














DOROTHY GREEN and SANDRA BURCHILL

Australian Studies:
The Untaught Tradition

Australian studies with a small “s” have been going on “without fuss” since
the arrival of the First Fleet. For much of that time, they have been conducted
by private individuals, in their spare time, or as part of their job, by school
and university teachers and librarians in their leisure hours, by a few people
with private means, by amateur naturalists, ornithologists, historians, or others
who shared their knowledge in learned societies of one kind and another.
Government support has been minimal until recent years; and even now often
intermittent, often unreliable.

The first Observatory was set up at Dawes Point on Sydney Harbour soon
after the fleet arrived, and in 1821 Governor Brisbane erected another at
Parramatta at his own expense, because the British government refused the
money, even though navigational aids were of first importance to the colony.
Brisbane also founded the first Philosophical Society in the same year, and
similar societies sprang up throughout Australia for the promotion of natural
history, geology, mineralogy, and astronomy, etc. Some of these included
the advancement of literature in their aims. After a preliminary foray, in
1866, the Australasian Association for the Advancement of Science was formed
in 1886; the first world war spurred the formation of the Australian National
Research Council; then came in 1926 the Council for Scientific and Industrial
Research, which in 1949 became the flourishing CSIRO we know today. By
that time, every major discipline, including literature, had its own professional
body, with its own journal and often with a long list of published books
to its credit.

What has become clear in our survey, only a small part of which can be
presented in this essay, is that nothing useful can be said about Australian
studies without serious attention to Australia’s dependent status as a colony,
first of Britain, and then of America. Our culture has been shaped by our
readiness to accept these two powers’ perceptions of our role, perceptions
which are still being fostered today by British and American financial “experts”.
Our past and present “manufacturing difficulties” (and that includes all our
“products”, physical and intellectual) have a long history; and any attempts
to step out of our prescribed role as “quarry” or “market” have been covertly,
sometimes overtly, frustrated. We ourselves have for too long acquiesced in
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this process, or, more accurately, our too compliant politicians and greedy
business men have done so,! while our scholars have too often worked against
the grain.

School inspectors in 1874 complained to a Royal Commission inquiring
into education in the colony of Queensland that the text-books from which
pupils were taught natural science, history and geography were hopelessly
irrelevant to the children of the colony and made them feel Australia was
not their country.2

Submissions presented in 1986 to the Committee to Review Australian studies
in tertiary education time and again complain of the lack of “Australian-
grounded” text-books, not only for universities, but for secondary schools.
Professor P.J. Fensham, of the Faculty of Education, Monash University,
writes:

Victoria’s eucalyptus stills had an honoured place fifty years ago in The History
of Chemistry by Scotland’s John Read. Their continued operation, readily replicable
in a school laboratory, has been kept from generations of school children.

The analogies with literary history are only too obvious. Samuel Butler and
May Sinclair are innovators, Ada Cambridge is not.

Though, possibly as a result of Queensland’s Royal Commission, matters
began to improve in primary schools before 1900, in history and geography,
and intermittently in literature, there was heavy emphasis on the British Empire
in school readers and papers well into the 20th century; and even as late
as 1940, these were still referring to “the home country” and “the Motherland”.

On August 7th, 1940, The Times Literary Supplement carried an article
on “Dominion Fiction” with the sub-heading “Literature of Empire”, giving
the palm to Australia. (Troops were wanted again?) More revealing are the
two articles sub-joined: “Australian Trade: A Nation of Wide Readers” and
“Text-books for the Dominions”. The exporters were less enthusiastic about
the fact that Australian books could hold up their heads in any company.
Local conditions might demand local books, but economic nationalism could
go too far and “impede the free flow of ideas”. Or was it the annual free
flow of book exports from Britain worth at that time 5-million pounds sterling?
Forty-six years later, Australia is a dumping-ground for overseas remainders.
As with books, so with other products. Professor Fensham remarks that “Some
people have said that Australia’s dependence on imported contraceptives puts
us in a colonial type of bondage that needs to be broken”. This in spite
of the fact that two well-known Australian chemists have made internationally
recognised contributions to the field.

The persistence of the colonialist attitude takes curious forms, usually in
company with an anthropomorphic metaphor for Australian Literature, which
sees it from time to time as “coming of age”. What it is supposed to do
after that — lapse into middle age, senescence and die? — is a question never
asked. The minor poet, Elisabeth Lambert, in a speech at the Australian English
Association Annual Dinner in November 1942 announced that, with our
literature’s “coming of age”, the Great Gum Tree tradition was dead. Norman
Douglas, travelling in Italy, did not like gum-trees, so he would not come
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to Australia. That should teach us not to write about them. Variations on
this theme are still alive and well, and sometimes win prizes.

By 1955, The Times Literary Supplement (5th August) had reversed its
favourable view of Australian literature, declaring that the social and
intellectual background to a literary life in Australia was almost entirely lacking;
it had no large, prosperous middle class, no intelligentsia, no Bloomsbury,
no Left Bank, no life of café or salon. This singularly ignorant article was
written at a time when Australia, since 1950, had been leading the world
in radio-astronomy and was to do so for nearly ten years more. Its radio
physicists and engineers had invented and built pioneering equipment in the
field, and one of their number at least became president of the world body
of radio astronomers.

This survey raises the question: “Why, seeing that Australian studies with
a small “s” have been contributing to the world’s intellectual life since Captain
Cook observed the transit of Venus, has it been necessary in the 1970s to
set up in various institutions around the country, Australian Studies with
a capital “S™?

Before attempting an answer, we must look at our brief, while insisting
that no decade can be separated from its past, and that culture is a continuous
flow, even when it winds back upon itself. The 1930s, so savagely lampooned
(with perceptible nostalgia) in certain figures created by Barry Humphries,
was extraordinarily productive in most areas of scholarship, scientific and
humane, and vigorous in the field of adult education.

For instance, W.J. Dakin, the English-born Foundation Professor of Biology
in Western Australia, became Professor of Zoology at Sydney University in
1928, and in 1930 set up a marine biology station at South Head. This laid
the foundation for marine biology in Australia, which soon gained world
recognition. Dakin wrote a history of whaling in the same decade, and other
books, some semi-popular, which have kept their place to this day. His radio
broadcasts were immensely influential and so were those of his assistant, A.N.
Colefax, who was “Tom the Naturalist” on the ABC Children’s Hour. It was
in 1930 that Dakin initiated systematic research into problems of the Great
Barrier Reef. His predecessor in the Chair of Zoology had been Launcelot
Harrison, who was reputed to have taught Zoology better than it was taught
at Oxford. Harrison was the husband of the children’s writer Amy Mack,
and himself wrote a charming book for children.

The internationally-famous Australian geologist Sir Edgeworth David, also
of Sydney, died in 1934, leaving behind him his great Geological Map of
the Commonwealth . . . (1932), a summary of the geological knowledge about
Australia to that date. Notes for an even larger book were revised by W.R.
Browne in the 1930s, then incorporated with much new material into a work
which was not published until 1950, owing to its complexity and the outbreak
of war.

Australia’s already outstanding contributions to Anthropology received new
impetus in the 1930s with A.P. Elkin’s and Phyllis Kaberry’s studies of the
Aborigines and Ian Hogbin’s on Polynesia. There was a great growth of interest
in New Guinea, sparked off by the work of F.E. Williams, the Government
Anthropologist, from 1928 to 1940. Other landmarks were I.F. Champion’s
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Across New Guinea, and the intrepid Jack Hides’s three books on Papua,
1935, 1936, 1938. An outstanding pioneering work was S.D. Porteous’s
Psychology of a Primitive People (1931), which scotched the myth of the
innate mental inferiority of Aboriginals by showing that differences in
“intelligence” were custom and culture-based.

It was in the 1930s, that Australians generally seemed suddenly to discover
the dimensions of their continent. The period was remarkable for the number
of books on the central desert country and the far outback. The public’s
own discovery of Ion Idriess’s books gave the vogue momentum, but, beside
the better-written, semi-popular work of Ernestine Hill, there were scholarly
works like those of C.T. Madigan and H.H. Finlayson. Also noteworthy was
West Australian J.R.B. Love’s Stone Age Bushmen of Today, a record of
years among the Kimberley Aboriginals. Non-fiction certainly prepared the
ground for Herbert’s Capricornia, 1938.

The record was equally strong in economic and general history. The decade
opened with W.K. Hancock’s Australia, whose “multiplier” effect has been
enormous, and with Edward Shann’s Economic History of Australia. Two
books were written about the Depression long before it was over by Walker
in 1933 and Copland in 1934. Other historians opening up new paths were
Eris O’Brien, Fitzpatrick, Madgwick, Roberts, Evatt, Marjorie Barnard and
“M. Barnard Eldershaw”, Mackaness and, on Japanese culture, A.L. Sadler.
C.E.W. Bean’s war histories continued to appear steadily throughout the 1930s,
making a totally new contribution to military historiography. In 1936, a
beautiful example of Australian bookmaking from Ernest Shea’s Sunnybrook
Press came out: The Howes and their Press by J.A. Ferguson, Green and
Mrs. Foster.

During the thirties, the CSIRO continued making its massive contributions
to Australia’s scientific and economic base. It succeeded in combating diseases
in sheep by discovering the role of trace elements; its experiments in aircraft
location were to bear fruit in radar research during the Hitler war; it initiated
pasture research in northern Australia, and eradicated the scourge of bovine
pleuro-pneumonia. As early as 1930, it began investigating zebu cattle as part
of its tick-resistance campaign, and in 1934 work on the rabbit plague, which
was costing Australia vast sums, began to take myxomatosis seriously. The
following year David Stead (Christina’s father) brought out his book on the
history of the rabbit plague, a not unworthy ancestor (though poorly produced)
of Eric Rolls’s recent work on the subject.

Reference to the non-fiction sections of Green’s History of Australian
Literature, to Surprise and Enterprise: Fifty Years of Science for Australia
(CSIRO, 1976) and to Ever Reaping Something New, A Science Centenary
(Sydney University, 1985) will give some indication of the scope of the
achievement in Australian studies in these years; here one can only scratch
the surface. If the history of science at Sydney University is any indication
of general practice, it is clear that it was for years a battle of the two cultures,
and that women played a teaching role in Science long before they did in
Arts. Some science was taught from the beginning in 1852, but for long after
a separate Faculty was established, Science students had to do a first year
Arts course. In 1907, Science turned the tables and required Arts students
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to do a year’s Science. There were vigorous protests in 1910, but the requirement
was not modified until 1914. The Physics Examination of 1888 combined
both cultures, setting a Physics problem on a passage from The Merchant
of Venice.

The third woman to graduate in Science in 1897 was recommended by
her professor as a Junior Demonstrator in Biology. The Senate rejected the
proposal, it is believed on the grounds that she was too pretty. But others,
not necessarily plain, were appointed early in the new century. A non-graduate,
Isobel Bennett, secretary to W.J. Dakin in 1933, became his assistant, made
a world-wide reputation in marine biology and ended up with the Miiller
medal. Women science graduates were conspicuous in the profession from
1930 onwards.

Literary Studies

Mention should first be made of those unsung individuals, whose passion
for their country’s literature found expression in their daily life and work.
It is impossible to over-estimate the influence that teachers like Machin Hall,
at Sydney Boys’ High School, exercised in the 1930s, or that of men active
in the 1920s and earlier, like C.R. Long, and Dugald McLachlan of Victoria,
and T.W. McCawley in Queensland. Information of this kind is needed from
every state. Among those too often forgotten are booksellers like Tyrrell in
Sydney, Preece in Adelaide, W.E. Fuller in Hobart. Preece’s magazine
Desiderata carried important articles in the 1930s. Preece Publications issued
some notable titles.> Another well-informed enthusiast was the Melbourne
editor E.A. Vidler.

Here perhaps is the place to mention the role of the ABC, which took
over from earlier broadcasting organisations in July 1932. From raw,
amateurish and timid beginnings, colonialist and apologetic, it had made
enormous strides by the end of the decade in talks, music and drama. Under
Clewlow, and Leslie Rees from Western Australia, the number of Australian
plays broadcast increased significantly. To some extent over the years, the
ABC has filled the vacuum left by the demise of the Bulletin “network”.

When A.G. Stephens made his plea in the Bulletin in 1928 for bibliographies
of Australian Literature, these were already in preparation. A substantial one
had indeed already been published in 1893, listing holdings in the Free Public
Library of Sydney. It was compiled in the “spare” time of the Librarian and
his staff. The Introduction to this volume, by the Chairman of the Free Library
Board, the Hon. James Norton,* still makes interesting reading. More
important still is the Introduction to Morris Miller’s great Bibliography of
Australian Literature (excluding non-fiction) with which the decade ended.
It opened with Green’s Qutline of Australian Literature, the first study to
attempt a definition and to steer a middle course between over-praising and
underrating. Sir John Quick, Miller, Ferguson, Green, together with private
individuals, often journalists like Fred Broomfield, and the librarians around
the Commonwealth, had begun their work in the 1920s; they were all in touch
with one another and formed an unofficial Australian studies group in
themselves. H.A. Kellow’s Queensland Poets came out in 1930, five years
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after Percival Serle’s pioneering Bibliography of Australasian Poets (1925).
In 1932, Bertha Lawson and J. le Gay Brereton published Henry Lawson
and his Mates; there were three books on Brennan in the period and a life
of Furphy. In.1936 appeared the provocative Foundations of Culture in
Australia, by P.R. Stephensen, followed by Conditional Culture by Rex
Ingamells (1938) which initiated the Jindyworobak movement. Barnard
Eldershaw’s splendid Essays in Australian Fiction appeared in the same year.
Australian contributions to European scholarship produced some impressive
studies, and The Times Literary Supplement (20/2/37) devoted a front-page
article to a group of Australian critics under the title of “The Australian
Microscope: Critical eyes on English poets”. The reviewer ventured to detect
a distinctive “Australian quality” in these books: “Their prevailing character
is one of genial clear light and at the same time inexorable justice . . . it
is as though no thing came before these writers with much advantage of
reputation”. The writers were Mungo MacCallum, R.C. Bald, A.J.A. Waldock,
R.G. Howarth, E.J. Dobson and H.M. Green.5
The period was remarkable for the growth of literary societies and their
activities. The older ones, like the Australian Literature Society (1899-), were
joined in 1928 by the Fellowship of Australian Writers in Sydney. By 1938,
after consultation with other societies, the F.A.W. felt strong enough to send
a deputation to Canberra to ask the government to set up a Council of
Literature, for purposes which have now become familiar. The only one not
firmly in place is a scheme to keep worthwhile Australian books in print.
The deputation was received favourably by Prime Minister Scullin and his
advisers, and so began the long slow progress, via the old Commonwealth
Literary Fund, to the eventual formation of the Australia Council in 1973.
The role of the great Bulletin network of contributors and correspondents
all over Australia, especially that mine of information W.E. FitzHenry, can
hardly be over-estimated in a history of Australian studies. Its formation of
a consciousness of the general field between 1880 and 1961, when Douglas
Stewart left the paper, was quite invaluable. The 1930s was a rich period.
During the Depression years University Extension Boards, Tutorial Classes
and branches of the Worker’s Educational Association (W.E.A.) in all states
paid particular attention to Australian studies, the W.E.A. emphasising
economics and political science. In the 1920s and 30s, H.M. Green delivered
regular W.E.A. lectures on Australian Literature and Drama, one set of which
was described by Miles Franklin in the Bulletin in 1938. The vexed question
of the role of the universities in that field cannot be discovered from handbooks
and calendars, but must be settled by detailed research in each state. It has
to be remembered that there were no separate Chairs of English Literature
in Sydney or Queensland until the early 1920s, though Melbourne had a
separate Chair in 1912. It is not surprising therefore that a Chair of Australian
Literature was slow in coming. The Professor of English at Melbourne in
the 1930s, T.G. Tucker, hardly furthered the cause of Australian literature,
though his attitude like Walter Murdoch’ provoked lively public debate. In
Queensland, on the other hand, the subject was taught by F.W. Robinson
as part of the English course as early as 1923, and even earlier, considering
his bias in its favour (on sound educational principles) by the Professor of
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Modern Language and Literature, J.J. Stable. An editorial in the Courier-
Mail, 16/3/1940, on the subject of the Commonwealth Literary Fund lectures
put the date at 1920.

It is inconceivable that Brereton, when he became the first Professor of
English at Sydney in 1921, did not raise the subject of Australian literature
with his students, nor that Green, who followed him as Librarian, did not
do so. A letter from Kylie Tennant’s husband, L.C. Rodd, describes attending
a series of University lectures by Green on Australian literature, as part of
the English course in 1930, and it is hardly likely this was a single instance.
The article in Meanjin, Nos. 2, 3, and 4, 1955, on the universities and Australian
Literature, need careful reading, especially the one by Professor Milgate. The
recent, vague assumption that it all began in Canberra in 1956 needs serious
qualification from more than one point of view.

The role of the schools is also difficult to establish. Educationists in Victoria
were advocating more attention to local material in English lessons as early
as 1912. In 1930 a very large proportion of poetry in the Victorian Primary
School readers dealt with a wide range of Australian poets. Instructions given
by education departments in various states laid stress on the need for English
teachers to “foster a love of and a knowledge of Australian literature” in
their pupils. Books like Stable’s 4 Bond of Poetry and The Highroad of
Australasian Verse seem to have been widely used. It is difficult to get a
coherent picture of what is going on in schools at the moment, since the
choice of books and courses seems to be left to the discretion of individual
English departments and teachers. There is no doubt that some teachers are
creating enthusiam for the subject, but the absence of what might be called
“a national core curriculum” and the need for some systematic historical
approach deserve more attention than they receive. Teachers of genius who
are well-informed about their subject can turn any curriculum to educational
advantage; ill-informed, run-of-the-mill teachers may need more guidance.
A good education in English for Australian children too often seems to be
a matter of pot-luck.

When a Melbourne journalist can still write in the Canberra Times (22
9/86):

Think of Australian poets and the names Henry Lawson, C.J. Dennis and Banjo
Paterson come to mind. Few recognise the name of John Shaw Neilson, another
skilled poet of the era . . .

one is somewhat astonished. It is a habit of modern journalists to attribute
their own ignorance to everyone else, but it is a long time since the above
statement had much validity. Children who attended Victorian primary schools
in the 1930s would certainly have heard of John Shaw Neilson and Christopher
Brennan and Bernard O’Dowd and even J.L. Cuthbertson, along with many,
many more.

The problem with schools is not simple; it depends still as it has always
done, on what text-books are in print, on the contents of school libraries,
on what training teachers have had at Teachers’ Colleges, on continuing in-
service training (which is becoming restricted owing to shortage of funds),
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and nowadays on the motivation towards learning of many of the pupils
themselves. The task of teaching literature to the growing number of youngsters
who dimly perceive themselves as redundant in a dangerously uncertain world
is a very difficult one and there are too few charged with the responsibility
for formulating the aims of such teaching, who see the study of literature
as an essential part of the journey towards human liberty.

One answer to the question why Australian Studies courses have been
institutionalised since the 1970s, may be a vague feeling that the tradition
needs to be madé visible, and transmissible, and that in an educational world
where too much seems random, some substitute for the Bulletin’s program
of consciousness-raising seems necessary. We have nothing to say here of
more debatable motives, or of the dangers of over-lapping and lack of co-
ordination of research projects.

NOTES

I. A concise, readable background to this subject is Michael Dunn’s Australia and the Empire from 1788 to the Present
(Fontana/€Collins, 1984).

2. An indispensable article by Eddie Clarke, of the Educational History Unit, Queensland Department of Education, entitled

“Australian Content in School Curricula™ (Quest No. 40, 1986) gives a splendid account of early attempts to free education

from colonialism.

See Geoffrey Dutton’s Snow on the Saltbush (1984) for facts about F.W. Preece.

H.M. Green's grandfather, from whom, no doubt, he inherited his enthusiasm for his subject.

As a student of four of these men, D.G. can testify to the perceptiveness of the reviewer. Oddly enough, nearly fifty

years later, a similar quality was detected by a'T.L.S reviewer, when writing about F.B. Smith’s study of Florence Nightingale.

6. Australian poetry and fiction texts had crept, like “single spies”, into school syllabuses in several states by the 1930s,
sometimes as early as 1913. In other subjects, local material was used much earlier. Syllabus content was supplemented
by school papers. Victorian Primary School Readers made extensive use in the 1930s of good Australian paintings as
frontispieces. Years earlier Queensland had used photographic material. The Victorian Education Gazette(22/11/33) instructed
teachers to make detailed use of metropolitan and general Australian material when teaching children letter-writing.

A few Australian books appeared sporadically in English courses at Canberra University College in the early 1930s, probably
owing to the appointment of Professor L H Allen, the poet-scholar, in 1930.

The University of Queensland used the Oxford Book of Australasian Verse in English courses from 1926 onwards, joined
by Serle’s Anthology in the 1930s. Past students of F.W. Robinson recall that his lectures on world drama used to begin
with a reference to the Aboriginal Corroborree.

The first reference to Australian Literature in the Melbourne University Calendar occurs in 1938; by 1940, the CLF lectures
were part of the course and included other Australian texts.

The first reference in the Sydney University calendar appears in 1940, but the subject was obviously taught long before
that.

7. In the 19th century, newspapers faithfully reported almost verbatim the deliberations of literary and other societies in
the regular news columns. Traces of this habit were still visible in the 1920s and 1930s. In 1927, the Age prepared for
Australian Authors® Week with a series of articles over a month. Newspaper “leaders™ are to be found on literary subjects
as late as 1940. The relegation of literary matter to special pages, near the end of the paper, must have made some contribution
to public indifference to literature, unless the news had something to do with making a fortune, winning an overseas prize
or scandalous behaviour.

habalad

Our thanks are due for assistance to the following: The Department of Education, Queensland; the Fryer Library, University
of Queensland; the Department of Education, Victoria; to the Australian Defence Force Library and the National Library
of Australia, and to the Archivist of the CSIRO. We are also grateful to the universities who allowed us to have photocopies
of their calendars and handbooks; and wish to acknowledge information from K.S. Inglis’s This is the A BC (M.U.P., 1983).

Much useful miscellaneous information has come from H.M. Green’s extensive clipping files from papers and magazines.
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THE CENTRE FOR STUDIES IN
AUSTRALIAN LITERATURE

(CSAL)

Westerly is published quarterly by the Centre for Studies in Australian
Literature at The University of Western Australia. Back issues of
Westerly are available from the Centre for $3.00 each.

Other publications from CSAL include the following:

European Relations: Essays in Honour of Helen Watson-
Williams, edited by Bruce Bennett and John Hay.
$13.95

Literature, Criticism and the Universities: Interviews with
Howard Felperin, S.L. Goldberg and Leonie Kramer, edited
by Richard Freadman.

$4.00

Katharine Susannah Prichard: Centenary Essays, edited by
John Hay and Brenda Walker. (Out of print.)
$6.95

The Writers Sense of the Contemporary: Papers in South-
east Asian and Australian Literature, edited by Bruce
Bennett, Ee Tiang Hong and Ron Shepherd. (Out of print.)

$4.00

From Fact to Legend: Writing and Broadcasting in Aust-
ralia Today, by Leonie Kramer.
$2.00

To order any volume still in print, write (with your cheque) to Caroline
Horobin, CSAL, English Department, The University of Western
Australia, Nedlands, W.A. 6009. Please make your cheque payable to
CSAL. All prices above include postage.
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“Night’s-Ease” Poster, 1929. Joyce Archive. Papr, 3 colours. 535 x 330 mm.
(Reproduced with permission of Joyce Corporation Ltd)



CAROLYN POLIZZOTTO

Joyce and her Trojan: A Fremantle
Factory enters the 1930s*

In 1929, a bold new poster appeared in the showrooms of Perth’s furniture
retailers. Designed to introduce a new mattress to the buying public, its style
was crude but effective. It borrowed that popular local image, the Perth Town
Hall, but showed it at the unusual hour of five minutes to midnight. “The
Night was made for Sleep”, the poster announced uncompromisingly, inquiring
further, in blood-red lettermg, “Was Your Mattress?” To the right, enclosed
in a large oval space, a man was depicted in restful shades of pale blue and
brown, sleeping soundly on a “Night’s-Ease” mattress: “The Only Mattress
with a roll edge and machined woolly tufts.” In keeping with the moderate
tone of the poster overall, its concluding message was the deceptively simple
slogan, “Buy Better Bedding.”

The manufacturer of the new mattress was the Fremantle company, Joyce
Bros. (W.A.) Ltd. The company’s owner, W.J. Draffin, had recently completed
a tour of bedding factories in the United States and the “Night’s-Ease” mattress
was introduced upon his return. It was made at the company’s factory in
Josephson Street, Fremantle, with the aid of newly imported American
machinery which had been selected by Mr Draffin during his tour. Produced
at a time when this form of industrial advertising was still in its infancy,
the “Night’s-Ease” poster is a classic of its kind. It is evidence, too, that Joyce’s
owner had learned more from his research trip than how to make mattresses
the American way.

W.J. Draffin was a member of the sect known as the Plymouth Brethren.
When he went to America, accompanied by his wife, they stayed at each
stopping-place with the families of their co-religionists. As well as being exposed
to the strident and highly visual impact of American advertising at this time,
which would have presented a dramatic contrast with what they were used
to, it is likely that Mr Draffin also learned ways of promoting his products
in a manner sympathetic to his beliefs. For the usual advertising hype was
totally at odds with his religion’s strictures against vainglory. “We could never

* I wish to express my thanks to Joyce Corporation Ltd (Group) for permitting
the use of archival material and to Melissa Harpley of the University of Western
Australia’s Centre for Fine Arts for her invaluable assistance in reading the images.
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say ours was the best product of its kind, because that would have been
boasting”, recalls L.F.W. Vickridge, who began working for the firm in 1933
and is now Managing Director. (Hence the modesty of the “Night’s-Ease”
poster’s plea to buy “better” bedding.) “We could never say we were proud
to present a new line, because pride was a sin t0o.”

The advertising campaign which W.J. Draffin inaugurated upon his return
was an enormous success. In the inter-war years, more than ever before, it
paid to advertise; and Joyce was no exception. By the end of the 1930s, the
company had gained a dominant position in the local bedding market and
had made substantial inroads interstate. Our interest, however, lies not in
the campaign’s sales results but in its artefacts. As a new promotional
consciousness grappled with restraints held over from nineteenth-century
religious fundamentalism, some fascinating images were produced.

The images are all the more challenging because of the years which the
campaign spanned. For if W.J. Draffin’s advertising consciousness was raised
in the late 1920s, it was in the early 1930s that new techniques of photography
and design began to be used to represent a “modern” philosophy of the intrinsic
merit and beauty of the factories themselves. These changes can be traced
in the images we are about to explore. The results were not always harmonious.
A catalogue cover which would not have disgraced Art in Australia might
contain a range of iron bedsteads taken straight from the 1890s. Where
illustrations had been updated, the copy might retain the earnest solemnity
of Edwardian days: “This type [of wooden] bedstead has all the hygenic
principles of iron ... There are no crevices to harbour dust or vermin.” It
would be wrong, however, to dismiss these anomalies as mere naivetée. There
is nothing to be gained from lamenting that the commercial artists and
copywriters involved did not get their act together as soon as the 1930s dawned.
Instead, it is important to appreciate the value of these inconsistencies. They
alert us to the processes by which, in a few short years, the face of industrial
art was altogether changed.

Originally a manufacturer of calico, jute and linen bags and canvas goods,
Joyce had expanded into mattress making in the early 1920%. By the middle
of the decade, under the newly registered trade-mark of “Trojan”, the company
was also producing wooden bedsteads and wire mattress bases. Joyce was
entirely a wholesale operation — as, indeed, it remains today — and such
advertising as there was consisted mainly in circulars to retailers. It was not
until Mr. Draffin’s return from America that bedding began to be publicized
in a completely new way, followed gradually by Joyce’s other lines. In January
1928, shortly ahead of the “Night’s-Ease” poster, a de luxe catalogue was
printed, replacing the simple price lists of previous years. Elegant in pale
green and gold, it introduced the “Night’s-Ease” brand for the first time. What
was new about “Night’s-Ease” mattresses was that their edges were rolled
and their surfaces tufted by machine rather than by hand, and these features
were certainly highlighted, but the catalogue did more than this. Its real object
was to alert furniture retailers to Joyce’s arrival on the bedding scene.

Even more than the concept itself, the advertising copy had a decidedly
American twang. “Everything we produce we warrant exact according to
description”, the catalogue stated. “Our Bedding has got to carry a profit
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for us, and one for the Retailer — and, withal, give satisfaction to the ultimate
purchaser. Hence we will not stand for deceit in Bedding!” Advice to the
retailer was also included: “A WORD FOR GOOD TICKING. Whilst a good
Ticking does not in itself ensure a good Mattress, a low-grade Ticking certainly
means an inferior Mattress. Feature Better Bedding and don'’t put a lot of
sales effort behind low-grade stuff.” For the time and place, these were forceful
words indeed. Quaint as they may sound today, they were the 1928 equivalent
of the hard sell.

What made this acceptable to the dictates of a religion which forbade pride
and vainglory? If we look closely at the messages we can see, I think, that
they matched extremely well with the requirements of Plymouth Brethren
teaching. The emphasis was on honesty — ‘we will not stand for deceit in
Bedding!” — and on fair play. It was made clear that Joyce stood by its
products, dealt equitably with its retailers and gave first priority to customer
satisfaction. In eschewing, at the same time, any extravagant or unsupported
claims, Joyce was in fact laying the foundation of a reputation for reliability
and trustworthiness which persists even today. By 1938, this reputation was
sufficiently well established for the catalogue of March that year to state
simply, in support of a new wire mattress base with forty-eight “spiral springs”,
“It’s a ‘“TROJAN’ — That’s sufficient guarantee!”

It was not enough, though, to make these statements without substantiating
them. The bedsteads, for example, were solid and reliable, like everything
Joyce produced, or the claim could not have been made by 1938 that the
“Trojan” label was its own guarantee. But the presentation of the various
products, whether in catalogues or in newspaper advertisements, had in some
way to reinforce the straight-from-the-shoulder approach of the campaign
as a whole. This was done, in the first place, by diagram-like line drawings
of technical details and by cross-sections of mattress contents. By these means,
the message of the accompanying text, that nothing was concealed from view,
could be underlined. As with the text, moreover, this policy combined American
promotional expertise with fundamentalist directness. The ostensible purpose
of the diagrams was to educate the retailer and his customers in the signs
of high quality merchandise. He and they were being told, in the plainest
way possible, what to look for. The fact that these pointers happened to
be features of Joyce’s products was seemingly incidental.

In the second place, retailer and consumer were taken step by step through
every stage of the Joyce manufacturing process. This was by far the most
exciting and innovative of the familiarization techniques, because it made
extensive use of photographs. The 1928 catalogue had photographs on almost
every page: photographs showing every inch of the Josephson Street premises;
photographs demonstrating beyond all doubt how well the “Night’s-Ease”
mattresses were made. It is an axiom of industrial art in the 1930s that it
involved an unprecedented use of photography and photomontage. Thanks
to W.J. Draffin’s fact-finding tour, we have a comparatively early instance
of the employment of this medium in the Joyce catalogue of 1928. And as
a fringe benefit, so to speak, these photographs, which must have been
commissioned some time in the previous year, constitute a rare visual record
of a 1920s shop floor.
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“The Wire-Weaving Plant”, 1928 Catalogue.
(Reproduced with permission of Joyce Corporation Ltd)

In succeeding years, such photographs became much more common and,
as we shall see from the Joyce examples, they differed in their ideological
emphasis. In one picture from the 1928 catalogue sequence, however, the
newly emerging philosophy of industrial art was clearly foreshadowed. “The
Wire-Weaving Plant” is a haunting evocation of what was to come. In it
a series of men and machines are shown “weaving the now famous ‘TROJAN
RUSTLESS WIRE™ in a composition which is reminiscent of German work
of the period. The men are faceless, frozen in the performance of the same
task on a row of identical machines. The wheels they turn are the focus of
the picture in a way that they themselves are not.

Perhaps for reasons of cost, or perhaps because of its wholesale orientation,
Joyce did not immediately apply the same innovative technique to its newspaper
advertising. An exception was made, however, for the Duke of Gloucester’s
visit in 1934. An advertisement in The Sunday Times for 28 October contained
a photograph of a bedroom suite in suitably regal surroundings, discreetly
conveying to the world that, for the duration of his stay, the duke would
sleep on a “Night’s-Ease” mattress. The catalogues, however, were another
story. New sets of photographs were commissioned in 1934, and again in
1938, and were incorporated into the catalogues of both years using the
extremely contemporary device of photomontage.
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JOYCE BROS. (W.A.) LTD. BEDDING AND BEDSTEAD MANUFACTURERS

LIRON BEDSTEAD FOUNDRY
——

BEDDING FACTORY|

P A OPERATIVES 3ist MARCHL 1933

Photomontage, 1934 Catalogue.
(Reproduced with permission of Joyce Corporation Ltd)
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The images of 1934 are especially interesting. They indicate how far the
newly emergent ideology of the factory, presaged in “The Wire-Weaving Plant”,
had now come to dictate the manner of its visual representation. The front
page of the catalogue is dominated by photographs of the factory buildings
from every conceivable angle; the staff, assembled below, are separated from
their workplace. The outdoor shots have been retouched to include serene,
English-style clouds, emphasizing the harmony of the whole environment.
The cover of the 1928 catalogue had incorporated an earlier photograph of
the factory which offers fascinating contrasts with its counterpart in the 1934
montage. By 1934, the dray and cars of the earlier shot have gone. Nor have
they been replaced by their more up-to-date equivalents. Instead, the factory
now stands supremely alone. The sides of the print have been cropped, as
they were not in 1928, so that the building may be thought to stretch on
indefinitely. The squared-off paving to the right and left of the main entrance
has been retouched to give the appearance of (admittedly vestigial) lawns:
lawns which, fronting factories as far apart as General Motors Holden at
Pagewood and Hoover in West London, were to become a hallmark of the
industrial architecture of the period.

Josephson Street premises, 1928.
(Detail of 1928 Catalogue Cover)

An inside page of the same catalogue included as background detail to
a line drawing of a truck complete with Joyce tarpaulin the fanciful portrayal
of an idealized Joyce factory. In its long, streamlined shape and clean, airy
lines, it bore a far closer resemblance to the G.M.H. and Hoover buildings
than ever it could to the Josephson Street factory, which dated, after all,
from before the First World War. Even the fantasy Joyce Bros. lacked the
ship-like curves of the classic 1930s factory; but this vital contemporary image
was conjured up in another way. The glossy wooden bedsteads in the 1938
catalogue were captioned with the magical names of the great P. & O. liners:
“Orsova”, “Orcades”, “Oronsay”.

Joyce’s policy of promoting its products with unadorned, down-to-earth
assessments of their quality matched so well with the religious predisposition
of its owner that it remained in force for many years, even though, by the
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later 1930s, this sometimes gave its advertising copy the flavour of a decade
before. Even so, the preoccupation with honesty and lack of deception remained
paramount and in this context modernity was obliged to take second place.
“APPEARANCES Are So DECEPTIVE”, warned an advertisement in The
West Australian for 16 July 1938, explaining in painstaking detail the
superiority of the “Night’s-Ease” machined roll edge and woolly tufts over
their hand-made equivalents, now described as “imitations” though they had
in fact preceded the machined versions. Though the occupant of the bed featured
in the advertisement is now female in gender and consequently has the leisure
to read in bed, rather than sinking at once into exhausted slumber like her
hard-working male predecessor of nine years before, the illustration
nevertheless owes much to the “Night’s-Ease” poster of 1929.

The “Night’s-Ease” poster, indeed, survived many more changes in
advertising fashion. It remained a predominant image in Joyce’s newspaper
advertising for years to come. Its final appearance was on the cover of a
Joyce brochure in 1959. Though the Town Hall had been redrawn, its clock
still stood at five to twelve; and reflections still gleamed in the inky blackness
of the Swan River. They were no longer those of the stars, however. The
South Perth foreshore on the far side of the river was no longer the scrubland
of thirty years before. It was now dotted with houses, and it was their lights
that stood reflected in the water.

3
rr
THE MATTRESS

Ve

Joyce Bros. Brochure Cover, 1959. Joyce Archive. Paper, 110 x 210 mm.
(Reproduced with permission of Joyce Corporation Ltd)
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GEOFFREY BOLTON

Newspapers for a Depression Child

I am a genuine Depression child, born according to a reliable family tradition
around three o’clock of the afternoon on Thursday, 5 November 1931. This
piece of oral testimony is corroborated by an advertisement in the following
morning’s West Australian:

Bolton (nee Ransley). On November 5, to Frank and Win at Nurse Harvey’s Hospital,
Bulwer-street, Perth, a son (Geoffrey Curgenven). Both well.

In a lifetime marked by a sufficient appetite for publicity it is the only
occasion on which my name has appeared at the top of the first column
on the front page of the State’s leading morning newspaper; and although
this was partly because my surname begins with an early letter of the alphabet
it was largely because The West Australian for many years devoted its front
page to advertisements, reserving the major news items for the centre pages.
In this it followed the London Times, appropriately enough since Western
Australia still looked to the United Kingdom for its cultural models. The
layout of the Western Australian press in the 1930s followed the model of
the more conservative London newspapers, or more precisely substantial
provincial dailies such as the Yorkshire Post. This was true not only of the
West Australian, but its metropolitan contemporaries the afternoon Daily
News, the weekly Western Mail, and the weekend papers, the Sunday Times,
the Mirror, and the Call.

There were as yet no tabloids, and nothing equivalent to the London Daily
Mirror. Nearly all stories were reported in single-column prose with three
short headlines summarising the story below, as in:

“SHOOT THEN!”
Retort Courageous

Woman to Bandit
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The Daily News on the afternoon of my birth had an unusually important
story, having secured advance notice of the forthcoming Ottawa conference
which would seek to weld the British Commonwealth into a stronger trading
partnership by encouraging British purchases of primary products from the
dominions and Australian (or Canadian or South African) preference for
British manufactures:

The Biggest Scheme in our History
Empire economists unity project
Biggest move in imperial history

Developments expected shortly

In a community of British migrants and the children of British migrants it
was natural that British news should figure much more prominently than
it does today. More than half the leading stories featured around the day
of my birth had a British provenance. Ramsay Macdonald was selecting his
new national government, and when he visited his native town of Lossiemouth
the Scots fisherfolk greeted him with such enthusiasm that they dragged his
car with ropes through the main street. Lord Kylsant, a business man convicted
of fraud, would require a special bed for his 6 feet 5 inches frame while
he served a year in Wormwood Scrubs and would be obliged to clean his
own cell. Lord Tennyson had been scolded by the Daily Sketch for calling
Don Bradman a publicity-hunter. And there was still an Empire, though already
a troubled one. In Cyprus the traders in a revolt were to be deported for
life after burning down Government House. Tribal unrest was feared on the
North-West Frontier: Waziristan was a “volcano”. Such stories gained equal
prominence with the news that Japan, having occupied Manchuria, was defying
League of Nations requests for evacuation.

Of course the depression was a preoccupation, though none of the
contemporary newspapers gives any very lively impression of hardship and
suffering in the Perth community. Such stories became commoner in 1932
and 1933 when it became evident that the depression would not suddenly
go away. Hope still flickered in November 1931; the Daily News carried a
report of a sudden rise in wheat prices on the Chicago wheat market due
to an absence of competitive shipments from the Soviet Union. Experts claimed
that this marked the end of the depression. (They were wrong.) A harassed
Labor prime minister, J.H. Scullin was launching a fortnight-long National
Prosperity Campaign to stimulate the economy. The Wheatgrowers’ Union
was threatening to defy the federal government by holding up the harvest.
An even stronger sense of deja vu overcomes the reader who turns back a
few weeks and finds both parties in State parliament combining to berate
a federal Labor government for hitting at the gold industry by cutting an
export subsidy.

Nor were politicians respected any more in 1931 than in 1986. The Sunday
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Times wrote cryptically of ‘a soapbox orator who was elevated to a position
carrying £1500 a year and subsequently “Fired” when a change of Government
occurred but when the political wheel turned again got a fat billet to buy
plenty of luxuries’. A baffling tale for those not in the know, but it served
to feed the populist view that all politicians are crooks. The Daily News was
up in arms at the proposal by the Deputy-Premier, to alienate a portion
of Kings Park for a new public hospital. “HANDS OFF KINGS PARK”
thundered an editorial on 21 October 1931, concluding in language which
could apply equally today: ‘There is a tendency in these unrelenting days
for . . . things to be done “under the lap” in the belief that public agitation
will die quickly’. A fortnight later another Daily News editorial wrote of the
Legislative Assembly:

Every minute that members are talking costs the country something over £1, it
has been computed. On vital business that expenditive may be necessary, but some
few pounds sterling were sent down the drain of futility yesterday and the people
should not let such occasions go by without recording censure.

Indeed not, comments the reader; and if in these days of computerised
technology the Legislative Assembly could be equipped with a tally-screen
indicating the amount of public money consumed while Mr Burke and Mr
Hassell are exchanging pleasantries . . . But perhaps we had better get back
to the press in the early 1930s.

The life of working journalists in this era has been vividly described by
two of their number, Sir Paul Hasluck and Victor Courtney.! Both portray
a world in which, as Hasluck puts it, ‘The literary staff was the aristocracy
of a newspaper. The advertising staff and the business manager’s staff were
not nearly as influential as they have become in more recent times’. It comes
as a telling comment on changing public taste to find on the second page
of the Daily News for 7 November 1931 a whole column headed:

TO PERFECTION
Goethe’s Way

Boundless Disinterest

It must be many years since the Daily News gave so much coverage to Goethe
— or Foucault or Wole Soyinka. Yet it was clearly not aiming at the highbrow
readership. The front page was largely given over to sporting results, with
horse-racing at the fore followed by boxing and cricket (or, in winter, Australian
rules). None of the major metropolitan papers boasted a cartoonist, although
the Daily News and the Sunday Times each ran a single comic strip: ‘Us
Fellers’, the forerunner of Ginger Meggs in the Sunday Times, and in the
Daily News ‘Pop’ — a rather whimsical offshoot of upper middle-class England,
its bold paterfamilias hero forever falling into scrapes with large ladies in
tea-gowns and Bright Young Things. I don’t know the secret of its appeal
to Western Australian readers, but it lasted for ages.
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Coverage achieved on the whole a successful balance between overseas news
and local stories. Readers relied on the Western Australian for the doings
of outer suburban councils as for the League of Nations. Court cases seem
to have possessed an element of theatre in them which justified extensive
reporting; not only major murder trials in which distinguished local barristers
displayed their prowess, but also homelier matters. All the newspapers around
the date of my birth give a good deal of space to a slander case from the
Southern Cross district when one farmer’s wife was alleged to have said of
another that she couldn’t possibly afford all her dresses out of the egg-money,
but would probably have less now that a certain neighbouring farmer had
moved out of the district. All the names were given, as well as remarkably
candid descriptions of the witnesses (‘a wizened, elderly man’, ‘a plain, gruffly-
spoken middle-aged woman’). The Sunday Times for its part was given to
a rather unpleasant form of anonymous mischief-making hinting at suburban
adulteries. (‘They say that a certain Fremantle businessman has not claimed
the umbrella with his initials which he left at a seaside hotel while staying
in a double room last weekend’.) No doubt readers found this kind of thing
titillating. Perth was in many ways still a big country town.

The West Australian still stood at the head of Perth journalism, although
it had recently passed out of local ownership. Sir Winthrop Hackett, editor
and part-proprietor for a generaton, had bought out his partners before his
death in 1916. His estate was administered for a decade by his successor
as editor, Sir Alfred Langler, who sold out in 1926 to a public company
with a capital of £550,000 in which the Melbourne Herald had the dominant
shareholding. This made no immediate difference to the tone or policies of
the West Australian under Langler’s successor as editor, Dudley Braham,
an Oxford-educated Englishman who had once been foreign correspondent
for The Times. Under Langler and Braham the West Australian maintained
Hackett’s policy of seeking scrupulous standards of accuracy and objectivity
in reportage while following a conservative line in politics. But not obsequiously
conservative; the days had been when the Wesr fancied itself a little as a
king-maker in the anti-Labor politics of the State, and it was not above rapping
even Sir James Mitchell over the knuckles if his actions smacked too much
of slapdash planning or party expediency. Nor was the West Australian given
to sensation-mongering; its restrained prose at times must have helped to
take the heat out of potentially tense situations such as the demonstrations
by unemployed workers in the early 1930s.

During the 1920s the West Australian acquired its evening competitor the
Daily News. Editorial comment in the Daily News tended to focus on local
issues, and perhaps its staff were a little less scrupulous about impartiality.
Thus areport of a Sydney fracas in which the New Guard broke up a Communist
meeting convened to protest against the eviction of tenants was headlined
‘Up Guards and at ’em!” and prominence without disapproval seems to have
been given to accounts of violent anti-Communist vigilante action in North
America. The third mainstay of Western Australian Newspapers was the
Western Mail, published weekly since 1885 and directed at a rural readership.
A sixty-four page broadsheet, it carried repeats of news stories carried in
the West Australian during the previous week, but its distinctive features
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included several pages of useful information for farmers, a women’s section
with recipes and other instructive material, a children’s section and selected
fiction. In short, the Western Mail played an invaluable role in disseminating
educational material to rural communities. It also contained an eight page
centrefold with photographs of local activities which today constitute a useful
resource for social historians. One regular feature was a series of snapshots
of citizens photographed walking in St George’s Terrace, whose friends derived
an artless pleasure from seeing somebody of their acquaintance in the media.
Only the Sunday Times could boast a circulation comparable to the West
Australian. Founded in 1897 as a populist, ‘tothersider’rival to the conservative
‘sandgroper’ West, the Sunday Times in its early years built up a reputation
for muckraking journalism of a somewhat indiscriminate nature. It was widely
blamed for hounding C.Y. O’Connor to his suicide, and was forever sniffing
out tales of graft and corruption in official circles. By 1931 it was long past
its prime, with an ageing staff and a proprietor, James McCallum Smith,
who with monomaniac intensity preached the secession of Western Australia
from the Commonwealth. Faint traces of the old populism lingered in its
contempt for most politicians, but much of its reforming zeal was lost in
a trenchant anti-socialism.

Several other weekly papers sprang up to seize the lost ground. Victor
Courtney, a young journalist who gained his training on the Sunday Times,
teamed up with J.J. (‘Boss’) Simons, director of the Young Australia League
in 1919 to purchase a small weekly, the Sportsman devoted to racing, trotting,
and minor sports and theatricals. Simons, a strong anti-conscriptionist, was
Labor MLA for East Perth in 1921-22 but broke with the party; however
he and Courtney were decidedly less conservative in their editorial policies
than either the Sunday Times or the West Australian so they expanded the
scope of the Sportsman to cover general local news, renamed it the Call,
and became a crusading journal which soon attracted libel suits from the
mayor of Perth and other notables. Four years later they took over another
struggling weekly, the Mirror, which filled the need for a popular Saturday
night publication. ‘It was not a good paper’ Courtney later admitted, ‘but
it was a paper with the news and it was the news dished out in a breezy
fashion while the entertainment angle of news presentation was kept well
in mind’. It was a portent for the future.

The early 1930s were a watershed for Perth’s newspapers. Courtney dated
the change to the advent of the Audit Bureau of Circulations. This gave
advertisers and their agents access to the audited sales of every major newspaper.
‘To put it plainly, most advertisers support the papers that appeal to the
masses and the masses are not all university students or professional men.”
To Hasluck at the West Australian the change was heralded by the arrival
of the Melbourne Herald’s C.P. Smith as managing editor, who supervised
the paper’s move to a new building and streamlined managerial practices which
‘tended to change a club into a factory. The supremacy of the editor in fixing
the contents of the paper was reduced to a share in the fixing.”

New media were also flourishing. In 1932 there were only two Perth radio
stations, 6WF, acquired from Westralian Farmers by the newly formed
Australian Broadcasting Commission and 6ML, the solitary commercial
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station, owned by Musgroves, the music retailers. During the next decade
they were joined by 6PR, owned by Musgroves’ competitors Nicholsons, 61X,
a second Musgroves station, 6PM, offshoot of a Northam operator, and 6KY
owned by the Australian Labor Party, as well as a second ABC station, 6WN..
In 1933 the West Australian launched a weekly journal, the Broadcaster, which
not only published local radio programmes and features about radio
personalities, but also maintained a cartoonist Clive Gordon, and provided
a forum where local short story writers could earn a few guineas and an
outlet for their work. The Western Mail was also opened to local writers.
At the same time the Daily News went down-market. Its layout assumed
several tabloid features. An opinion column was developed in which
correspondents voiced their views in capsules of not more than one hundred
words. The number of comic strips increased; Pop was joined by the space
traveller Brick Bradford, Popeye the Sailor, and eventually Blondie and
Dagwood.

The West Australian, to external appearances, remained the same dignified,
conservative, responsible, slightly old-fashioned journal as before, and its editor
during the 1930s, H.J. Lambert, was a product of the Langler school. Hasluck
however believed that the shift to the ownership of a joint stock company
was producing undesirable changes:

The space given to book reviews, criticism, and discussion of literary topics was
related to the number of readers or advertising they attracted. Satisfying the
shareholders took a higher place than responsibility to the public. Senior
appointments were made with an eye to producing better dividends rather than
a better newspaper. Circulation became more and more the yardstick by which
to measure whether a piece of journalism was good or bad, and professional skill
and probity took second place to any talent that improved circulation.4

Given the economic constraints of the depressed 1930s it would not have
been wonderful to find the accountants and advertising managers taking a
more assertive role in newspaper decision-making. The same constraints
affected the weekend press. During 1932 the Mirror and the Sunday Times
responded by initiating a series of crossword puzzle competitions in which
entrants had to submit sixpence with their entries and the winner was awarded
a prize of several hundred, or even a few thousand pounds. Circulation of
both journals throve, but the churches attacked the crossword puzzle craze
as an incentive to gambling and bookmakers complained that they were losing
customers. The Mitchell government decided to divert the proceeds of gambling
to government revenue by legislating in 1932 to outlaw the newspaper crossword
contest and to set up a lotteries commission which would conduct regular
draws, with the proceeds going to nominated charities. This put the weekend
newspapers at odds with the Mitchell government. (The Sunday Times was
already disenchanted because of what it saw as Mitchell’s lukewarm attitude
towards secession.) The controversy helped to increase the government’s
unpopularity and may have contributed to its landslide defeat in April 1933.
The ageing McCallum Smith, obsessed with fostering secession, was ready
to sell the Sunday Times and in 1934 entered into negotiations with the West
Australian. These failed to reach fruition, and Simons and Courtney intervened
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with an offer of £55,000. McCallum Smith saw nothing incrongruous about
selling to anti-secessionists or in accepting the chairmanship of directors of
the new company. He insisted only that the Sunday Times should remain
neutral on the question for twelve months. The fire soon went out of the
secession issue, and in 1937 when Carlyle Ferguson attempted to start a
secessionist paper with the memorable name of the Daily Groper it went
out of business in less than a fortnight. Courtney and Simons in fact reverted
to a moderately anti-Labor stance for most of the 1930s, and Courtney even
stood as an independent UAP candidate at a by-election for the Legislative
Council in 1941 but fell into dispute with the National Union, the anti-Labor
funding organization, and during the Second World War became Perth’s main
source of media support for the Curtin government. Old friendship played
a part here, as Curtin had edited the Westralian Worker during its heyday
in the 1920s when its political comment and cartoons matched in quality
anything produced by the mainstream press.

During the later 1920s Courtney and Simons reorganised the three
newspapers under their ownership. The Call reverted to being primarily a
sporting newspaper and the Sunday Times took over most of its popular
features, dropping many of the farming columns and other unglamorous
portions of its magazine section which had competed rather ineffectually with
the Western Mail. The Mirror increasingly found its customers among Saturday
afternoon football and racing crowds and Saturday night fans of the ‘trots’
or the cinema. For a while during the mid-1930s it made something of a
feature of reprinting human interest stories from the overseas press. In one
edition at the height of the Munich crisis of September 1938, for instance,
there are a few trivial local stories — a burglary at a plumber’s home from
which nothing was taken, a complaint of inadequate afternoon tea at the
Victoria League, a farm suicide — but most of the material is taken straight
from the lower middle-class English press: poisonings, deaths of wealthy
recluses, centenarians receiving royal telegrams, a youth cured of lockjaw,
none of them stories obviously of concern to the people of Perth.

But the Mirror gradually won itself a peculiar relevance for Perth readers.
It came to specialise in divorce reports and other delicious sexual scandals,
and its illustrations of scantily-clad girls, while innocuous enough to the eyes
of the 1980s, were sufficiently provocative to debar the paper from many
respectable households. Its sub-editors developed a line in jolly headlines:
‘Butcher was in for his Chop’, ‘Roving Romeo Routed’. Like many other
newspapers of the same sort, the Mirror represented itself as a custodian
of morality exposing the vices of the iniquitous to public scrutiny; but in
fact it was simply pandering to the insatiable human taste for prurient scandal.
It represented one end of the spectrum of Perth’s press while at the other
end the good, grey West Australian, however diminished, still maintained
the literate standards of a journal which included Walter Murdoch among
its columnists and sometimes invited academics from the University of Western
Australia to compose its editorials.

Then in 1939 the Second World War broke out. Newsprint rationing was
to lead to the disappearance of many time-honoured features. Reliance on
radio for news and entertainment, and particularly the emergence of the ABC
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news bulletins as a yardstick for accurate reporting, meant that the newspapers
would never again enjoy unchallenged pre-eminence. The wartime influx of
American servicemen presaged familiarity with the Reader’s Digest, Time,
Newsweek, and other products of a more streamlined school of journalism.
As technology changed and costs grew, control of the media would pass into
fewer hands. Something of the individualism of Perth journalism in the 1920s
and the 1930s would be lost: a combination of provincial identity and awareness
of overseas literary and cultural traditions. These newspapers unquestionably
had their limitations but at their best were motivated by a sense of awareness
and responsibility towards their readers. Can as much be said for Perth’s
press today?

NOTES

1 P. Hasluck, Mucking About: an Autobiography, Carlton 1977, chs. 9 and 19; V. Courtney, All I May Tell, Sydney 1956.
2. V. Courtney, op. cit., p. 241

3. P. Hasluck, op. cit., p. 241

4. Ibid p.243
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JULIAN CROFT

Poetry of the Nineteen Thirties

A decade has no more shape and sense to it than a mile or a verst. It is something
arbitrary which we use to put a handle on our immediate chaos. It gives us
a sense of our own proportion and a comfort in knowing where we are; and
it gives a certainty to events which was not apparent to those in the middle
of them on the plain or the steppe. The very idea of a decade is a product of
a linear notion of time and it invests all change with the notion of progress;
it was a turning away from this idea of teleological progress which produced
some of the best poems of the ’thirties. Another feature often remarked in
‘thirties poetry is its stylistic conservatism; I would like also to look at this aspect
of the poetry to see if Australian poets were as far divorced from the rest of
the world as many commentators have made out.

As far as style is concerned, my notion of the period is one of poets struggling
with two conflicting desires: one to ‘say it new’ and keep their art alive, the
other to use and exploit the traditions which all of them seem to have felt
were still valid and necessary. There is no sense of all the old forms being
diseased from ‘the old bitch gone in her teeth’, but there is a sense of it
being a time when some difficult choices had to be made. Far from rejecting
modernism, I feel that many of the poets (as distinct from the novelists) tried
to find a modern style to fit Australian conditions. There is little doubt when
one reads the poetry of the decade that the ideas which lay behind the changes
in European thought in the early years of the twentieth century (psycho-analysis,
relativity and quantum theory, and liberal economic theories) were
incorporated into Australian poetry as they had been in Britain and the United
States, but with this difference: Australian poets used a wider range of styles
— styles which ranged from mock cavalier, to Brennan-like metaphysicality;
from Imagism, Miltonics, formal stanzas, to the use of models from traditional
cultures, and contemporary speech in ballad form.

FitzGerald’s response in December 1939 to a collection which contained
Slessor’s finest mature poems was not to the ideas nor to the imaginative scope
of the poetry, but to the metrical techniques used in the collection. This was
not unusual for the period; both academic and non-academic commentators
on poetry wrote at length on prosodic features. What is interesting is
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FitzGerald’s view of Slessor’s cadenced metrics. First of all it ‘is something with
four arms and two heads’, but then it is not quite a sideshow exhibit — each
arm has a special function and the ‘creature utters wit and wisdom with both
its mouths’ (the creature was “Last Trams”). And secondly, ‘although its
technique is experimental; we are spared any crude laboratory process”.! There
we have one of the main attitudes to stylistic change in the ’thirties —
evolutionary conservatism.

Cyril Pearl, less part of the conservative mainstream (in 1931 he edited
Stream, a short-lived avant-garde magazine in Melbourne, and published in
it Bertram Higgins and Edgar Holt), wrote in Art in Australia in December
1933 about Higgins’ poetics. He was not interested in the mechanics of the
poet’s prosody, but more in the nature of modern poetry. He defended Higgins’
‘Mordecaius’ Overture from the charge of unintelligibility by citing Valéry
that obscurity ‘is the product of two factors, the thing read and the being
who reads it. “The latter rarely blames himself.” > Modern poetry, Pearl argued,
needs an audience with a ‘minimum education’ otherwise art is democratised
to a ‘sub-journalistic level’.2 Once more we see the problem with style: change
and experiment in art need a discriminating clerisy, and Pearl, like FitzGerald,
sees its development as being part of an evolutionary conservatism.

A little earlier, in September of 1931, Kenneth Slessor had given an address
to the English Association in Sydney in which he also struggled with his
conflicting desires to be both forward looking and respecter of past traditions.
This Janus-like evolutionary conservatism can still be seen in the statements
by R.D. FitzGerald two decades later when he tried to reconcile the desire
to experiment with the necessity for beauty and lucid expression. Slessor’s
impatience with Joyce (he had just read part of Work in Progress — “Haveth
Childers Everywhere” — in 1931), Gertrude Stein, and e.e. cummings was
not based on the techniques they used — neologisms, para-sensical repetition
and free verse he could understand — but on the grounds of the technique
being taken to irrational extremes: ‘Movement in poetry is to be achieved
by a gradual building process . . . There can be no sudden explosion of revolt,
such as is attempted by the incendiaries under the domination of Cummings
and Gertrude Stein’.?

Though neither Slessor nor FitzGerald had much desire to move far away
from traditional styles, they both responded positively to the intellectual
currents of the time. It would seem to me that the opinion which sees the
response in Australia to modernism as delayed is wrong. If one looks only
for the stylistic features of modernist poetry, then that would appear to be
the case. Australian poets persisted for a variety of reasons — the influence
of powerful polemicists like Norman Lindsay, inertia, delight — with traditional
forms of prosody, but then few poets in Britain or the United States in the
*thirties followed the examples of the early Eliot or the later Pound. However,
in terms of content, of prevailing mood, of the imaginative processing of
current ideas in psychology, physics, and politics, our poets took up the
challenge, and at least three great poems were conceived and completed in
the mid-’thirties. The point seems to be that in stylistic matters Australian
poets remained vitalist, and committed to a teleological notion of progress.
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In the wider arena of ideas concerning physics and metaphysics there was
no such certainty, and their poetry dealt directly with dilemma.

II

These then are some of the opinions around in the decade, but what of the
practice? What was the poetry like?

Frank Wilmot’s (‘Furnley Maurice’) Melbourne Odes appeared in 1934,
This city poetry contrasted markedly with Sydney’s. Slessor’s tinkling light
verse, the romantic glitter he finds in the misery of William Street, and Colin
Wills’ sesquipedalian light-heavy-weight verse also on city subjects showed
the effects of the Depression in Sydney, but let the city keep its marcel wave
in place (a double message also apparent in the Sydney novels of the time).4
Wilmot, on the other hand, is much more robust and direct in his depiction
of an anti-romantic cityscape in the “Victoria Markets Recollected in
Tranquillity”, and even though occasionally he lets a solemn and beautiful
sunset glow on the city in the “The Towers of Melbourne” one is always
conscious of Whelan the Wrecker at one’s back. The right modernist tone
of Eliot’s Preludes or Baudelaire’s /immonde cité is there, but the prosody
is not that of “The Waste Land™

Along the shadows furtive, lone,
The unwashed terrier carries his week-end bone.
An old horse with a pointed hip
And dangling disillusioned under-lip
Stands in a harvest-home of cabbage leaves
And grieves.

(“The Victoria Markets . . .”)

That is not surprising. In 1922 after reading Carl Sandburg and Ezra Pound,
Wilmot railed against the deadening conservatism of Australian prosody, but
went on to argue that it was not good enough to ‘copy Mr Ezra Pound’,
instead we should find our own style to express the ‘restlessness of the times’.s
Wilmot opted for control — for a music based on short lines and rhyme
— which seems to me, like Slessor’s four arms and two heads, to be the
ideal form, half-ironic, half-compassionate, for the well-composed and carefully
edited cinema verité with which Wilmot creates the physical and human milieux
of the markets. It has its continuation in the work of Ronald McCuaig in
Sydney later in the decade.

If these were the images and prosody of the city, how was the bush seen?

Katharine Susannah Prichard’s The Farth Lover was published in Sydney
in 1932, Kenneth Mackenzie’s Qur Earth in Sydney in 1937, and Paul Hasluck’s
Into the Desert in Claremont, W.A. in 1939. That all had Western Australian
affiliations might account for their vivid sense of the natural world and their
discontent with industrialised suburban societies. Their attitudes, however,
to the natural world differ considerably. Prichard’s desire in the title poem
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of the collection is to blend into the landscape; not to impose her will or
personality on her earthy lover, but to mingle:

For I am an earth child

An earth lover,

And I ask no more than to be,

Of the earth, earthy,

And to mingle again with the divine dust.

The poem shows considerable lyric grace with its precise imagery and a sure
fluent line. Unlike many of her contemporaries Prichard uses the rhythms
of prose and speech rather than well-established literary cadences. The opposite
is true of Kenneth Mackenzie’s grand oeuvre “Our Earth”. This ambitious
poem in a sumptuous edition published by the Halstead Press was introduced
by Norman Lindsay, illustrated by him and contained as well, in each of
its 225 limited edition copies, an original engraving by the artist. The poem
is a long, ecstatic celebration of natural processes — love-making, pregnancy,
birth — which are contrasted unfavourably with the ‘iron’ world of the present.
Although Lindsay claims the poem is written in blank verse, much of it is
written in unrhymed alexandrines. The style is Keats with overtones of the
apocalyptic romanticism popular in England in the late ’thirties — in fact
in places the imagery moves into the surreal and could have been as easily
illustrated by James Gleeson as Norman Lindsay:

We who are clipped and duly shaped in stamp and size
link hands — who have no hands in this unheard regime
of wheel and cog. That’s sleeping, and from that sleep
too soon will be no waking, when the harnessed tides
and chained obedient seasons vomit out their hearts

and sleep in sleep for ever; and the wheel tells them,

the cogs command them chattering, they obey the steel
that rapes and rapes to death with perfect piston motion
beauty who fought, and fled, and fell, and could not rise.

The moral is clear — industrialism is violent and destructive. The earth is
the power we should worship. In an earlier section of the poem which invokes
some hot and sweaty love-making, Mackenzie makes the point that through

physical love men achieve a unity with Nature (the Earth). Where Prichard
was content to mingle, Mackenzie must ‘know’ and ‘enter’

Love blends in such a unity my scattered parts
that I am in this space made perfectly a man,
knowing my Earth, entering once again my heaven.

How much more appealing are the austerities of Eliot’s waste land.

Paul Hasluck’s desert is conveyed in the language of an abstract Georgianism
with a leavening of early twentieth-century ennui; it is Lawson written by Ralph
Hodgson out of Poe:

These tell great mysteries:

The tired winds crooning in unblossomed trees
Dull syllables of magic spent, leaves thrown
Thriftless and turned to mould; the moan

Of dirges played o’er grey hills, slumbering,
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When autumn clouds droop on purple wing )
And in one moment’s maze a man may know how centuries
sweep by.
Death’s thankful sigh.
(“Autumn”)

Closer to the coast, however, the land waits for progress and development.
In “Songs of Australia” Hasluck uses a long line and ‘thirties’ documentary
images to express his positivist beliefs in economic progress and development.
Like Mackenzie’s Earth, his land is also feminine:

Here on a coloured couch the ripening land
Waits for the rape.
The small round hills push pointed breasts into the skies.
The long smooth flanks are stretched at ease.
Here mid green crops the purple fallow lies,
Set round by guardian trees.
(“An Inventory™)

There is another side to national development. Unlike agrarian development,
urban labour is not so violently and sensually fulfilling. Hasluck finds ennui
and spiritual malaise the order of the day in the suburbs — as they were
for the generation of writers in the first decade of the century.¢

Having once walked in that land I am sick with desire.

The tarred road through the suburb is lined with dying trees

And grey dried weeds

Between a palisade of skinny poles and whining wire.

Summer heat strikes upward blow on blow stabbing the brain.

The harsh nails in cheap boots, daily stampeding to doom,

Click one refrain:

You’ll miss your train. You'll miss your train. You’ll miss your train.
(“Discontent in the Suburbs”)

Even on the coast the male poets of the decade saw the land as female,
and the sea as its complementary male. In the poems of E.G. Moll and Ronald
McCuaig there is the same image of the sea or the surf as a lecherous old
man licking the breasts of a young woman, the beach. And in Kyneton, far
from the salacious sea shore, Leonard Mann invoked the same spirit in his
memories of the willows in the Kyneton Gardens by the Campaspe:

And trembling in their fret of fever

Suspend their quivering fingers over

Her breasts like a too timid lover . . .
(“Basement Restaurant”)

Mann’s style is representative of minor poets with major themes to
communicate. The problem was finding that right style. Mann chose a Miltonic
blank verse, which when roughly treated had some vitality. Like many of
his contemporaries in the smaller magazines of the time, he shows his social
conscience when he tries to answer the music hall question of ‘What about
the workers?”:

What! Is this all? Is there no satisfaction;
Not merely a sensation in the belly,
In flowing muscles and the certain eye,
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In treading girders free of vertigo,

In physical prowess, in lustful loins,

In solace of the cool drawn pot of beer,
In virtues that the animals possess

As man the greatest of the carnivores?

Mann’s verse is too mechanical, and although like McCuaig’s it affects
the metaphysical, Mann does not bring it off. The roughness of the language
defeats the grand gesture. Thus in “Ballet”, which in parts is very similar
to FitzGerald’s “The Hidden Bole”, the abstractions do not live and the ideas
are too diffused.

In Mann’s collection the Bathurst burr of the ’twenties, Australia as home
to the exotic import of Hellenic myth, still flourished in “Pan Reborn™

He feels new hope rise in his flesh
And ruminates how close a mesh
Knits head to hoof and soul to sense . . .

Unfortunately, it was more hoof than head in Mann’s verse, and despite
the design on Peter Hopegood’s title page for his Austral Pan (1932?) which
shows that the horns and ears of Pan can grace the human and geographic
face of black Australia, there was little progress in integrating European myth
and Antipodean reality in the period. Hopegood’s energetic poetry with its
rough metrics, its parodies of Milton (again — particularly the “Ode on the
Morning of Christ’s Nativity”), and its skill in light verse registers, records
the final failure of Slessor’s “Pan at Lane Cove”. For Hopegood Pan is the
quintessential white squatter regulating his flocks, but every now and then
going troppo:

But Pan, though moving with the times and counting pride the worst of crimes,
Evolving the communist plan and equalising black and tan

With white in one jazz spectroscope . . .

.. . He seeks again His ancient haunts.

A squatter born, a squatter bred, with horns, Himself, upon His head,

His steps outback with glee are bent. He snuffs the salt bush

with content

The deeper for His knowledge sure, His ancient ways and works endure.

A much more powerful evocation of the bush, this time the Northern
Territory, is found in F.T. Macartney’s Hard Light (Surrey Hills, Vic., 19347).
There is an awkward use of rhyme and staccato lines, and a tropical eroticism
— ‘The moist, promiscuous jungle clasps the hill /| With that industrious
harlotry which dims / Exhaustion into mournfulness ...’ (“The Rainbird
Comes Again™) — which is rather over-dramatic, but those same images can
be used to communicate moving states of despair in “Rhyme of the Wandering
Shadows”™

Tribal Dance

“We have grown pliant with life’s many needs,”
They seem to say;

And so

In a long row
They crouch and sway

Whistling like wind in reeds.
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Their thoughts with fears are thick as shade in leaves;
So each pretends

To be

A tall gum tree
Blown till it bends,

And as it bends it grieves.

In 1935 Rex Ingamells published his first collection of poetry, Gum Tops.
Even before reading P.R. Stephensen, Ingamells’ concern for Australian culture
can be seen in this volume. There is a long poem on white colonisation which
celebrates the voyagers, but also laments the destruction of black culture.
In “Black Children”, the land is not the quiescent feminine, but a black presence
of innocence and vanished childhood:

Where now the uninterrupted sun
Is shrivelling the sheaves,

Black children leap and laugh and run
Beneath a sky of leaves;

And where the farmer thrashes wheat
With steel machinery,

Go glimmerings of their little feet,
If he could only see.

In his next collection, Sun-Freedom — published in the same year (1938)
as he founded the Jindyworobak Club, edited its first anthology, and wrote
his Conditional Culture — Ingamells passed from the notion of the blacks
as vanished children to a more profound attempt to reproduce the rhetoric
of the oral culture of aboriginal Australia. Here it is old age which speaks
— and which asserts its presence in white Australia:

When fire-waves spread
in night-camps under the gums,
yellowing the ripped-bark branches overhead,
the time of age dim story-telling comes.
Crouched in the warmth, with bodies glowing red
all are silent but the very old,
Uh! only jealous, dark-chilled Kuark gibes
down in the gully, while the tales are told
of the wandering tribes.
(“The Wandering Tribes™)

Ian Tilbrook was associated with Ingamells in Adelaide. In a foreword
to Tilbrook’s Torn Edges (Adelaide, 1938), Ingamells made the point that
modern life and modern art are phenomenally removed from each other. “Torn
Edges” is an expression of that dislocation, and despite its flat diction and
prosaic imitation of Eliot, it does show some of the preoccupations of the
Jindyworobak group at the time of their foundation:

It is a world divided, a conflict

between materialism and aesthetics.

These, the lives influenced and influencing,

are the torn edges — imperfect shapes of what will be.
(“Torn Edges”)

A year earlier, also in Adelaide, a much more convincing poetry describing
that divided world was published in Enid Moodie Heddle’s Solitude and other
vagaries (Adelaide, 1937). An unpromising title, but the poetry itself is inventive.
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It shows the influence of the imagists in an unsentimental verse characterised
by clear observation and a cinematic documentary approach. The language
is spare and has considerable descriptive power:

And somewhere,
Round a corner
Through the wavering shadows,
Through the pale, blinding light,
A dead man calmly sitting
In a room;
And a dead woman huddled
On a small kitchen floor
In a block of such comfortable,
Adequate,
New service flats.
And the traffic
In torment
On the Cross —
And no Eros . . .
(“Mock Piccadilly™)

Mary Finnin’s poems, A Beggar’s Opera (Melbourne, 1938) and Look Down,
Olympians (Melbourne, 1939) — published in one volume as Poems
(Melbourne, 1940) — are traditional in form, but their diction does not break
down and revert to the literary gestures of the Georgians as other minor
poems of the period often do. “A Beggar’s Opera” in particular is rich in
imagery and deals very imaginatively with the convict theme.

Probably the most interesting collection of minor poetry in the period was
Ronald McCuaig’s Vaudeville (Sydney, 1938) — poems written between
November 1933 and January 1934. The subject matter is sex (the book had
to be printed by the author as no publisher would take it on), and the style
is that of the ballad (¢f Auden’s Miss Gee”and “Victor” of four years later),
and the Metaphysical and Cavalier revival of the ‘twenties.

Many of them are written as dialogues or monologues and often are mock-
pastorals. Though they use rhyme intelligently, they capture contemporary
speech rhythms with a wit and verve that no other poet was to do until Bruce
Dawe in the sixties. They are a fine philippics against the shallowness of modern
urban life and its effect on the vital instincts.

‘William Baylebridge’s’ (C.W. Blocksidge) ambitious sonnet sequence Love
Redeemed (Sydney, 1934) suffers from being at too many removes from the
remover. The poet writes of love using the conventions (and often the language)
of the Elizabethans, and the actuality of the experience and the communication
of a realised world are lost in abstractions. Baylebridge followed Brennan’s
path but turned acutely right into a cul-de-sac of the over-literary. The Sydney
Morning Herald’s praise of the collection sums up the sonnets of Love
Redeemed: ‘they are rich in “fundamental brain-work™.

The most impressive love poem of the decade must be Tom Inglis Moore’s
“Druidic Gums”, which won second prize to FitzGerald’s “Essay on Memory”
in the 1938 sesquicentennial poetry prize. There is nothing lyrical about the
poem (moving lyrics may be found elsewhere in his Adagio in Blue [Sydney,
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1938]); rather it is epic in its scope. In its attempt to explore the similarities
between the awesome power of the Australian landscape, western civilisation’s
myths, and the experience of lovers at night beneath gum trees it is the erotic
equivalent of FitzGerald’s “The Hidden Bole”. The verse, though rich in its
rhetoric, is supple and dynamic and in both its ideas and expression it is
a major achievement. It is a pity that it is neglected today.

I1I

Such are the strengths and.weaknesses of the minor poems of the period,
but it is three major poems from the decade which I think show the triumph
of modernism in Australia.

They are Higgins’ “ ‘Mordecaius’ Overture” in 1933; FitzGerald’s “The
Hidden Bole”, 1938(started in 1935); Slessor’s “Five Bells”, 1939 (started in
1935 and finished in 1937). Each poem is an attempt to make sense of a
world in physical and metaphysical confusion. Physically it is a world where
time is no longer a universal but a relative fiction of impermanence and
uncertainty; and metaphysically it is a world where the value systems of
aesthetics and ethics are equally problematical. Where Eliot found answers
in orthodox religion, and Auden in political and religious dogmas, the same
certainty is not to be found in Australia. FitzGerald’s poem ends with the
reassurance of beauty and a sense of order despite the relativity of time, but
that certainty did not survive the coming war. His “Face of the Waters” (1944)
has in it some of the most profoundly pessimistic writing to be found in
Australian poetry.

Higgins’ poem is an Overture — for what, we are not certain. The first
disquieting element is apparent: this is not a poem based on linear causality.
Mordecaius is a fragmented voice. He speaks like one of Pound’s Cantos,
as if all history were speaking through him. He is present at the eruption
which is destroying Pompeii; he witnesses each hour of the Crucifixion; like
Leopold Bloom he carries round in his head the inheritance of the Judaeo/
Roman world, but it does little to save him from those who mock him; in
fact he mocks himself. The poem gives us a frightening picture of a collapsing
world — physically at Pompeii, teleologically at Golgotha — and it makes
sure that through its speaker we can locate these times and feelings in our
present. It is an apocalyptic poem of great power which shows the crisis (in
the old sense as an argument between voices approaching a judgment) in
the decade, and conveys it through an ingenious rhetoric and controlled imagery
without the distraction of conceited metaphors.

The problem which both FitzGerald and Slessor tackle in their poems is
also teleological — possibly a product of trying to make sense of the vitalist
tradition in which they developed.

Slessor’s desperate search for purpose and design in the world is never
rewarded. Although time appears to be causally linear — a ‘bumpkin calculus’
— it proceeds nowhere; it is a ‘flood that does not flow’. Any convincing
answers as to what we are and what life means can only be gained outside
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the causal progression of Newtonian physics, in an alternate world. In his
sonnet sequence “Out of Time” (1935) Slessor describes the ‘moment’s world’
of insight, relief from pain and decay as a static moment — a surface of
a bubble without cause and without issue. The same fragile image of an eggshell
instant is used by FitzGerald at the end of “The Face of the Waters”. Both
images express a desire to escape from causality, from the ‘long nightmare
of history’, which in an agnostic age leads nowhere. For Slessor at the end
of “Five Bells” causality wins out; the insight is lost, and the flood flows
on, plot-less and purposeless like the lives of the city people glimpsed from
the “Last Trams” — ‘stars of a film without a plot / snippings of idiot celluloid’.

In “The Hidden Bole” FitzGerald’s more optimistic nature takes Pavlova’s
dance as an example of ephemeral beauty (even more so after her death in
1931) which could only come into being through linear temporality, and equates
it with the vitalist view of the natural world as an eternally renewing biological
entity, with beauty as its by-product. Pavlova’s individual art must be
impermanent for ‘permanence . .. is death’ because the life-force is linear
and progressive. The Banyan tree, which provides the major motif and title
for the poem, expresses in its curious rooting system the argument from design,
except in the case of the banyan tree, the design, the central bole does not
exist — the centre is a metaphysical mystery. FitzGerald was content before
the war to let the mystery remain — later he was to confront it head on.

These three major poems show that Australian poets did respond to modern
dilemmas. The styles they chose were different, as were their temperaments.
Higgins perhaps was influenced by his residence in Europe during the ‘twenties,
FitzGerald by his deep-rooted belief in traditional practice as a necessary
function of communication, and Slessor by his continual exploration of the
sensuous and melancholic sounds of the language. Whatever their styles, these
poems show clearly the anomy of the early twentieth century, and the collapse
of the certainty associated with nineteenth century vitalism. As such they
show that Australian poetry was not as isolated from world trends as has
been argued in the past. It would seem that in the 1930s ideas were being
processed as promptly as they were in the 1960s and 1970s. What did remain
home-grown were the styles which were used to express those ideas. Poets
may have become disillusioned with vitalism as a set of ideas, but the vitalist
model persisted in their attitudes towards the evolution of style.
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Portia Bennett, “Howard Street Perth”, 1934.
(Reproduced with the permission of the Art Gallery of Western Australia.)
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DAVID BROMFIELD

Modernism’s Back Alley — Perth Streets
as Signs of the Times

The city street has always been central to the experience of modernism and
the changing image of the street has been its most potent icon. From the time
of Baudelaire and Manet the act of observing changes in buildings, their
functions and various, apparently disconnected, events in the street has been
the mark of “modernist” art. The key experiences of simultaneity, voyeurism,
intoxication with technical change and the contrasting moods of a passive
spectatorial indifference and the attempt to manifest the need for political
reform all take place in the street. Modernism has been described by its prophets
as the road to an utopian future for all and by its critics as the leading edge
of an international capitalism which aimed at the subordination of all local
differences and demands to some universally accepted system of values and
goals. It has been seen to promise both heroic freedom and debased
enslavement.

This article looks at changes in the image of the street in Perth in the thirties
principally through the work of two artists, the painter Portia Bennett and the
photographer Fred Flood. It is concerned with documenting the changes that
their work invokes and with making suggestions as to their relevance to the
experience of being “modern” in Perth in the thirties. It is vital to determine
the extent to which the local image of the “modern” street which was produced
at that time differed from the international model which had appeared as part
of the recovery fram worldwide depression of the early 1930%. By doing this
we may understand a little more of the effect modernism has had on the attitudes
of the citizens of Perth and the development of the city from then until the
present.!

Portia Bennett arrived in Perth from Sydney in 1932. During the thirties
and forties, she produced a marvellous series of watercolour views of the
urban environment as it changed, many of them centring on the Town Hall.
She used the Town Hall tower both as a picturesque compositional device
in the manner of Bonington’s city views of the early nineteenth century and
as a historical monument which evoked both Perth in the 1850s and the mythlc
middle ages of nineteenth century civic pride.2 A photographlc spread of various
towers in Perth in the Western Mail Christmas issue for 1938, Towers Old
and New confirms this reading of the historical dimension of Bennett’s work
as it uses the Town Hall as a sign for the imagined “ancient” history of the
city.
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However we shall concentrate on a relatively early and minor work in the
series which does not feature the Town Hall, a view down Howard Street which
she painted in 1934, shortly after she had become a member of the newly formed
Perth Society of artists. Bennett had been a student in Sydney with the Dattilo
Rubbo and Julian Ashton school and had been much influenced by the Sydney
modernists who painted the urban scene. However she found in Perth neither
apparent outward icons of modernity from the Sydney Bridge downwards that-
were so prevalent in Sydney nor a group of determinedly modernist artists
informed by the environment. Her colleagues in the Perth Society thought of
themselves as up to date professional artists but their ideal artists were Gruner
and Heysen, both of whom exhibited with the society.

Indeed Perth was still, visually at least, a British country town and thought
of itself as such. Bennett’s image of Howard Street plays on this quite
consciously and conceals her still quite potent modernism within many
reminders of a conservative environment. The most clear example of this
is her detailed rendering of the red brick and gold standstone of the Surrey
Chambers 1903 on the left hand corner of the street and St George’s Terrace.
This semi-ecclesiastical architecture which ultimately harks back to the
reassuring gothic of St Pancras Station was intended to confirm an impression
of the stability and security of the professional activities it housed; the stability
that is of the country solicitor or doctor who perhaps might also buy the
occasional watercolour.

There are however several elements of the composition which conflict with
this view of the painting and may account for its ultimate inadequacy. They
also point to the inadequacy of the self image of Perth as a country town.
The buildings on either side of the street are far too high and the gulf they
form between them is far too vast and deep. Bennett has made use of the
spectacular shadow cast across the street to emphasise this even more. At
the bottom of the gulf in the light in St George’s Terrace one can see a
small Morris car and a few diminutive pedestrians. This dramatic effect is
found in early romantic watercolourists like Bonington and also in the anxiety-
laden images of Piranesi. In this case I believe it is a product of an anxious
compromise between Bennett’s desire to see the streets of Perth as the streets
of a modern city and the fear that this would provoke amongst her most
likely patrons.

Her selective record is easily exposed by the account of another, fictional,
observer, looking from just down the road, in 1934:

“The city he knew was a city at work, living, significant: a city of two hundred
thousand souls; with crowded narrow footpaths and wide busy streets; with clanging
electric trams, painted a dull grey green and decorated with advertisements, with
red diamonds painted on either end from which the headlamps looked out like
Cyclopean eyes; with a morning and evening and four important weekly newspapers;
with fine public buildings; with bronze and stone and marble memorials to the
War and others of the great and noble deeds of men; with green parks and public
gardens; with chambers of Commerce and Industry; with wealth amounting to
hundreds of millions of pounds sterling deposited in bills and deed and currency
in a dozen banks; and with thousands of unemployed who huddled in the trees
in the parks, their shabby clothes and drawn, worn out faces spoiling the pleasant
prospects for the more fortunate.”
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THE MODERN CAFE
T
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A CORNER OF THE CAFE.

ENVIRONMENT IS
IMPORTANT — BUT
NOT EVERYTHING.
THE DELIGHTFULLY
MODERN SUR-
ROUNDINGS OF
BILLETT'S CAFE ARE
BACKED UP BY EFFI-
CIENT SERVICE AND
UNRIVALLED
COOKING.
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Billett's Cafe, Gledden Bldg., Perth, W.A.
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The eyes of the magistrate Riddle in J.M. Harcourt’s novel Upsurge have
seen far more than Portia Bennett in the immediate environment. Later in
the novel Harcourt is to use the city street on many occasions as the site
of his most dramatic events. It is the scene of a strike picket outside a department
store and the scene of riots by the unemployed which refer to the real life
Treasury riots of 1931. For Harcourt the street has become essentially the
site of class conflict and of a change in the nature of sociability that can
best be illustrated by one minor quotation describing the employees of the
department store leaving for home:

“The groups broke up and the assistants, men and girls, went out to swell the
crowds on the footpaths. For some of the girls, young men belonging to a different
stratum of society were waiting with cars. The girls entered their cars ostentatiously,
bidding goodbye to their less fortunate comrades in self conscious, affected tones.
Other girls paired with men from the shop. The bulk of them hurried away to
board the clanging, grey green trams which would carry them to the suburbs.

Many of them had to stand in the trams, clinging to overhead straps or to metal
hand holds on the backs of their seats, they smiled fixedly beneath their powder

and rouge while the muscles of their legs ached and knotted into hard lumps on
their calves.™

On occasion the confrontation of class values in the street was direct and
immediate. It is almost certainly the fear of this which has given Bennett’s
side street the quality of a gothic ravine.

In the mid 1930’s there were to be several isolated modern buildings erected
in Perth which were in direct contrast to the style of the Surrey Chambers. For
instance the Gledden building in Hay Street built for the University of Western
Australia in 1938 with its charmingly “modern,” cafe Billetts. These buildings
were presented as a group in several newspaper photographic layouts in the
late thirties; for instance in The Western Mail in February 1938.5 The intention
was to suggest that the whole of the city centre was undergoing a monumental
modernisation and that a corresponding change in general lifestyle was taking
place. In fact, as the paintings of the city centre made at the time by Harald
Vike show, only very select spots were “modernised.”™ Works such as Vike’s
Perth roofs in the Art Gallery of Western Australia show how sparse such sites
were; most of the inner city was to remain residential or to echo the image of
an English country town until the 1970.

There was however one place where three modern style buildings were
grouped close together. The next street up the Terrace on the river side from
Howard Street is Sherwood Court, which during 1937 and 1938 became a back
alley of modernist buildings. First the Colonial Mutual Insurance company
built its head offices on the Terrace corner of Sherwood Court in 1937. This
building has been described as “a miniature American skyscraper of the 1930°s”
and featured as such, its height exaggerated by splendid isolation in their
advertisements in the Western Mail Colour supplements of 1937 and 1938 and
elsewhere. The company then built a block of luxury flats, The Lawson Flats
at the bottom corner of the Court near the Esplanade with a view of the river.
Across the Court the Atlas insurance company built their headquarters, a
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| John Oldham Design for Lawson Flats, n.d.

(Reproduced with the permission of the
Western Mail.)

— Advertisement for Colonial Mutual, 1938.
B (Reproduced with the permission of the
Western Mail.)
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smaller building with a semi-modern classical facade on the top of which was
the sculpted image of Atlas carrying the world on his shoulders. The sculptue
was picked out when the building was floodlit at night. The use of floodlights
was itself a indication of modernity, of the 24 hour use of the street and of
nightlife. A similar suggestion is made in John Oldham’s rendering of the
Lawson building, which shows the flats brilliantly lit at night with a couple
waving to their friends from the second floor.

In the 1938 Christmas number of the Western Mail there appeared a
photograph by F.W. Flood entitled Perth Rises.® This photograph was taken
from a position looking up Sherwood Court from across the road in front of
the Atlas Building with the camera tilted up to the sky so that virtually the
entire picture plane is occupied by the images of the three buildings which loom
and tilt overhead in the manner of New York Skyscrapers. The impression is
of an artbitrary image taken in a complex modern metropolis. In fact the image
could only have been found at this one spot in Perth and is profoundly intended
and artificial. It goes one step beyond the photoinsets and panoramas of modern
buildings which had appeared in newspapers previously to suggest a seamless
modern environment modelled closely on New York.

Photographs of New York may well have provided the impulse from which
Flood made this image. The iconography of New York was flooding into
Perth in the late 1930’ as part of a worldwide campaign to develop a “modern”
international consumer economy. At the time this photograph was finished
several films featuring this imagery were playing in Perth for the Christmas
season, including the Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers musical film Carefree
which was doubled with The Saint in New York at the Ambassadors. The
reviews for this programme make it clear that cinema goers would have been
familar with all the R.K.O. musicals from Flying down to Rio onwards.

Had Flood taken a more orthodox “straight on” photograph of Sherwood
Court not only would it not have evoked the air of dynamic capital which
the owners of the buildings wished to see expressed by them but it would
also have shown the fake Elizabethan Facade of the shopping arcade London
Court across the Terrace at the end of Sherwood Court.? This had been erected
by aresident of the Lawson Flats, the millionaire speculator Claude de Bernales,
presumably in imitation of Liberty’s in London. Whatever Flood’s sources
for his photograph it is clear that he wished to create a purely modern image
redolent of the claims to success of “modern” capital.

There could be no greater contrast than that between the Perth street scenes
of Portia Bennett and Fred Flood. The buildings in each are radically opposed
in style and in the kind of society they anticipate and serve. Yet at another
level they share several circumstances. Both images depend on models of urban
life from elsewhere, the British country town and the American metropolis;
both are of relatively minor thorough-fares, backalleys indeed, and both exclude
depictions of the use of the street by the community at large. This last is
the most important connection.

Fred Flood had made one attempt to produce an image of the heroism
of modern city life in a photograph entlted Late afternoon i St. George’s
Terrace Perth. (Plate 6). It shows the view towards West Perth from the
corner of William Street taken from a high window. The figures on the pavement
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Fred Flood, “Late Afternoon in St. George’s Terrace Perth”, n.d.
(Reproduced with the permission of the Western Mail.)
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cast long expressive shadows from their heroic silhouettes. Their capacity
for independent social relations, their differences of class and role have been
completely denied. This street view, these dream-like puppets have a long
lineage in Modernism from the nineteenth centure boulevard paintings of
Manet and Pissarro to the Berlin photography and moviemaking of Moholy
Nagy and Walter Ruttmann in the 1920’. Flood himself is most likely to
have seen it employed in American feature films as means of producing a
dramatic and heroic image of street life in the city. Yet even as we look
we can see the “modernity” of the Terrace peter out into the small country-
town buildings at the back of the image. The photograph speaks of the
attempted erosion or concealment of difference within a community through
the use of a modernism from elsewhere, a utopia which does not spring from
the urban context of Perth but from the need for a myth of the urban in
keeping with the myth of a harmonious society so desperately sought after
in the thirties.

That is why there are no visual images of the street to match Harcourt’s
novel. Only by excluding by extreme contrivance the social use of the street
and its history and context was Flood able to turn Sherwood Court into
Modernism’s back alley

NOTES

1. Much of this article is based on material uncovered by postgraduate students in the Centre for Fine Arts U.W.A. in particular
Robyn Taylor, Helen Shervington, Julian Goddard and Vyonne Geneve. A broad view of the visual arts in Perth in the
1930’s can be found in the catalogue of the exhibition “Aspects of Perth Modernism 1929 to 1942” available from the
Centre for Fine Arts U.W.A.

For Bennett's career and a list of her works see the Catalogue of the exhibition “Portia Bennett and Marj Tarling.” Undercroft
Gallery U.W.A. October 1986. o . . )

See J.M. Harcourt Upsurge, a novel first published 1934 this quotation from the facsimile edition edited by Richard A.
Nile. University of Western Australia Press 1986 page 14.

Harcourt, 131.

See The Western Mail February 24th 1938 page 4. . .

See the essays by Robyn Taylor and David Bromfield in Aspects of Perth Modernism for further discussion of these
matters.

See J. White and Margaret Pitt Morison Western Towns and Buildings. U.W.A. Press 1979 page 112.

(My colleague) Professor Tom Stannage of the History department U.W.A. is researching the work of Fred Flood and
should shortly be publishing an account of his career as a photographer.

For a photograph which shows this see White and Pitt Morison, p.272.

© ®N ouE W N
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Study for ‘The Cattle Track’ c1930 by Beatrice Darbyshire. Carbon pencil and
white highlights on buff paper 30.2 x 28.1 cm. Private collection.
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EUROPEAN RELATIONS

ESSAYS FOR
HELEN WATSONWILLIAMS

Edited by Bruce Bennett and John Hay

The essays in this Festschrift take up the theme of the interrelatedness of
Australia and Europe, of the new world and the old. The topics range from
voyages of discovery to Australian applications of the literary, social and
scientific paradigms of Europe, and to the literatures of
settlement and expatriality.

The collection includes essays by George Seddon, Leslie Marchant, Fay
Zwicky, James Lawler, Bruce Bennett, John Hay and David Bean, and essays
by the dedicatee, Helen Watson-Williams. Accompanying these are new
translations by Leonard Burrows of poems by Theophile Gautier.

Copies of this important new collection are available from:

Centre for Studies in Australian Literature
Department of English

University of Western Australia
Nedlands, 6009 W.A.

The price of the volume is $13.95 (postage included). Price to C.S.A.L. members - $12.50.
Cheques should be made out to the Centre for Studies in Australian Literature.

Name:
Address:

Amount enclosed:
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MACQUARIE DICTIONARY
OF AUSTRALIAN QUOTATIONS

“I don’t think it pays to be too honest in a dry country.” So wrote Thomas
Alexander Browne (‘Rolf Boldrewood’) in Robbery Under Arms. No doubt
thousands of such expressions, whether by Australians, or about Australia
are preserved in literature, the newspapers and people’s memories.

Macquarie Library would like to collect them all, humorous or mournful,
pertinent or impertinent, pithy or prolonged, whether the subject is ‘Abbatoirs’
or ‘Zoos’. They all deserve a place in The Macquarie Dictionary of Australian
Quotations, a book to be published by Macquarie in collaboration with the
Association for the Study of Australian Literature.

Stephen Torre of the English Department at James Cook University has
been appointed the General Editor for the project and is looking forward
to receiving contributions from the widest range of sources possible, including
you. If you feel you have a quotable quote to offer, please send it to Stephen
at James Cook University. There it will be checked and sorted into subject
area and then sent down to Macquarie Library via a computer link-up. The
entire data-base of quotations will eventually be indexed and published in
time for the bicentennial year (1988).

Every successful contributor will be acknowledged in the book, so send
your quote(s) in now if you want to be a part of this project.

Please send quotations or inquiries to:
Stephen Torre, General Editor, MDAQ
English Department
James Cook University
Townsville, Qld. 48I1.
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P.EN.* 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,
380 2151 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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ASAL 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 NOLATER THAN 15 DECEMBER, 1986, at this
address:

The Convenors, ASAL 87
Tasmanian State Institute of Technology
PO Box 1214
Launceston
TASMANIA, 7250
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Summer titles

THE AUSTRALIAN SCAPEGOAT

Towards an Antipodean Aesthetic
PETER FULLER $9.95 (pb), ISBN 0 85564 245 9

An art critic with an established international reputation, Fuller sees in the best Australian landscape painting—of Arthur
Boyd, Sidney Nolan and Fred Williams—the origins of a new and genuinely Post-Modern aesthetic.

¥

ROTTNEST ISLAND
History and Architecture

R.). FERGUSON $29.95 (hb), ISBN 0 85564 248 3
$19.95 (pb), ISBN 0 85564 249 |

The island’s dramatic story is told through an expertly guided tour of its early colonial buildings, among the most remark-
able surviving examples of Australia’s European heritage. Fully illustrated.

¥

THE LYRE IN THE PAWNSHOP
Essays on Literature and Survival 1974-1984

FAY ZWICKY $15.00 (hb), ISBN 085564 235 |

A selection of the author’s most incisive articles on many of the best-known contemporary Australian writers and critics,
reappraising the parochial values of their writings and their readers in the light of international intellectual concerns.

¥

UPSURGE
A Novel
J.M. HARCOURT $9.95 (pb), ISBN 085564 244 0

Banned in 1934 for obscenity, this book was sensational too for its questioning of Australia’s social and political attitudes
through Harcourt's belief in worker-based revolution, his exposure of injustices in the law and business, harassment of
female workers and the unemployed. Facsimile edition with modern introduction by Richard A. Nile.

Recommended retail prices only




THE 1930s
Essays on Australian
Culture and Society

Censorship and Fiction — Rob Darby
Dorothy Green on Australian Studies
Newspapers for a Depression Child —G. C. Bolton
Carolyn Polizzotto on a Fremantle Factory
Images of Working Women — Sharyn Pearce
Bruce Molloy on Feature Films



