. The subjects of this interest 
range from the soil of China itself, a 
freemarket day, the Great Wall, through 
reactions to the memorials to Chinese leaders 
- Sun Yat-Sen and Chairman Mao. 
Choate's stanzas in these poems are tightly 
packed with information and impression 
given perspective by guiding comment. There 
is humour, too, as when two cultures meet 
each other too closely. In 'Freemarket', for 
example, the poet realizes, grimly startled, 
that he is eating rat meat: 

Behind the table the young man sits 
forward and smiles. 
I point to the grey bodies, then to my 
mouth, 
and he nods quickly, astonished 
that anyone could not know 
this was good food, even a delicacy. 

There is a continuous sense of the poet's 
attempts to find, among the people and things 
that he observes, points of similarity with his 
own previous experience of the world. When 
the differences prevail, when the fascination 
lies in strangeness, this is freely admitted, 
however: 

I come as a stranger, 
an alien passer-by 
on whom his venture can have no bearing. 

(The Sun Vat-Sen Memorial at 
Guangzhou') 

While there is a preponderance offree verse 
in this second book, the final poem, 'Old 
Chinese Peasant', is a skilfully wrought 

WESTERLY, No.3, SEPTEMBER, 1986 

sonnet that encapsulates not only some of the 
poet's Chinese experience, but something of 
his broader attitudes to the young, to time, 
and to nature. The sun that is present in so 
many of Choate's poems, and that helps 
contribute to their overwhelming emanation 
of light and health, makes an appearance in 
the last line of 'Old Chinese Peasant': 

... Years back when his plough 
kicked him a skull, his own laugh was as 
wild. 
He smiles, the sunlight strides onto his 
brow. 

One hopes that A Marking of Fire will be 
sought out and read: Alec Choate is a poet 
who genuinely wishes to transmit, rather than 
impose, his ideas on what he has seen and felt. 
The reader need not risk being taken into a 
labyrinthine private world: Choate's poetry is 
easily communicative and encourages the 
desire to appraise, to learn from the world, 
even, perhaps, to try reaching towards a more 
embracing definition of humanity. Not all the 
poems will be equally enjoyed, but the best 
should find. their way into any reader's 
personal anthology. 

Shane McCauley 

Ken Spillman, Identity Prized: A History of 
Subiaco, University of Western Australia 
Press, 1985., 

Once every so often, one gets the pleasure 
of turning a corner and seeing some of the 
suburban ornamentation stripped bare, 
some of the great mystery being revealed. One 
sunny afternoon in Subiaco, in about 1977, 
this happened to me. An entire street had 
been dug up, all cars removed, and there was 
the quintessential pioneers' suburb: rows of 
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wooden cottages, each nestled in exotic 
gardenscapes behind neat picket fences. It is 
a feeling rather like seeing one's parents 
naked for the first time. 

Ken Spillman's new history of Subiaco 
establishes very powerfully the imagery of the 
pioneer suburb. Several well-chosen photo­
graphs re-insert in their original sandy 
situation those new cottages thrown together 
by Subiaco's first settlers in the 1890's. John 
McKenzie's research had demonstrated that 
most of this first generation were young 
married Victorians in skilled working-class 
occupations. Spillman takes this point 
further: they were 'improvers', in several 
senses of the word. 

They wished to improve their material 
comfort. Many were refugees from the 
straitened circumstances of the eastern 
colonies. The sharp downturn in Melbourne's 
building industry of the early 1890's had 
robbed them of work. Now they had a chance 
to benefit from the urban building boom of 
gold rush Perth. They also had the skills to 
build their own houses in their spare time: 
'Subiaco was built on a Sunday', one of their 
children told Spillman. Although most of 
them owned their own house, the houses were 
flimsy affairs. Frank Robbins whitewashed 
the walls of his hessian cottage and painted 
brick corbelling on its edges. The illusion that 
it was a brick-and-stone house worked until 
a breeze picked up and the walls began to 
billow! 

The Subiaco improvers also wanted to 
render the natural environment more habit­
able. Every goup of newcomers does this, of 
course. The Benedictines, after whose 
monastery the area is named, planted olive 
trees which still survive locally. The 1890's 
generation planted exotics throughout the 
suburb, and carved out of the sandy wilder­
ness and ornamental park in pride of place 
near the Council buildings. Whereas the 
Aboriginal women had made an edible out 
of the Zamia palm, the White women used 
sprigs to decorate the cottages. 
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Thirdly, and most significantly, these 
people set out to improve themselves socially. 
They subscribed to Methodist notions of self­
improvement through hard work, and this 
dream of modest advancement put many of 
their children in lower middle-class occupa­
tions. Henry Daglish was very much the 
product of this background, on the cusp 
between the proletarian and bourgeois 
worlds. Rising through local government 
circles, Daglish was elected to the state 
parliament on a Labor ticket, indeed becom­
ing the first Labor Premier: he crossed party 
lines and is unfondly remembered by the 
Labor faithful as their first Western Austral­
ian 'rat'. He was rewarded by the Establish­
ment with a locality of Subiaco name after him. 

Quite a number of important historical 
consequnces flow from the interstitial class 
place in which the early Subiaco residents 
found themselves. As Spillman notes, they 
lacked any expericnce of those middle-class 
institutions which were the cultural heritage 
of better-heeled suburbs. Their educational 
model was Perth Mod rather than private 
schools modelled on English lines. Private 
Prostestant schools are arguably still weaker 
in Perth than in other Australian cities. The 
hard-working, self-improving section of the 
Australian working class turned quickly from 
the autodidact tradition and embraced the 
meritocratic government schooling system 
most vigorously. The University of Western 
Australia had the full support of such people 
in its early days, and was a much more 
egalitarian campus than Melbourne or 
Sydney. 

The Subiaco ideal of recreation also 
reflected the class origins of the first 
generation. Theirs was not a salon society, 
gathered around the piano recital or the 
poetry reading, but a bustling, outdoors 
hedonism. The Subiaco crowd took excur­
sions to the river for crabbing and swimming, 
or engaged in sports as diverse as croquet and 
football. The local fire brigade set an 
enviable record in those curious competi-
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tions, which, like Quiz nights are peculiarly 
Westralian rituals. The early group portrait 
of the fire fighters (p.124) show them with 
'SUBY' writ large across their chests. The 
diminitive form Suby thus goes back a long 
way, and suggests the same badge of pride as 
denoted by Freo, Mozzie Park, Peppy Grove 
and Vic Park. 

The people of Suby accepted their intersti­
tial place, and became quite pleased with 
what they had achieved. They thought of 
themselves as neither Leederville nor West 
Perth, and stayed put. The stable demo­
graphy of the suburb was probably helped by 
the various rest homes, schools and hospitals 
which were placed in or near it, as these 
provided essential services for a wide range 
of age-groups. 

Spillman's account of Subiaco strips bare 
some of the mystery of Perth's suburban life. 
It is somewhat easier to write histories of the 
well-to-do in Pepperment Grove and Clare­
mont or, indeed, of the traditional working 
class in Fremantle or Victoria Park. It is 
much harder to write convincingly (and 
without condescension) about the middling 
suburbs such as South Perth or Melville, 
neither of which have yet to be done with the 
same skill as Spillman's version of Subiaco. 
The culture of such suburbs is simultaneously 
everywhere and nowhere, natural and 
artificial. Middle-class ways of understanding 
reality have become so accepted in our 
national culture that to specify the origins and 
trajectory of that social group which pro­
duced Henry Daglish becomes more and 
more urgent. There are not enough fictive 
models like Greg and Elodie in Prichard's 
Intimate Strangers. And the intellectual 
champions of this social group, such as 
Walter Murdoch, Raphael Cliento and 
Frederic Eggleston are only now finding their 
biographers. As we chance to turn a suburban 
corner, we will find our unbitumenized past. 

Robert Pascoe 
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A SAL 87 

LAUNCESTON 6-10 July 1987 
1987 CONFERENCE of the ASSOCIATION FOR THE STUDY OF 

AUSTRALIAN LITERATURE 

CALL FOR PAPERS 

Papers on any aspect of Australian literary culture are invited. There 
is no theme or special emphasis for the Conference, but papers 
concerned with Tasmanian subjects may be of particular interest. 
Abstracts should arrive NO LATER THAN 15 DECEMBER, 1986, 
at this address: 

The Convenors, ASAL 87 
Tasmanian State Institute of Technology 

PO Box 1214 
Launceston 

TASMANIA, 7250 

P.E.N. * POETRY COMPETITION FOR FOURTH ANNUAL 
FESTIVAL OF PERTH POETS' LUNCH 

Aspiring and accomplished poets are invited to write a poem on the 
subject of wine for the 1987 Poets' Lunch competition, which closes 
on 31 December 1986. 

The winner will receive a dozen bottles of wine and a complimentary 
ticket to the second Annual Poets' Lunch and Wine Tasting being 
held on Monday 16 February as part of the 1987 Festival of Perth. 

Entries should be sent to the 1987 Poets' Lunch Competition, 
c/ - English Department, University of W.A., Nedlands 6009 by 21 
December. Enquiries can be made to the organisers Dennis Haskell, 
3802151 or Joe O'Sullivan, 381 1720. 

* P.E.N. is an international society dedicated to the promotion of 
literature and defence of freedom of speech. 
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