














Rather more disapproval goes to the many Australian journalists who work
away from their country, whether in Fleet Street or elsewhere, and more still
to Australians who have made careers overseas in administration or diplomacy.
Oddly enough, you can lose your villainous status if you change career. Clive
James was persona non grata when he was a poet and critic in the highbrow
journals, but now that he is an acknowledged star of the electronic media, he
has been forgiven. One thing Australians seldom resent is popular success and
the money which this brings with it. There is a section of the expatriate
community, however, which always remains under suspicion and that is the
unclubbable club of serious writers — novelists, poets and critics. Sydney Nolan
and Arthur Boyd can travel backwards and forwards between Europe and their
homeland, amassing reputation and fortune in the process, and nobody minds.
The same goes for Joan Sutherland, with her tax haven in Switzerland. But
a poet, such as myself, whose earnings in Britain are less than the salary of
a Junior School teacher in Australia, frequently encounters hostility in his
native country. He also receives much encouragement and understanding: my
point at this juncture is to stress that much of the hostility can be subsumed
under the rubric ‘expatriate’. It might be interesting to examine why this is so,
to look briefly into the reasons for people’s suspicion of artists who leave their
country to work abroad.

My own rather ragged pedigree might be a good place to start. When I was
born in Brisbane in 1929 my family had been resident there since the 1860s.
However, they had lost their money and influence in the community, and 1 grew
up in an ambience | did not like. But I could have been just as unhappy in
Bournemouth, Bloemfontein or Baltimore. Our family took no interest in their
origins in Britain, but due to my isolation as a child, especially the internal
exile 1 went through at boarding schools after my mother’s death in 1938, 1
became over-familiar with books. When subsequently I read how Leopardi
entered his father’s library a healthy young man and came out ten years later
a crippled bookworm, 1 almost felt gratitude to our extrovert Anglo-Saxon
regimen which at least kept my body reasonably healthy. The books I read were
of every level of seriousness, from popular novels of the day to Ruskin and
Tolstoy. But essentially they sprang from the heartland of English Literature.
I did mix in a few Australian volumes, but these arrived at random and were
often journalistic, not literary. Reading a biography of George Johnston
recently, 1 was surprised to discover that a school prize I'd chosen in the early
forties, a sort of ship’s biography of H.M.A.S. Sydney, called Grey Gladiator,
was the first book that the future author of My Brother Jack published.

The clinching force of alienation from Brisbane came from my idealisation
of the highbrow. 1 had already decided that Browning was to be the model of
my own attempts at writing. Then (and the lateness of date will show that |
was anything but precocious) I encountered Auden and the English poets of
the Thirties. It was in 1948, with the publication of The Age of Anxiety that
my Auden fixation began. My love-affair with English writing now became
total, and, though I read the Red Page of the Bulletin, I avoided fellow
Australian poets and I hardly got to know the classics of Australian literature.
What I have written so far is perhaps enough to make anyone feel that I deserve
the full pejorative force of ‘expatriate’ applied to me, since I was one even while
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I still lived in Australia. My whole career as a poet has been conducted in
England. My setting-out in 1951 was undoubtedly a pilgrimage to the imaginary
world of my reading, and, of course, | discovered how different the reality of
England was from any idealised portrait of it. Yet, at the same time, right from
the start, I did not expect things to go well on a day-to-day basis in London.
My earliest efforts at writing were dismal failures. 1 was 32 before 1 published
my first collection of poems, in the same year that | was married. In 1983,
Oxford published my Collected Poems, so | should be able to look back on
my thirty-six year career as a poet as a melding of myself with my adopted
land. However, I do not. For me England (and Britain too) is an agglomeration
of friends, colleagues and sites. It is where [ raised my children, where my wife
died, disturbed and disillusioned in her own country, where | have pursued an
uncertain course as a writer. The longer I live here the less I feel I know the
place. I am just as expatriated from Britain and Europe as | am from Australia.

This is the chief conclusion I should like to emphasise in any assessment of
expatriation. Once, in a poem which has been taken up by Les Murray, I wrote
‘Some of us feel at home nowhere,/ Others in one generation fuse with the land.’
To someone of my temperament the familiar is always turning into the
mysterious: doubt is as generic as breathing. Some critics have described me
as a social commentator, an essentially journalistic poet. I see myself quite
differently. | have frequent recourse to brand names, surface realities, comic
and tragic effusions of the contemporary spirit, but it is all still filtered through
books. Life is a dream, but literature is even more so. | must stress that what
I have written here is as much an apologia as a confession. I see eye to eye
with such poets as Stevens and Ashbery (however differently I write) in that
I think the poet’s true country is his own mind, and that will receive stimuli
from anywhere and everywhere. Stevens never left the States; Ashbery lived
for many years in Paris. Both are bookish poets, recognizing, Mallarmé-like,
that poetry is made of words and not just of experiences. More important, they
see that words are experience itself. Thus it becomes honourable to be an air-
plant and to live wherever life will support one’s imaginative labours. Some
instinct guided me to London in 1951; this, it seemed then, would be the place
to acquire the necessary sophistication and experience of writing which my
impoverished apprenticeship had not given me. Had I been making the decision
in 1981, 1 certainly would not have got on the ship: I'd have stayed in Australia,
which, by that time, was tooled up to offer any writer material to write about
and support in the form of audience and recognition. Not yet, however, support
of income, except through grants from the Literature Board. But then there
is nowhere in the world where a serious writer, and more especially a poet, may
earn a living entirely by his efforts at original creation. He or she will have
to have recourse to the academy, journalism or the grant system. An unhappy
corollary of this is what might be called the ‘don’t-rock-the-boat’ habit:
reviewing remain subdued since it is not a good policy to attack the writings
of any serious author in receipt of public money lest this give purchase and
aid to the many entrenched forces in the country who are opposed to state
subsidy. [t becomes a shibboleth that all books written by authors on Literature
Board grants must be works of artistic excellence. This is a distortion of the
basic principle of helping authors. There will never be an epoch which produces
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masterpieces unless it also produces much inferior work as background to those
prodigious achievements. Great works are written on the topsoil of minor ones.
The policy of the Literature Board is an absolutely correct one, but it is not
properly understood. One other point is germane — in a democracy the only
way to assure that good writers are supported as well as poor ones is to spread
the bounty very widely, since indifferent authors are usually better at lobbying
for aid than good ones. If the New Right should cut back the money available
to the Literature Board, the result would be highly undesirable. Australian
letters would be set back for years.

Perhaps the real point in any consideration of expatriation is choice of subject
matter. This lies behind the reactions of Australian critics to the work of their
fellow-countrymen who live abroad. Randolph Stow, for instance, continues
to write largely about Australia though he has become a citizen of the U.K.
and lives in Suffolk, where his ancestors hailed from. A multiple murder in
Perth can be fitted out with a British background, and Stow is readily discerned
as remaining consciously Australian. There is another kind of Australianness
on offer: painters such as Jeffrey Smart and Justin O’Brien live and work in
Italy and neither employs Australian iconography in his art — least of all,
Smart, whose pictures are a powerful collection of imagery from Post-Chirico
Italy. But their market is almost entirely back among their fellow-countrymen
— the rich collectors of Australia. I have frequently encountered bafflement
(at best) and hostility (at worst) in critical notices of my poetry written in
Australia, simply because 1 do not use Australian material in more than a small
number of my poems. Even sympathetic critics, such as Vincent Buckley, call
my temperament and style English. Less friendly reviewers urge me to remove
the cataracts from my eyes with a dose of life-giving Australian sunshine, or
attribute gloomy aspects of my work to the occluded English weather. I would
be ready to admit that I have cut myself off from a valuable source of inspiration
in not having demotic Australian in my ears every day — thus I shall never
be able to write as naturally in the voice of my time as Bruce Dawe can. The
speech of London is a demotic but it is not quite my demotic. It is a natural
inheritance of my daughters: for me it will always be something of an acquired
tongue. To this day, after thirty six years’ residence in England, I get things
wrong when writing about English life. And when Englishmen quarrel with me,
they are always tempted to ascribe our differences to my imperfect acquaintance
with the English manner of doing things. Viz Tony Harrison saying “Why
should I be lectured on English life by a fucking Australian”. Yet I suspect |
might have much the same problem if I had stayed in Australia, since | have
always been attracted to material of a conjectural sort, rather than to social
realism.

Returning to Australia has liberated some part of me. It may seem a minor
thing, or perhaps all too characteristic an experience, but I now can see the
country when I look at it. This was beyond me when I lived in Brisbane. It
is not just a sort of Pantheism, but a surprised acceptance of the peculiar beauty
and the a-symmetry of the land, especially the trees. One aspect of Nature |
enjoyed as a boy — the coastline and littoral of Australia — has been reinforced
recently by what I have called ‘the ecstasy of estuaries’. Many commentators
have warned of the habit among expatriates of praising the natural beauty of
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the land, but continuing to excoriate the people. I am tempted only to oppose
the automatic anti-Pom rhetoric which is so universal these days. This doesn’t
hurt the British but does untold harm to Australian sensibilities. Films such
as Gallipoli, Breaker Morant and Crocodile Dundee not only perpetuate myths
of Australian honesty versus British and American deviousness, but do so with
one eye cocked on the box office. Flattering Australian self-esteem is far too
easy to do. It is just not true that the British were taking tea at Suvla Bay while
the Australians were being massacred at Lone Pine. Galippoli was an appalling
disaster, and the British and Churchill especially were at fault, but everyone
suffered the consequences, the British infantry as badly as any other body of
men.

To sum up: it has never crossed my mind to think of myself as anything other
than Australian. Where 1 live and what [ write about is another matter. To
paraphrase the Emperor Franz Josef, | am a patriot for me. My true country
is my imagination. I wish that modern nationalism would permit that most
honest form of the love of country — the expression of doubt and anxiety.
Personally, [ should like Australia to be a land fit for pessimists to live in.
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PETER PORTER

The Ecstasy of Estuaries*

It is the right time to come here visiting,
Where villagers saved suicidal whales

And sand is constituted white

Beneath blue hulls — a time of times
Precluding death and constantly ahead

Of madness. Rest here that have no absolute.

What might rock sleep is breaking out at sea
On reefs which bear the Southern Ocean;
Up-river pelicans on posts applaud

Such widening to island esplanades,

A shallow onus of the tide, the whiting
Sketching on the bottom their own shapes.

Nothing is curable but may still be endured.
Voices wait near water for career,

The karri are as various as signatures

And people out of cars confess they find

A fantasy in being what they are,

Slaves to the ancient brightness of the sea.

A magistracy of memory condemns:

Give us your childhood reminiscences,

Fan us awake with scholarship — was that

The famous Ardath pack, the Sydney Silkie’s bark,
Were we the partners of those afternoons

Which lounged about in bamboo concert-rooms?
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Staunchness of land slipping into light,

Of sandbanks drying from the ebbing tide

Opens a thinking principality -

It’s always a thousand miles from where to where
And will be Sunday by the railway clock,
Apprenticeship to dying in the dark.

To scatter toast-crumbs to the gulping gulls
And let the dinghy flutter on the tide,

To be reliving what was hardly lived

When years ago the boat came back at dusk,
A father and a son, strange strangers, home,
This is the storytelling of the blood.

A countryside of changes still unchanged
Where no vielleicht will travel as perhaps,
Remorseless movement that a wayward tune
Has challenged into permanency,

This ecstasy of estuaries prepares

A tableland for time to wander in.

* This fine poem, which was written after a visit by Peter Porter to Augusta
in the southwest of Western Australia, contained a misprint when it appeared
in the last issue of Westerly. As part of our policy of encouraging close reading,
we will reward the reader who first informs us of the misprint with a year’s
free subscription to Westerly. Editors.
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Glenda Adams at nursery school, aged 5.

GLENDA ADAMS is the author of The Hottest Night of the Century, Games
of the Strong, and Dancing on Coral, which received a special award for fiction
in the 1987 NSW Premier’s Literary Awards. She lives in New York.
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GLENDA ADAMS

Beyond the Turkey Gobblers

My travels began in the Sydney suburb of Strathfield when at the age of three
I left home alone to go and see the turkey gobblers at a house a mile away.
In that vicinity I had once seen sisters wearing identical red twinsets and tartan
skirts, and I hoped to sight them, too, and make friends. But they reappeared
only decades later in a short story.

Later, having absorbed Robinson Crusoe, The Swiss Family Robinson and
Green Mansions, 1 understood there were places farther afield, remote and
exciting, where | imagined a lone traveller would be taken in, accepted, given
a special welcome.

Restlessness and moving around are certainly an Australian tradition. In all
families whose forebears arrived on the continent since 1788 are those who had
to make that enormous move to Australia in the first place. My mother’s family
settled in Australia in the middle of last century, coming from Cornwall and
Northern Ireland. My father’s family, from Wales and London, lived in the
Falkland Islands, New Zealand, and South Africa before settling in New South
Wales.

On a smaller scale, my father moved us all around Sydney. By the time 1
was thirteen 1 had lived in five or six different houses. From the house at
Mosman, a modest suburb then, we could see the ocean liners departing for
the world. My brother, three years older than I, hitchhiked around New Zealand
at sixteen and has travelled all over Australia and the world ever since.

I was born in Sydney at the beginning of the Second World War. My
schooling was traditional and academic except for three years at the progressive
nursery school next door to our house and, at ten and eleven, at what was called
an opportunity class, where we completed the academic curriculum quickly,
then went to symphony concerts at the Town Hall and worked on special
projects.

Education, especially during our early, vulnerable years at infants and
primary school, was administered through persecution and humiliation, both
cruel and damaging forms of punishment. There was little compassion or
nurturing. When [ was seven at Mosman Infants® where 1 was lonely and
unhappy, our teacher, angry that I had been to a nursery school and could read
already, prefaced her remarks to me with, “Since you're so smart . . .” and then
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called on me to recite the poem, or “spell beetroot™, so that I associated any
kind of public speaking with shame and terror rather than pleasure. 1 feared
I would not be able to find the voice to answer roll call and sometimes answered
to the wrong name, drawing upon myself what I dreaded most: attention.
Leaving a regular primary school to go to Ford Street O.C. was the first time
I felt relatively relaxed at school, although the routine chastisements were still
dealt out, and I was also often caned on the hand, usually for being too relaxed
and taking when 1 was not supposed to.

To get there I had to travel. I took a ferry across the harbour to Circular
Quay, then walked up through The Rocks, at that time still a seedy waterfront
area, past pubs and derelicts, up the Argyle Steps, to the school, a small red
brick building between the Weather Bureau and the Observatory, overlooking
the city at the approach to the Harbour Bridge.

Those two years gave us, at an early age, a wonderful sense of a world waiting
to be explored. After school we wandered through the city, often to the musty
old municipal library in the Queen Victoria Building, which became our local
library, often to the airline offices around Wynyard, which we canvassed for
brochures for our project.

Since that class drew from the working-class inner suburbs as well as the
moderate-income and affluent harbour-front areas, children of professors,
clerks, and labourers sat side by side, forming probably one of the most socially
diverse and democratic groups in Sydney.

Nevertheless those opportunity classes were a controversial experiment in
public education, accused of being elitist. Our sewing teacher, who had us stitch
“pantettes” to a pattern roomy enough to contain several girls, specialized in
telling us we were nothing but “filthy little parasites.”

At lunch time we walked down the hill to Kent Street, still an ungentrified
dock area, to buy fish and chips and also conversation lollies to give to the
boys we liked. For Fort Street was co-ed, another innovation, since in regular
schools boys and girls were separated at seven and never sat together in class
again until university.

While my father had left school at twelve, he wrote short stories and poems,
most of them unpublished, and bought books for threepence and sixpence from
the second-hand bookshops that lined Hunter Street. He presented his special
finds to my brother and me in little ceremonies, inscribing them formally with
the date and the occasion. When I was exactly four years and six months old,
I received a leather-bound volume of 785 pages published about 1875 called
The History of the Sea: a Description of Maritime Adventures, Achievements,
Explorations, Discoveries and Inventions, including Hazards and Perils of
Early Navigators, Cruelties and Experiences of Noted Buccaneers, Conquests
and Prizes of the great Pirates, Discoveries and Achievements of the great
Captains, Conflicts with Savages, Cannibals, Robbers, etc., Arctic Explorations
and Attendant Sufferings, Growth of Commerce, Rise and Progress of Ship
Building, Ocean Navigation, Naval Power, etc., etc., Covering the many
Centuries of Development in Science and Civilization from the Ark to the
present Time, to which is added an Account of Adventures beneath the Sea;
Diving, Dredging, Deep Sea Sounding, Latest Submarine Explorations, etc.,
etc., with “over 250 spirited illustrations”. As I look through this book now,
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for the first time in forty years or so, I see that these spirited tales and
illustrations include descriptions of the colonization of the South Pacific and
of the phenomenon of coral reefs, which play a prominent part in my recent
fiction.

My gentle little mother, four feet eleven tall, who knew I liked to write, gave
me a book called Short Stories and How to Write Them when I was ten, the
first two chapters of which I read over and over. She had left Sydney High
at fifteen to become a stenographer — even staying at school that long, beyond
the permissible leaving age, was a privilege in the nineteen twenties and taking
secretarial training after that almost an extravagance.

Because of money troubles at home, my mother went back to work, unusual
for a woman then. [ was nine, my brother twelve. Since no employee was ever
given time off to see to family matters, my brother and I had to become
somewhat independent. I was taught to use my father’s charge account at
Farmer’s, where 1 shopped on my own for my school uniform. When 1 was
sick, I stayed home alone, either with the atlas on my knees locating jungles
and deserts, or with an exercise book listing the titles of stories to be written
along with the names, and sometimes drawings, of the characters. I see now
that many of these stories were concerned with loneliness and friendship.

To get her typing speed back, my mother had bought a Remington portable,
another adventurous move, since it was something of a luxury item. She worked
on her typing at the kitchen table, across from the ice chest and the kerosene
heater, then taught me to type so that I could type up my stories.

This also meant that later [ could find relatively well paying part-time and
vacation jobs in offices. But my mother insisted I finish high school and
university. Having experienced the debilitating struggle involved in working for
rigid bosses at low-paying jobs, bringing up children, and trying to retrieve a
family from financial disaster with little moral support from family or society,
she understood that to survive a woman had to be capable of earning a decent
living. When life dealt out its catastrophes, she said, women and their children
were always the losers. That was a subversive view in the 1950s.

I don’t recall feeling I had to marry and settle down, although I was romantic
and ready to fall in love, as all that conversation-lolly activity shows. There
had always been, and still seems to be despite the changed attitudes and
behavior, an uneasiness between men and women in Australia. When I was
home visiting in 1980, a travel poster for central Australia suggested that we
“see Alice while she’s hot”. At the Consulate-General in New York in the mid-
1970s an official poster urged Americans to “come to Australia and see the
birds”, with a picture of a young woman and only incidentally a parrot.

At times this strange relationship between the sexes seemed to be doggedly
fostered. Back in fifth or sixth class, 1 was caught giving a “You-Are-My-
Superman” conversation lolly to a boy, the teacher stood us both before a map
of the South Pacific while she called out the names of islands — “Marianas!”
“Guam!” “Yap!” — pitting us against each other and publicly taunting us as
we competed to locate the islands. Later at Sydney Girls’ High the headmistress
had us believe that we would sully our school’s name if we talked to boys while
in school uniform. (“We’ll just take our uniforms off, then,” some girls used

WESTERLY, No. 4, DECEMBER, 1987 53



¥ ' My father, about 19, and
&% grandfather. Approximately
: 1925.

My mother, right, with friends §
in the uniforms they wore
at the office, about 1928.

54 WESTERLY, No. 4, DECEMBER, 1987




to say.) When we found boys to have crushes on we took pleasure in changing
our school motto to Amor Omnia Vincit.

Teachers on playground duty inspected the novels we were reading and
confiscated anything that we passed around too eagerly. We managed to keep
Mika Waltari’s The Egyptian to ourselves, but John Steinbeck’s East of Eden
was forbidden, and also, strangely, a survivor’s account of a Nazi concentration
camp.

Well into the 1960s censorship in Australia was as rigorous as Ireland’s and
Cuba’s it was said, policing the sexual rather than the political. Victoria’s
Deputy Premier, Arthur Rylah searched the world for books that dealt with
“sex in the raw” so that he could ban them. Asked how he decided which books
to admit, he said if he would not like his teenage daughter to read it, then the
book did not get in (although his daughter at the time was actually in her
twenties and married).

Mary MacCarthy’s The Group was banned. D.H. Lawrence’s Lady
Chatterly’s Lover was abridged. At one university Nabokov’s Lolita was
available, but kept under lock and key. There was a move to prevent Tom Lehrer
performing his boy scout song “Be Prepared” at his Town Hall concert.

Yet Man and other magazines that specialized in lurid portrayals of women
graced the newstands. The main source of information on the forbidden topic
of sex was the Sunday newspaper, which gave us titillating and exploitative
“news” of domestic strife and adultery, one of the few grounds for divorce. The
phrase “to be intimate with” was used to cover every sexual encounter, including
rape.

Society on the whole was not particularly sympathetic to women. In the
Commonwealth Public Service a woman had to resign when she married. When
I was one of five women among the final twenty candidates for the diplomatic
service, we were told frankly that girls were unsuitable, and only men were
chosen.

At those interviews, during a round-table discussion of White Australia,
which was in full force as our official immigration policy, a young man
pronounced that “I wouldn’t want my daughter to marry one.” He was one
of the six successful candidates. Another was an Englishman, flown out for
the interviews, since in those days an Englishman could be an Australian
diplomat.

The only people of another race visible on the city streets, were students on
the Colombo Plan and members of the small Chinese community, who had
been in Australia as long as most Europeans. The Aboriginal community was
small and practically invisible — as far as I know, there had been no Aboriginal
university graduate. Although there were groups protesting against censorship,
advocating immigration reform, and trying to protect Aboriginal rights, the
Australian social and political scene seemed fixed. It seemed that Menzies had
always been prime minister and always would be.

Many Australians of my generation felt they had to get away — usually to
London, where it was easy for Australians on “working holidays” to find jobs,
or to Italy, for those who felt the passionate Mediterranean was their spiritual
home. This exodus was generally seen as a kind of getting of culture. But it
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also meant an important personal liberation, mental and physical, and
represented a getting of freedom, a real growing up.

After the fabulous reading of my childhood, I had found that studying

languages also opened doors into those other mysterious and exciting worlds.
In high school I took French, German and Latin and at university Italian, which
taught me to hear the music of language and, through Pirandello, to
comprehend the slippery nature of truth and reality.
When they introduced a course in Indonesian I knew I had to take that, too.
So by sheer chance I received an eclectic and often exciting education. The
handful of students who veered from the traditional subjects to study
Indonesian and Javanese were extraordinarily fortunate to be in a small
department and have close contact with the teachers, especially the Dutch
scholar F.H. van Naerssen, who brought to life for us through inscriptions and
documents the socities, languages and history of Southeast Asia.

I became so engrossed that I took an honours degree in Indonesian, studying
along the way Dutch, with a little Sanskrit and Arabic — all providing glimpses
of vast and complex cultures. And I became completely caught up in the affairs
of Southeast Asia. As a student I travelled through Malaya and Singapore,
and after graduation I went to Indonesia on a modest scholarship to study
language and literature.

The whole world was in turmoil and changing rapidly. In Sharpeville, South
Africa, unarmed blacks pressing for modest reforms in education had been
massacred by the police. In the American South freedom riders were demanding
racial equality. Colonized countries were becoming independent; the phrase
“third world” was coined. The American presence in Vietnam was beginning.
Creeping communism was deeply feared and the domino theory prevailed. My
own country generally feared all countries to its north and still looked to Britain
and Europe for its cultural and political ties, and to the United States for its
‘military ties.

In Jakarta I met my first Americans, one of whom pronounced these
interesting words: “In America we have journalism schools”. Back in Sydney,
teaching Indonesian at Sydney University and still hearing those words, I
applied to the Graduate School of Journalism at Columbia, thinking I would
stay in New York one year then return to Asia to write and study. Since the
world was full of injustices, it seemed logical and urgent that we should try
to expose them and bring about change.

As soon as we left Australian waters, I hauled out my Olivetti and wrote
what I considered my first real short story, a passionate exposure of the West’s
lack of understanding of the East, with the ambitious and unrealistic intentions
of persuading the whole world to shape up.

At the time I believed that fiction, to be important and taken seriously, had
to be in the third person (as in A Tale of Two Cities), that it had to be about
a man (as in Hamlet) or at least told from a man’s point of view (as in “My
Last Duchess”), and that it had to bear an important message. That story,
tapped out in the middle of the Pacific and burdened by its heavy though worthy
message, was far from being a work of art. But when I got to New York I
adorned it with a male pseudonym to make it credible, and sent it back to a
magazine in Australia.
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That hectic year as a student in New York was a real coming of age, for despite
my travels | remained shy and timid. 1 had to run around covering City Hall,
the courts, the Police Department, a musicians’ strike at the Metropolitan
Opera, new plays, Chinese New Year, everything.

It was the year of the Johnson-Goldwater election, when Goldwater was
suggesting that the solution to the threat of China was to blow it up. I was
assigned to interview a Reform Democrat who had won in the primaries against
the Democratic machine in the Bronx and was running for Congress. | took
subways and buses to see him, but since he was about to go campaigning he
was too busy to talk. However, he allowed me to accompany him, provided
I acted as advance girl and ran ahead announcing to the citizens sitting on
benches, “Meet your new Congressman,” while he followed shaking their hands
and winning votes.

For someone who couldn’t answer a roll call, addressing New Yorkers on
benches seemed monumentally impossible. But 1 could not go back without
a story. So that Sunday afternoon in autumn, when China had just exploded
its first atomic bomb, when Harold Wilson’s Labor Party had been voted into
office in Britain, when the Cardinals had defeated the Yankees in the World
Series and Krushchev had been deprived of political power in the Soviet Union,
I shouted at strangers in the street in the Bronx. I ran past the old people sitting
in the sun yelling at the top of my voice, “Meet your new congressman.”

I do not think I would have written fiction if I had stayed in Sydney. At
university most of the students who wrote for the student newspaper Honi Soit
were men, who sometimes made excursions into fiction and poetry, many of
them already showing signs of their clever futures. They spoke flamboyantly
over coffee with showers of allusions to great literature, philosophical issues,
and sex. Writing, in fact the whole world, was their birthright.

In the early sixties, when John Howard was finishing his law degree and Peter
Wilenski was elected president of the Student Representative Council (while
Arts student Tanya Verstak was Miss Engineering), Richard Walsh as Honi
news editor was expanding news coverage to two pages and was also stage
manager for “Nymphs and Shepherds”, the uni revue; Robert Hughes wrote
short stories and designed the set for a production of e.e. cumming’s H.I. M.,
in which John Bell played ten roles; Clive James wrote clever jingles and
criticism, reproaching the libertarian editor David Ferraro (a classmate of mine
from Fort Street O.C. days) for his editorial policies; Bob Ellis exposed the
faulty plotting in Hamlet, declaring it a botched play; Bruce Beresford wrote
about the new made-for-TV-movies in the U.S., like Marty, that later enjoyed
successful theatrical distribution; Les Murray published poems; Mungo
MacCallum wrote articles and responses.

In eight issues of Honi Soit from that time 1 can find only four pieces by
women: a half column about chilblains; a poem; a report on the inadequacy
of Teachers’ College living allowances; and a description of careers talks
sponsored by the Appointments Board. A debate on abortion was conducted
solely by merd.

This state of affairs seemed given, natural, the way of the world. Only now,
writing about it, do I see the context from which many of us extracted ourselves
without understanding explicitly the forces at work.
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I had borrowed the money for the ticket to New York and had to work to
earn the fare back, but by the time I had the money, I had fallen in love with
an attractive Californian and could not consider leaving him. We married and
went to Europe for two years. Our daughter Caitlin was born. Later, when the
Californian and I divorced, I had to draw on the resources my mother had
insisted I acquire in order to deal with life’s catastophes: I had to be independent
and support myself and a young child. Possible, but not easy.

On an impulse, I had joined a fiction workshop at Columbia run by R.J.
Humphreys. | had one story to tell, about a man who wanted only to leave
Australia and go to his beloved England. (He became the father in my new
novel, Dancing on Coral.) In passing, Dick Humphreys said I seemed to be
a natural storyteller, another one of those interesting sentences that can change
your life. Suddenly I was writing one story after another, experimenting with
subject matter and form, venturing into the bizarre and the surreal, which
brought forth a story that appeared in the first issue of Ms Magazine, my first
U.S. publication.

After I had been in New York for seven years, completely cut off from other
Australians, I saw Nicholas Roeg’s film Walkabout. Those voices, the colours,
and the tensions between the schoolgirl’s refined vowels and the vigour of the
landscape and indigenous life affected me deeply, and I suddenly felt strongly
embedded in my past. (I had even been a child of Hamelin, one of dozens, with
John Meillon playing the part of the lame boy in Heather Gell’s production
of The Pied Piper — 1 still have Mellion’s autograph — and in Walkabout there
he was as the crazed father.) I went home and wrote down everything I knew
about snakes, insects, sharks, the bush, and school uniforms, which eventually
became a short story, “A Snake Downunder”, which The Village Voice used.
After that, I started sending all my stories out.

I received encouragement in New York that I probably would not have
received as a different, uncertain young woman in Australia at that time. But
when I started writing fiction seriously, it was Australia I wrote about. All my
stories and novels incorporate that early experience.

I have now published three books of fiction (Dancing on Coral, The Hottest
Night of the Century, Games of the Strong) and for the past ten years have
been patching together a living teaching fiction writing workshops, part-time,
at Sarah Lawrence College, just north of the city, and at Columbia, across the
street from my apartment.

In 1979 the Literature Board of the Australia Council gave me a fellowship
in fiction. Almost as important as the money, which buys writers the time to
write, is the acknowledgement of the work, which encourages writers to dare
to do their wildest. Those of us who had lived abroad found our work was
received without reproach.

In 1980 both the University of Western Australia and the University of
Adelaide invited me to return as writer in residence, and I went back, having"
been away for sixteen years. The following year I returned again to be writer
in residence at Macquarie University in Sydney, just a few miles from my
mother’s house and from the hospital where I was born,

I had left as a very young woman with the zeal of a traveller who sees only
the horizon. I returned to a society so familiar that the absence felt like mere
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weeks. It was a heady time, seeing family and friends from my early years and
also, for the first time, joining other Australians involved in writing and the
arts. Again, I felt accepted, and I felt intensely at home. Yet in my absence
and without any contribution from me, Australian society had changed. I found
it wonderfully vigorous and stimulating.

The pound had become the dollar, miles kilometres, and Menzies was no
longer prime minister. I had missed the profound political upheaval of the mid-
seventies. Censorship and White Australia had been eradicated. The arts had
blossomed. Australians no longer felt they had to go away. To divorce was so
simple that mothers and fathers and their children were rearranging themselves
in more complicated and convoluted ways than anywhere else in the world —
I confess to an uneasiness there. Real estate was a major preoccupation — and
I saw that by living abroad as a writer on a modest and uncertain income I
had missed out on the equity and security of a house, which I would surely
have acquired had I stayed at home, and because of the enormous cost, I was
able to return only rarely.

My coming to New York in my early twenties coincided with that normal
and necessary step of leaving home and setting up on my own. I was lucky
enough to have a child and make my own family. At the same time I was
realizing a strong childhood urge to know the world, although for me loneliness,
or alone-ness, seems to have been a motivating force behind those ideas about
travel and that fantasy of finding a place to belong.

In New York no one felt like a foreigner for very long. The city embraced

With Caitlin, aged 14.
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whoever came along with something to offer. This was the secret of the vigour
and excitement that every newcomer felt. Yet there was a surprising cosiness
here. Everyone could find a group of like-minded friends, and life could be lived
on a small-scale in the middle of one of the most tumultuous cities in the world.

But things are changing in New York. Real estate has become a major
preoccupation, here, too. It becomes harder to call the city fabulous and exciting
and stimulating when real estate greed is sanctioned, when the numbers of
homeless are soaring and half the city’s children live below the poverty level.
In the past few years a permanent underclass has been created, excluded from
living a decent life and without hope of change. At the same time thirty-four
percent of the wealth of the country is now in the hands of one percent of the
population. The New York Times, my daily newspaper, tells me how to remodel
a luxury loft worth half a million and where to buy a bed for $13,000, as if
that is the norm and the goal towards which we should be striving as we step
over beggars living in cardboard boxes on the sidewalk. 1 would still like to
persuade the world to shape up. Whether that can be done through fiction,
I’'m not at all sure. The politicians have to do their share.

I think most of us recognize that our lives are defined by accident and
unconscious forces as much as by deliberate decision-making. That is something
to be thankful for — it brings surprises, at home and away — and we would
be a dull nation if everyone walked the same path and thought the same
thoughts. Whether an Australian is “expatriate” or not is irrelevant. We are,
quite simply, Australians.
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BERNARD HICKEY was educated at the Universities of Queensland, Trinity
College Dublin and Rome. He is closely associated with the teaching of
Commonwealth and Australian literature in Europe, being foundation
Committee Member of the European Association for Commonwealth
Literature and Language Studies (EACLALS) — of which he is currently
Chairman — and the Societa’ Italiana di Studi Australiani. He has been in
charge of the teaching of “Letteratura dei Paesi di Lingua Inglese™ at the
University of Venice since its inception in 1971. He was successful in the recent
(1987) National “Concorso a posti di professore universitario di ruolo I fascia”
and his new University post is pending. He has lectured extensively in Malta,
Yugoslavia, Albania, Greece, Romania, Spain and France as well as in other
parts of Europe, the U.K., U.S.A., S.E. Asia and Australasia. His publications
include a critique of Patrick White (Rome, 1971), an anthology Da Slessor a
Dransfield, Poesia Australiana Moderna, Mito Societa’ Individuo (Milano
1977), Incontri Australiani e del Commonwealth (Venice 1983), Statements
(Venice 1984) and Lines of Implication: Australian Short Fiction: Lawson to
Palmer (Venice, 1984). In 1987 Professor Hickey was awarded the Member of
the Order of Australia, “for services to Education and the Study of Australian
Literature Overseas”.

WESTERLY, No. 4, DECEMBER, 1987 61



BERNARD HICKEY

Gifts of Passage

Gifts of Passage, the title of Santha Rama Rau’s novel, sums up my experience
of professing Australian literature overseas, professionally since my tenured
appointment to the University of Venice in 1969. This invitation from Westerly
to a group of us Australians, living and working abroad, to put down our
thoughts, is welcome. It fits in with a view I have always had of my
responsibilities through Venice which approximates to Gerard de Nerval’s
spirited conviction that “one man’s experience is the treasure of all”.

A starting point for the work in Italy and the Mediterranean came in the
1960s. Previously, many of my generation of Anglo-Celt Australians had been
made welcome in the U.K. and Ireland, where the “family connexion” of those
Commonwealth days provided us with enriching educational and life
experiences, “and laughter learnt of friends”. It was clear that no structures
such as existed in the U.K. were present or envisaged in Italy. The basis of the
“family connexion” had been firmly — yet only recently — established. Italy
seemed an ideal place for the extension of the older Australian pattern. My
contribution to this connexion took on a further dimension when 1 was
appointed to Venice.

This appointment was fortunate from many points of view, and has certainly
affected my approach to Australian culture and civilization. Firstly, as a
University teacher in a leading faculty I was able to understand the impressive
work-ethic of the students; and admire the qualities of fellow-staff members,
in a special way when we were sorely tried by years of terrorism, when our
very University vocations were put to the test. From this came an appreciation
of European university freedom, and the nature of tenure: does it give mere
permanence or does it also provide the framework for active independence?
Our standards were maintained and enhanced in ways different from those
obtaining in the Universities of the English-speaking world. For myself there
was the added advantage of having the effective support of the British Council
and of colleagues from Trinity College Dublin. Then, from the specifically
Australian point of view, Venice University had in its statutes the teaching of
“Letteratura dei Paesi di Lingua Inglese”. This was an outcome of Malcolm
Fraser’s request to the Ministry in Rome for the teaching of Australian
Literature at University level. In Europe, thanks to the work of people such
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as Anna Rutherford and Derry Jeffares — to name two — Commonwealth
Literature had already been given an effective presence. My preparation had
commenced during my Rome University days, within the Italian system, based
on Australian experience. Recalling — for example — how, in the 1940s, the
B.M.A. required “reffo” surgeons to re-qualify, I thought it only fair to take
my “Dottorato” (with final dissertation on Patrick White). This was one of the
steps to my being appointed first “professore incaricato” in the subject in 1971.
With various changes in the University law and several “concorsi nazionali”
(national competitive examinations) I have gone on to Associate Professor and
Full Professor in English. These examinations were long-drawn out processes
with a network of complex and complicated checks and balances, part and
parcel of democratic Italian institutional life. [ was elected to these posts because
of my publications, mainly on Australian subjects. With reference to this it must
be stated that many of us in European Universities find it mystifying that —
from all appearances, e.g. the tiny number of Full Chairs in Australian
disciplines — Australian culture does not seem to have been accepted within
Australia at top University level. Australia — for example in Continental
Europe — is regarded as a major cultural nation. As a newspaper account of
the forthcoming XLIV Venice Film Festival, September 1987, runs:

Non poche soprese potranno venire dallopera désordio dellaustra-
liano Roger Scholes Ruby Rose, se rispettera le tendenze interessanti
mostrate dalla cinematografia di quel paese negli ultimi anni.

Home universities must adopt an unambiguous stance in this matter of
Australian disciplines. The impression given by the small number of such Full
Chairs is even stranger when one considers that in Venice I have never been
challenged about professing Australian literature. There may be ignorance
about our achievements — we are only one among so many — but that is as
far as it goes. It is considered natural that one has a culture to profess and
further, that one is engaged in presenting it. (Of course, one can never escape
endemic academic power-play, here engaged in with local refinements.) It is
worth noting that since the Literature Board of the Australia Council initiated
the Venice Writer’s Studio some five years ago, a common remark when
Venetians see me with someone obviously non-Italian is: “Your friend must
be the new Australian poet!”

This acceptance of Australians and our culture has helped me considerably
in applying my late father’s principle of the centrality of Australia in our lives.
This has certainly affected my teaching as it gives me my starting point which
is Australia. Too often we present ourselves as members of a derivative culture
and consequently we are living something not really “authentic”. The “cultural
cringe” is repeatedly invoked in such discussions. However, from looking at
historical cases it becomes clear that most nations and peoples needed to fill
the blank of an unknown or dimly perceived past with that “somewhere else”,
fabricating a myth, a legend corresponding to their current views of themselves.
The myth of Venice is such a one, and even the Ancient Greeks, I am told,
were chary about accepting one site as the place of Zeus’s birth, as it was merely
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on the Greek mainland. That a myth or a legend has never needed to rely on
accuracy for its power and influence is commonly accepted, and this holds true
even for classical yet disputed ways of coming to terms with “Australia”. Again,
we should be careful not to underrate the glories of a culture, just because it
originally derived from earlier sources. The Italian Renaissance did just that,
and it too was once a contemporary culture. (The English Renaissance is a moot
point, as some Italian scholars, such as Giorgio Melchiori, deny that there was
ever any such thing properly so called.) The point is that all who have created
something new, their own metropolitan centre, have had a robust way of looking
at cultural sources and using them creatively. This is something our artists are
doing very well, and our best ones, superbly.

So it is that Australia is central to my teaching and research. This involves
the examination of tensions — legacies of Empire and migration, at root
external, but with international ramifications, so often manifesting themselves
in geographical and cultural schizophrenia — which make up the experience
of most Australians. I think it is precisely in the acknowledgement, acceptance
and artistic resolutions of these human and cultural tensions by our artists in
appropriate forms which make for a sum total of creative presentation which
is recognizably “different”. Because of the increased knowledge and study of
our culture in Europe, it is now recognized and categorized as “Australian”.
On the point of view of culture, it is legitimate in this context to compare the
opportunities and achievements in the immediate post-war period with the
established, flourishing, recognizably Australian cultural life today. Then, it was
“Hope deferred . . .”, now “when the promise comes it is as a tree of life”. There
have been some changes also in what is currently called “the tall poppy
syndrome”. At its best it is a robust, common-sensical refusal to be impressed
by any showing-off, and the put-down comments — so often laconic — show
that the older qualities are holding their own. However, the syndrome now
seems to be more common in an area which was once designated “petty
jealousy”. Here it is a combination of envy and malice, and deserves a less
attractive name. Even though these vices are presumably as old as human nature
itself, I can only think of the comment made by Raja Rao: “Human nature
doesn’t change, but human beings can.” Again, often the alleged “tall poppy”
is merely “different”, but that does not save him/her from scathing, often
racially oriented, comment. Just one point which comes to mind: what sort of
psychological preparation does this practice provide for a nation of traders?

To return to Venice, which has been so far the greatest single gift of passage.
I do not refer here to the city as the mecca of tourists and scholars, and set
aside the experience of living this unique metaphor. At the University I have
been encouraged by all concerned to work there and elsewhere in Italy on
Australian subjects within the Italian University system — of course, not always
disinterestedly. This has enabled me to have had close cooperation with many
who have been involved with Australian Literature and culture in this period
of its affirmation; to have worked with members of fine institutions such as:
The Australia Council (Literature and Visual Arts Boards); the Department
of Foreign Affairs; university groups connected with Aus. Lit., e.g. A.S.A.L.
and the Australian Studies Centre, University of Queensland, to name only two;
and contemporary writers as well as the older writers and critics who espoused

64 WESTERLY, No. 4, DECEMBER, 1987



Aus. Lit. in the less-fortunate years — knowing members of the latter group
has made me more aware of the privilege of “living at this hour™; the various
members of the Italian Diplomatic Corps (and here particularly the late Paolo
Canali) who understood the special importance of my Venice posting; Italian
and Venetian cultural organizations such as the Biennale; members of the
various Italian Cultural Institutes abroad. And once again, Venice, this time
as the chief town of the Veneto Region which was a major migration area in
the 1950s. The “family connexion” was a reality. Italian writing in Australia
was included in my courses and in due course invitations came from other
“family connexion” areas: other parts of Italy, Malta, Yugoslavia, Greece. In
this period of my life it has been a privilege to see family connexions become
also cultural connexions, and by professing Australian Literature to assist in
the work from the vantage point of Venice.
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Earlier this year Perth playwright and journalist David Britton met English
director, Peter Brook in Paris. Brook’s Mahabharata will be performed as part
of the Festival of Perth in February, 1988. This interview is included in Westerly
in order to provide another perspective on expatriatism — from an Englishman
who chooses to live in France.
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PETER BROOK

Theatre, Popular and Special;
and the Perils of Cultural Piracy

PETER BROOK interviewed by DAVID BRITTON

To a casual observer in the 1960s, director Peter Brook might have appeared
the archetypal English Great Man of the Theatre. London-born and Oxford-
educated, he had blossomed in the post-war enthusiasm of British theatre,
working with the leading names of the London stage: John Gielgud, Laurence
Olivier, Vivien Leigh, Paul Scofield and the Lunts. He had reached the peak
of achievement for an English director, becoming Director of the Royal
Shakespeare Company. More than that, his Shakespearean productions had
set new standards, particularly in the visual elements of theatre.

Yet appearances can deceive, and within a decade Brook — who is in fact
of Russian parentage — had turned away from the English tradition, settling
instead in Paris where, with Micheline Rozan, he founded the International
Centre of Theatre Research. Together they opened the Theatre des Bouffes
Nord where, with a company of performers from many nations, Brook
presented theatre ranging from The Tk and Ubu to The Tragedy of Carmen.

The work of this later, expatriate and internationalist Peter Brook has
culminated in a nine-hour epic theatre version of The Mahabharata, the
Sanskrit poem written over 1500 years ago which interweaves the religion,
history and mythology of India.

After ten years of research in which he and writer Jean Claude Carriere made
several visits to India, Brook’s production of The Mahabharata, using Carriere’s
French script, opened in a quarry at the Avignon Festival in 1985. This year,
Brook’s English translation had its first performances in Europe and the United
States. In 1988 it comes to Australia as part of the Bicentenniel arts programme,
including seasons in quarries at both the Perth and Adelaide festivals.

I saw The Mahabharata at the Los Angeles Festival earlier this year; an
unforgettable experience. It may be seen as three separate three-hour plays or
one nine-hour marathon of three acts. [ chose the latter and found myself drawn
into what is, on the surface, a mythological tale of two divinely-begotten families
warring for the crown of the country. Brook’s orchestration of voice, movement,
music and design ensures that the fundamental issues of The Mahabharata, the
relationships between man, God and the earth, are always present. Yet what
surprised me was that despite the spectacle — for The Mahabharata is
spectacular — and despite the unfamiliar territory of Eastern mythology, I
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found myself caring desperately about the fate of the characters. So when 1
interviewed Peter Brook in New York a few days later, I began by asking him
why the personal story depicted in The Mahabharata was so compelling.

PB. The language of dramatic imagery is a language which is deceptive,

because it is naive on the surface, like ‘the universe began as an egg.’ It
seems to be the hilt of primitive naivety, like what in Australia are called
— I think in slightly contemptuous terms — the Aboriginal fairy tales
and the Aboriginal dreams. I’'m not at all sure that word ‘dream’ is the
right word. I'm sure there is a deeper and richer word that could
correspond to the Aboriginal experience. But whatever it is, on one level
this seems very naive, which in itself is a virtue because what is naive
is accessible to everybody. However on the other side of that muddle are
levels which cannot be put into words. So in a way your experience is
exactly what has to happen if a myth is told to someone who is interested
in it. You go along with it because one can’t resist the simple, accessible
level of someone saying ‘this is a story about . . .” Then gradually you
get caught up in it and the myth begins to work in the way a myth is
supposed to — which is to evoke things in one’s subconscious. Gradually
by the flow of it, almost like music, by unfolding in a certain order, one
is touched in a certain way.
As a director, how aware are you of pursuing that combination of the
naive and the profound in a production like The Mahabharata? Or is
it something which, if you do all the other things in theatre correctly,
simply happens?

PB. Both have to be there. One has to be naive and innocent and open, and
on the other hand in no way pretend that those other levels are not there.
One looks for them consciously but one realises that the real magic of
theatre is that however much one looks for them in rehearsal and however
much one looks for them conceptually, it is only in the movement of
performance — because it is an alchemy between performance and
audience — that they come to life. That’s why all performances have to
come, exist and then vanish. At the end of a good performance (and this
is what all our actors have to come to terms with) you have a good feeling
for a quarter of an hour afterwards. Then you really know you’ve nothing
to lean on; that the next day you really have to begin again and that with
a new audience the whole process has to be repeated, and it is only if
the process really is repeated that they can come into existence again.
Following that theme, I've just come from Los Angeles, from seeing The
Mahabharata performed in a Hollywood sound stage. You originally
staged it in a quarry in Avignon and it will be performed in the open
air in Australia. How much does the different venue affect what people
perceive as the performance; and how do you make allowance for that?

PB. Well, I think nothing is more satisfying than to settle down to a dish of
raspberries with cream and sugar. It’s still a dish of raspberries but it’s
so much better. I think that’s what The Mahabharata is. As a work it’s
stronger than any of us; stronger than our attempts to make a good or
bad performance, so even if we give a bad, tired performance — which
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can easily happen — The Mahabharata is still there and can easily come
through. We can play in a better or worse venue and still the raspberries
are there. Certainly a film studio is a neutral venue. It doesn’t give
anything to us and in fact is very difficult for sound because it’s designed
to be anti-acoustic. For our musicians it’s a very painful time because
they want to be intimately attached to the actors, because the musicians
have worked with them for so long, and there are many times when they
can’t hear them well enough. They are very delicate these traditional
instruments, and they can’t feel the resonance of their instruments. These
are real difficulties . . . . The quarry is a particularly good site for us
because normally in a quarry the acoustics are marvellous. The stones
are a very good reflecting surface and the relation between the earth, the
fire and the water, which is fundamental, carries on upwards. When we
play indoors, we have that as far as the back wall, but whatever the back
wall is, it isn’t part of nature, as in a quarry. People who don’t know
our work have invited us to play in a Greek amphitheatre. Well, that
would be useless because a place must have the right associations . . . .
It’s been suggested that we go to India and play in front of a temple.
None of that is relevant. What is relevant, because it is very ancient work,
is sheer nature, sheer rock. Quarries are an ideal place to play yet maybe
we would never have thought of a quarry had it not been for Conference
of the Birds which, in fact, we played originally in a quarry in Adelaide.
That was our first.

- Fire earth and water are visually very strong in The Mahabharata. Why

do they have such significance?

They are characters in the story. Think of some great dramas about
children in which the presence of their parents is vital in understanding
what happens to the children. In the same way this story comes out of
an outdoor society, a very highly developed society, a society in which
the constant elements behind the people and behind the events are the
relationship with the sky, with the earth, water and fire. To tell the story
without these elements, on the boards of a theatre or on a carpet as we
have done, would be leaving out central characters.

The themes of The Mahabharata are universal: Good and evil, peace and
love, hatred . . . .

I think you won’t find an Indian who would accept that good and evil,
which are very western Christian terms, come into Indian thought. There
is clearly a powerful distinction in The Mahabharata between right and
wrong, and one of the great interests for us, if we open ourselves to
Mahabharata is to find a work that smashes concepts, and we can say
that almost all our concepts, good and evil, good and bad, right action,
wrong action, fate, destiny — these are all very superficial, ill-considered.
Very early in life we lock ourselves into a certain, very little-digested sense
of what these words mean and we don’t question them any more, and
one of the big experiences in The Mahabharata is to jumble up, shake,
put through a mixer and give back these terms so that one really sees
that there is a gap between them and living experience. The Mahabharata
is about conflict in all levels, conflicts between this and that, this being
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passionately opposed to that, meaning something that, in human terms,
is considered right and necessary against something in human terms that’s
unnecessary and destructive, and yet, all within a universal meaning. Now
if I were to develop those themes I could only do that through the cold,
abstract language of intellectual concepts. The Mahabharata talks very
precisely about the earth in terms of passionate, human interaction by
very, very different, opposed human beings in very tense situations. But
if one follows it, not only closely with one’s mind, but allows oneself to
be moved by it, one finds that good and evil is replaced by understanding
and ignorance. The highest point that the human being can reach is
understanding, the lowest point he can reach is ignorance, but there are
reasons, some of these inevitable reasons, why somebody can understand
more and somebody can understand less. But within understanding,
actions become right; somebody of a certain quality in The Mahabharata
can only speak the truth. So that whatever they say, even if they say what,
in someone else’s mouth, would be meaningless, takes on a ring of truth.
The person is of such quality that he cannot say something irrelevant.
On the other hand, a self-indulgent, stupid person can even be capable
of very fine actions at certain moments, and yet the net result of this can
be unhealthy and destructive, even to the point where it says in The
Mahabharata, that if a king is good . . . the crops are good and the
weather is good. One looks at our planet when there is no longer a good
king or a good leader anywhere, and the first thing one sees is that, in
Mahabharata terms, the weather is bad, disease has spread, there is hate,
families crumble, crime flourishes; that these are, in Mahabharata terms,
not related to the menacing idea of a battle between good and evil, but
a much greater battle between understanding and ignorance, and that our
planet today is covered with the darkness, not of the devil, but the
darkness of stupidity, the darkness of ignorance. Into this comes the most
exceptionally difficult concept for any western person to face, which is
the concept of destiny and fate. The west is brought up to think that half
the world are a lot of orientals who sit looking at their stomachs and
doing nothing and abdicating all adult responsibilities because they say,
“Kismet, it is fate”, and this is, in fact, another part of western blind
ignorance, because that isn’t at all the real oriental understanding of fate.
To understand what this notion of fate and destiny is, and how it is in
no way in contradiction with freedom and free will, one has to enter
openly into this world of The Mahabharata . . . which expounds ideas
in front of which our mind not only boggles, but has to boggle. If it refuses
to boggle it has no way of receiving what these apparently contradictory
concepts are saying, because they’re saying it is only through accepting
what seems at first sight to be contradiction that something else can be
understood. Now The Mahabharata, in the way that every dramatic work
has to do, puts the spectator in front of living contradictions, because
in dramas you sympathize with one side and you sympathize with the
other. The more you do that the more you want both sides to win and
the moment you want both sides to win, you’re in trouble yourself, which
is a very good thing.
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In attempting to show that to western audiences you've chosen an
international cast, people from all over the world. Why did you do that?
PB. To increase the sense of contradiction. Our aim within the company is
to make a little model of what could be possible, which is people so
different, made not to understand one another, actually reaching
understanding because they’re working for a common project, so the
audience wants to feel this fundamental harmony. On the other hand,
at one and the same time one wants to feel the essence of drama, which
is of an interplay between very strongly contrasted people. This is what,
I think, helps to give an impression of universality, again not universality
as a weak liberal intellectual concept, but as a reality of people so different
struggling with and against one another through what is life.
In your English version you've used very direct language and, frequently,
very direct humour, in quite a popular style. Was this an intention to
make the appeal in itself direct to an audience which is, at the same time,
attempting to grasp concepts which are way beyond normal
understanding?

PB. This, I’'ve always felt, is what theatre is about. Theatre is not a lecture,
theatre is not a religious ritual, theatre is not a sermon. Theatre is
something happening in the market place. It is a coming together, a rich
area of concentrated meaning between many, many diverse elements, and
that’s why the movement within a theatre experience must be constantly
between the popular and the special. If everything is just heavily popular
to please the audience, you rapidly sink below the lowest denominator.
Popular that self-consciously sets out to be popular all the time is very
limited. At the same time something that aspires to be special can easily
become precious and all the tragedies of the over-intellectual and the over-
refined are there. But I think that in all good theatre processes there is
a constant pendulum movement. There is a coming and going between
the level where vulgarity has its firm place and there is a direct popular
humour that makes it possible for one to live together, act as an audience,
and feel that one’s part of the same world, because nothing puts people
more naturally onto the same level than humour. And, out of that and
through that, one goes places. One goes places and some of them are
mysterious and intense and very special, and one tries not to stay there
too long, because if one stays there too long, like anywhere, one’s no
longer welcome and one gets turned out, so before overstaying one’s
welcome one drops back into that level where everyone feels at home.
The production has been described as Shakespearean. How do you feel
about that?

PB. Well, some years ago I did a production of King Lear and a journalistic
cliche spread that this was Shakespeare in the light of Beckett. For me
it was the other way round. I found that the very extraordinary quality
I greatly admired of Beckett, can already be found in Shakespeare. And
I say in exactly the same way that the extraordinary quality of
Shakespeare can already be found in The Mahabharata, so that it really
depends in which direction you point your time machine. By that I mean
— what is Shakespeare? We know that Shakespeare was a great re-writer,
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he hardly ever invented a plot. He took old stories and re-wrote them
and the uniquely Shakespearean touch was to break open anything that
seemed schematic, stories that seemed to have good people and villians,
for instance, and humanize them. Humanizing them meant going away
from simplified epic figures and filling them out so that every
Shakespearean character actually goes beyond judgement, and today it’s
at last recognized that if you approach a Shakespeare production judging
your characters, whether you're director or actor, you lose the essence.
The essence is to try to find the inner justification that each character
has for himself and then you put them together and you see that much
more complex strands arise. Now, the extraordinary thing is that in the
period of human history when the great myths and epics arose, in general,
myths and epics cast in a heroic mould tended to be very sparse on human
contradiction; that, on the whole, epic characters were heroes and villains.
The very special characteristic of The Mahabharata, what struck Jean
Claude Carriere and myself — was that there, in The Mahabharata —
were this range of characters all developed in the work, in the round,
in the full complexity of human beings. Which is why I think they’ve lasted
to this day; that in India they are today living characters in the way that
for us, Falstaff is a living character, and Hamlet.

To Indians today Arjuna or Karna are characters in that way, fully
in the round, who they see as brothers, as human beings and so that way
I think The Mahabharata is Shakespearean.

What we see in this production is something much more than a piece
of exotica or Indian nostalgia and I think that’s very important, but the
danger is, isn’t it, that you could be accused of cultural piracy, of
plundering another culture, for presentation to a western audience. That’s
obviously something you must have considered, and worried about. What
line did you take, how did you decide what to do on that issue?

To me it’s a meaningless question because once you start on that you
can say, with no limit to parochialism, why should an English man, for
instance, touch Carmen? Which luckily, nobody said. But when we first
did Carmen in Paris we did expect that somebody would say, ‘that is a
great French masterpiece, what is an Englishman doing with it?” And it
goes on forever until you come to a pure Nazi thing that you ban all but
pure German works. On the other hand I think cultural piracy is what
the English have done without any hesitation over a hundred years in
India, which is to take their objects and without paying for them put them
in British museums. That is piracy. What happened in The Mahabharata
is that here is a very great work which all the pirates have ignored because
there was no cash to be made out of it. You steal a Buddha from a temple
and you can resell it, as people are doing all over the place. The
Mahabharata, one of the great works of humanity, to this day remains
a name that most people in the west haven’t heard, a totally unknown
work, apart from a few scholars and specialists, and yet it is a work of
the greatness of the works of Shakespeare, of the greatness of the great
Greek epics, a supreme religious work as well, totally unknown. Now,
all the Indians with whom we have been in touch, are deeply, deeply
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touched, deeply moved to find that today, after a hundred years in which
every educated Indian was forced to know the works of Shakespeare and
Moliere and Racine, otherwise he wasn’t a gentleman (and when no
educated Englishman, even having lived in India for half his life, was
expected to have known The Mahabharata to be passed off in his club
as an educated man), today to find that there are a group of people from
many countries who have spent a long time, with all the care and respect
they can, to say that this is a work that belongs to mankind and should
be known. Why has nobody accused the west of cultural plundering
because it reads The Odyssey? Why should The Odyssey be known and
The Mahabharata be just totally neglected? I think the Indians, who
would be the first to be sensitive to anything being taken away, don’t
see this as stealing but as an opening.

The Mahabharata has been ten years in preparation, and your work can
be seen as a continuium over the past twenty-five years or thirty years.
Where do you see your own creativity moving now? What is the next
thing you see as a possibility?

PB. I'd say whatever we do next most likely will be something returning to
our basic work, which is a small group of actors and a carpet. 1 don’t
feel that we are bound to do another show. Perhaps we’ll never do another
show in this way. That will be entirely as circumstances dictate. The work
itself has gone on over, as you say, a number of years, has had small
shows, bigger shows, something that needed a great deal of resources
because of that particular aim, and we’ll continue. But I’d say the next
work that we’ll do will inevitably bring us back to something very small
and very concentrated.

And in the wider world of theatre at the moment, what are the things
that excite you and what are the things that depress you?

PB. One of the themes I've stressed all my life is I don’t believe any
generalizations about the theatre can exist; that theatre is such a vast term
that it’s like saying ‘the world’ and it’s like saying ‘what’s exciting you
in the world?.” I mean, the world is such a mixture, one can be excited
by one thing and depressed by another. And the theatre is so much —
there’s so little continuity, there are no traditions except dying ones —
and so, in the theatre one can only talk about particular events. You see
something and you like it, you see something else and you don’t like it
and that’s all one can say.
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After the leaving . . .

(For Ee Tiang Hong)

There are two countries here:
One securely meets the eye;
The other binds your heart.

This is Perth, and yet Malacca.
Outside, suddenly spring arrives

In many wild, surprising flowers.
But no chempaka, no melor

Show that beauty of the heart.

You have lost more hair though
Your spectacles perch as usual,
Looking quizzical, slightly anxious.

Beyond King’s Park, the Swan
Whose neck nestles among vineyards,
Ministers to your dreaming home

To which I go again, in ceremony,
Remembering . . . your ukelele
Mastering the restless crabs,

Sunset upon evening’s brow,

Our shared tobacco, images of

That great Tranquerah mosque,

St Paul’s Hill, Sam Po’s Well,

And other abodes of our gods.

But here the roads are

Waltzing with Matilda, leading
Through miles of bush to Laverton,
Abandoned mines, receding purple hills.
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And as you hear the recurring

Soul of Voss, adventuring Ayers Rock,
Dream-time, purifying deserts,

Shore, sky and hinterland are yours.
But you return to Heeren Street,
Ancestral rooms, intricate histories,
Starting with a distant fracture

Of law, of order, quiet noon

Along uncoiling Amoy Streets,
Where the migrant, restless spirit
Took passion to an alien land.
You feel a deep possession.
Seven generations of the blood
Have stirred into the earth,
Gave sinew, fought fevers.

Held down the swamps, added

Fertile patterns to the land,

Made the dragon speak

The brown language of the

Constant, Southern winds.

After the riots and the edicts,

You cried in the days of blight.

To leave again, after seven generations,
You must know so bitterly,

Is surely to return.
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Vacating Bukit Timah Campus

(for Norman Sherry)

Morning’s curious tumescence disarms:
From my desk I watch, agreeably,
Delicate sunlight-speckled rain

Settle diamonds on each leaf as

Out of huddled trees recurring orioles
Call sudden black and gold.

Somnolent, wet with sound, with anagram
The years return, affirm their lore

Pure as solitude burning cool and inward.
Again I feel the valley contend with Mandai
Hill; a spider’s web emerge discreetly;
Father’s pride made final by Strickland’s
Prickly anger; all twelve Zeroes 1 mistook
For tumbling eagles of the sun; war’s end,
The return to school, to Old Lob’s Farm;
Then your Quadrangle’s charted learning.

Nomadic, intellectual years distilled
Hungers no others held. In this declining
Monsoon a few particulars spiral, ruminate;
Obsessions in search of corridors and keys,
Apt simplicities stripping power masks,
Regain the earth, move us to becoming.

Cogito, ergo sum.

The heart unlocked brown seasons, hatched
Conversions, a sense of scrutiny.

Descartes, Donne, literature of the upper
Case, a call to poetry, the great tradition,
Gifts too confidently marked by
Accumulated years of empire, self-investitute.

76 WESTERLY, No. 4, DECEMBER, 1987



Among great cathedral voices the flight
Cum reggae shuffle of Ariel cum Caliban,
Shylock’s Jewish anger turning Othello’s
Cause destroyed by stars lago so arranged.
And there was Yeats who knew the ways of
Disappointment, who, striding battlements,
Felt heroic Irish mist construct out of his
Third world agony nothing but the truth of

Contradictions in a bitter, rising Easter noon.

Add good Man Friday given English lessons

To psyches temper-tossed towards the

Bay of new deservings; to fields of light
Defining a true eye, the holy boundaries

Of our islands, histories riding anticipations
In blood and soul, quickening old-fashioned
Summonses of sun, rain, tree, and earth,
This memory.
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Invented Island

A special place where history

Turns and breathes in landscape.

Among our memories, a stir of

Earlier vision whose pulse transfixed

Stiff upper lip, black maria.

Your cool-green hills, sanctuaries

Of old intent, now relax their brows.
Mapping our growing nation still
Challenges, less introspective though,
More released in the farmer’s grandson.
Blue-collared, on the move between
Lecture and seminar, manual and instrument,
He meditates the application of a thought.
Your valleys adjust their flanks, fluently

Embrace the gifted places,

The Chinese garden, sun-dial,

Green roofs whose ancestral voices,
Now turned tropical in accent, fit

These new splendours of your heart
Whose powers expand, rise, disperse
Along our arteries, providing swift
Co-ordinates, cutting-edges to economy.

Here is science that engineers

The bold coherence of our lives.

Transformers, semiconductors, micro-chips,
Energy control, hydrology, automation,

A rainbow’s spectrum, the sun’s secret core . . .
Instill patterns of skill as midmorning winds
Assert the day’s rhythm, the new learning,

All feeding this mortal, invented island,
Held above the foam, the world’s fever.

78 WESTERLY, No. 4, DECEMBER, 1987



NOEL MACAINSH

The Art of Compromise — Christina
Stead’s For Love Alone

Christina Stead has said that the title of her novel, For Love Alone, has always
embarrassed her. It was not her original choice. This title derives from a calypso
about King Edward’s abdication of the throne so as to marry Mrs Simpson.
Though the author thought “it was the wrong title,” she nevertheless accepted
it so as not to upset a dear friend who had designed the book’s jacket. The
title that seems to have been preferred by the author was “something to do with
love letters”.! That is, the author’s own tendency in seeking a characteristic
labelling of the work was to point up the central section of the novel, where,
for over three years, letters link the chief protagonists who are far apart. It is
suggested here that this relatively short, pivotal section of the novel indeed
epitomises the radically conflicted nature of a central protagonist who chooses
“impossible obstacles” to her “yearning for an impossible object™.2

A close reading of the novel belies the common impression that Teresa
Hawkins, “obsessed with love and sex pins her affection on the first possible
object”.3 Instead, the novel shows that her prior commitment to an obscure
inner ideal devalues all possibilities of outer choice and prevents her marrying.
It is only under extreme duress, when this self-imposed alienation from the
normal course of life has led her into “the howling wilderness” that she
compromises with social custom by choosing the impossible Jonathan Crow.
Even when she is saved later by James Quick, her continued fealty to this same
inner ideal is preserved by a sense of provisionality in all her outer relationships.

The salient feature of For Love Alone is that Teresa Hawkins clings with
all the force of life itself to an impossible object, in a struggle that is potentially
lethal to her mind and body. This struggle, constantly shifting its terms and
never wholly resolved, is indicated in Teresa’s choice of Jonathan Crow. It is
made clear early in the novel that Teresa will not do what other girls do, namely
follow a straightforward, normal path into marriage with “some schoolfellow
gone into long trousers” (p.17). Crow himself is inspected by Teresa with great
circumspection, to ensure that he does not in fact promise love and marriage
at all. Indeed, at those points at which union, at least physical, might take place,
Teresa is careful to back away (p.202). For instance, on receipt of Crow’s first
letter to her, we are told that “a short, plain path led from it to a love affair,
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but this ordinary fellow, anxious to be loved, was not the sort of man she could
love . . .” (p. 202).

Jonathan Crow is not properly introduced to the reader till well over one
hundred pages have passed. We learn then that “Mr Jonathan Crow was the
young man who coached Teresa in Latin at the Tutorial College where she went
three times a week before Business College” (p. 121). Jonathan’s university talk
1s “wonderful” to her; she is “dazzled™ by his success as a medallist, a scholar,
a coach. She knows already that he is to go abroad. Shortly, she asks herself,
“Could I love that man?” (p. 129) After a further one hundred pages, we find
that Teresa still has not made up her mind about Crow. Nevertheless, her
twentieth birthday is approaching and something must be done: “she felt old,
dull, abandoned, a failure because she had no man”. She has reached a stage
where “all other things were secondary to the need to leave the lonely state that
galled and humiliated her as woman and freeman” (p. 224).

In the context of these pages the word “freeman” looms significantly. For
here, the theme of the sea, announced at the start of the novel is shown to be
an essential part of Teresa’s imagination. She has the fantasy that “she could
escape by sea” (p. 244). We read that “She loved the sea with a first and last
love, had no fear of it, would have liked to sail it for two years without seeing
land; she had the heart of a sailor” (p. 224). Later, James Quick will see Teresa
as “not particularly feminine,” as “a ship’s captain,” or as “a rebel lieutenant,
perhaps the reincarnation of Mr Christian of the Bounty” (p. 389). She herself
will see Harry Girton, the object of her passionate union, as “formed by
England’s sea-story” (p.466). The resonance here, with the world of her father
and her childhood, is not to be lost.

But at the stage of nearing her twentieth birthday, she asks herself, “What
would men do in my situation?” The answer is that a man would take the
initiative, “would tell a woman he loved her”. Accordingly, “She cast about
for a man to love; the nearest man was Jonathan, but she ran over the others”
(p. 225). A mass of indecision, she commits the “crime” of writing a letter to
Jonathan declaring her love. She does this as a “test” of herself. The theme
of the sea and escape, of her being a sailor and “freeman”, are now focussed
on Jonathan Crow. From the hour that she has committed the “crime”, until
Jonathan has sailed, she goes about with “all the feelings of a young anarchist
preparing to overthrow authority in secret” (p. 226). We learn that in
comparison with other women, including her family and people on the boat,
“She was in a howling wilderness” (p. 226). She is now secretly cut off from
society. In keeping with her man-like initiative, the object of her epistolary
advance, Crow, is presented as rather passive and timid in his approach to
women, despite his longing for them. Crow is twenty-three years of age, has
a gentle, plain manner. Although, as a boy, “he was tough, strong and active”
(p. 122), he nevertheless has “sad brown eyes”, and is “pathetic” in the way
he walks. He drags one foot a little, a shoulder is slightly hunched (p. 125).
He lives “at home with his parents as he had done since childhood™. His mother
keeps the family together, while “his father was a weak kind of fellow, without
any backbone”. He has always felt himself to be different to other boys. He
is like a prisoner “who is so frightened by the outdoors that he wants to go
back to his cell” (p. 127). Other women somehow pass him over (p. 216). He
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seems not to come into serious consideration, and is left out. Like Teresa, he
too is like a sailor: “He was like a sailor; his ship was waiting in the harbour”
(p. 216). Itis not hard to see that to some extent Hawkins and Crow are mutually
reflected. The author tells us “They needed each other” (p. 216).

Nevertheless, Teresa’s ambivalence towards Crow remains. Her initiative is
forced: “Now | am forcing myself to think of Jonathan. Everything has changed
since I knew him, is he good or bad? Good, good! But if there were waters
of Jepenthe 1 would drink them and forget him and my whole life up till now”
(p. 226). In reflecting on Crow, Teresa confesses: “It’s like being in jail, why
can’t 1 forget? I don’t want this. It isn’t that half-starved, half-grown man 1
want. It’s passion, but there’s no such thing, that I see. Shall I die hungry?”
(p. 226) She refers to Crow as a “boy” and sees him as a “symbol”. He is a
symbolic way of conquering “her life and time” (p. 226). She superstitiously
believes that if she “gave up this boy” she would lose all other men too (p. 226).
On the previous page, we have been told that “she only wanted to marry in
order to have love”. It is literally “love alone” that Teresa wants, not the social
trappings that go with it. We are told that “if she had any vague idea of a home
at all, it was in some coast town overseas, in some mysterious unseen spot where
perhaps they spoke a foreign language™ (p. 225). Indeed, the fantasy of “for
love alone” is devoid of any sense of a real partner. In her letter to Crow, she
states that “In writing to you I do formallly renounce real love and it is not
of that I am thinking” (p. 227). The emphasis is on distance: “I have loved you
for alongtime and now | am writing to you because we are going to be separated
by our fates and distance, perhaps forever”. For Teresa, Crow serves the fantasy
of full erotic union without a partner, that is an unreal compromise of erotic
desire, social obligation and fear of the male. These factors vie in dynamic
conflict, each momentarily accenting her ambivalence. For instance, the author
tells us that Teresa’s declaration of love is false: “She had not loved him for
along time. It was a lie. She had played with his emotions merely to help herself
out”. Authorial comment tells us that she “detested Jonathan Crow, a stupid,
carping youth” (p. 228). At times, she thinks of her affair with Jonathan as
“only a step to the unknown man; she would use him for that”. Thus, virtually
half-way through the novel, Teresa still has found no fitting object of erotic
desire. Instead, the conflict between libidinal need and a deadly counterforce
has driven her so far into the “howling wilderness” that in sheer desperation
she has made an inauthentic choice of Jonathan Crow. Unlike other women,
she has chosen a man who is literally not available; firstly because there are
obstacles to union in his own nature, and secondly because he will soon be far
distant physically.

Decisive for Teresa’s subsequent fixation on Crow is her defence of her
precarious self-esteem against his rejection of her, together with her narcissistic
self-identification with him on the basis of her own fantasies of escape by sea
to an unspecified ideal. Crow is the objectified proof, symbol and witness of
her own ambitions. Her letter to Crow states: “I will be able to keep on struggling
if 1 know you are watching me from a distance” (p. 227). Far from being an
erotic object for her, Crow is the necessary reflection of that other side of her
nature, which, without the focus on Crow as her aim and witness, is in acute
danger of being swamped by social and libidinal pressure, that is precipitated
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into one of the many connubial arrangements so tirelessly paraded by the author
as tawdry temptations on a treacherous way. Indeed, between Crow’s departure
for London and Teresa’s own departure, some half-dozen marriage situations
are unfavourably reflected on in the course of fifty pages. These repellent
marriages underscore the danger of ignominious defeat, of “the marriage-sleep
that lasted to the grave”(p. 265). For instance, when the young salesman Erskine
approaches her, Teresa is “afraid she might lose her head and begin to like him”
(p. 284). It is in keeping with these dangers that she should say to herself, “I
need Jonathan as an aim so as not to fail, even if he rejects me” (p. 265).

In parentheses, it could be remarked here that among the various authorial
indications of Teresa’s low self-esteem her clothing is a constant factor
throughout the novel. Teresa clearly has no desire to please the male, certainly
not Crow. This fact is so striking that the author has James Quick speculate
on it: “But if she is going to see this man, it is a love-affair and woman’s first
instinct is to dress for her boy . . .” (p. 393) Quick goes on to ask, “What does
the bad clothing prove?” But he cannot answer his own question. One could
answer here that the bad clothing is, among other things, primarily a defence
against sexual involvement, and that it has the unfortunate consequence of
abasing further its wearer’s low self-esteem and thus strengthening her
compulsive fixation on Crow.

The precipitating events in Teresa’s fixation on Crow, are first of all, the love-
letter to him, and then his departure by boat. The “fateful” letter (p. 225) is
asevere exposure of Teresa’s self-esteem to Crow. The possibility of his rejection
of her, and the potentially fatal ego-wounding thus entailed, stimulate her
mechanisms of defence the moment she has posted the letter. This act of posting
releases great fear. We read that “She was pale with fright at what she had done”
(p. 225). This fright is based on “voices”, on the internalised, imagined
judgement of others; her family would insult her, people would “vomit jokes”
at her. She feels like a criminal, is in terror, is lost. We are told that “she was
like a madwoman, sulky, monosyllabic, torn to pieces by the fear of her solitary
deed” (p. 226).

If, for convenience, we take the scheme advanced by Anna Freud in her The
Ego and its Mechanisms of Defence,* we can straightway identify certain aspects
of Teresa’s response to her fear. First, there is her response of aggression.
Against the internalised voices that would condemn her, we read that “strangely
enough she now hated the accepted world” (p. 226). When Jonathan does not
answer her letter for two days, we are told that “each evening, she wanted to
beat herself nearly to death so that she would fall into bed and sleep a brutal
sleep, remembering neither the infernal compact with herself, nor the disgrace
of having failed” (p. 227). She detests Crow, a “stupid, carping youth”. She
is angry “because she had given him immense power over her” (p. 228). Second,
there is the response of indifference. If it were possible, she would “forget him
and my whole life up till now”. She does not want “that half-starved, half-grown
man” (p. 226). She will never see him or write to him again (p. 228). This
attempted indifference is hardly successful since the dis-identification it implies
undermines the narcissistic projection of her own projects onto Crow and thus
raises the spectre of her total isolation. Instead, the mechanism given preference
by Teresa is that of the so-called “flight forward”. According to Anna Freud,
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if this “flight” is motivated by the wish to conserve the ego-ideal, then it will
take the form of activity. This notion is reflected, for instance, in Teresa’s
thought that she shares Crow’s view of marriage: “In this she was close to his
idea, and from there she began to hope again that he might come to love her.
She would improve herself so much that she would be lovable. She made up
her mind to work harder . . .” She burns with internal flame, with “hope and
desperate energy . . .” (p. 228) It is significant here that certain other forms of
flight, commonly enough evoked in such circumstances, namely the flight into
pleasures, into food, drink, sex, the social whirl, and the flight to substitute
partners, hardly comes into question. This is because these forms are mobilised
by the very instincts of which Teresa has a prurient dread; as defence against
them she needs her illusions about Crow, who is the necessary focus of her
complex of “higher” values. Hence, her defensive activities are not those of the
“id”, but those of her “super-ego™, that is they are activities of service, sacrifice,
devotion, sympathy, endurance, all for the sake of a distant ideal. Like the
perfect moral conformist, Teresa is willing to defer instinctual gratification
indefinitely for the sake of an unreachable ideal. It could be noted that Crow
too indicates to Teresa the vertical scale of sublimation: “Well, we all have our
means of escape, delirium tremens and God and love . ..” (p. 221) Teresa
prefers the upper end of the scale.

Together with Teresa’s flight into the practical activity of working and saving
for her passage to Crow, her most important defence against the palpable fact
of his rejection of her is that of mental activity, namely rationalisation and the
formation thereby of a false consciousness. In a more general way, this can
be viewed as the basic method of the novel itself, namely an ideological reaction
to an emarginating disability, that is to a personal problem of acute, existential
anguish. This ideologizing tendency is present right from the start of the novel
where Teresa’s father pontificates on women, marriage and sex. It is present
in the numerous student-level disquisitions by Crow and Teresa. It continues
on into the later parts of the novel with further disquisitions by Teresa’s new
circle of acquaintances. As one critic has remarked, “ideology is part of the
texture of characters’ individual lives™.5 This aspect is particularly apparent in
the second half of the novel. The tendency to cope with personal problems by
ideological generalities is grotesquely apparent in the extracts from Crow’s
eighty-two-page tract on “Meliorism, or The Best of Possible Worlds”. Here,
Crow’s personal sexual difficulties are shown to bulge out through every
sentence. Nevertheless, this essay is not out of keeping with other parts of the
novel. For instance, the opening remarks of the first extract of Crow’s tract
might be read as a suggestive irony on Teresa’s behaviour: “What is called
heterosexual love is a type of paranoia of greater or less incipiency, indicated
by obsession with one idea . . .” (p. 412) The suggestiveness of these words can
be seen if we return to Teresa’s response to Crow’s departure for England.

It is significant that Crow’s departure is something of a relief for Teresa. After
sending the “fatal” letter, she feels a dread “till Jonathan sailed, and so relieved
her of the dread” (p. 226). In walking out with Crow prior to his departure,
we read that Teresa “could not understand him and began to dread meeting
him . . .” (p. 231) During this time, Crow continues his casual treatment of
Teresa. Several events in particular underscore his lack of interest and thus
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batter Teresa’s already low self-esteem. There is, for instance, the “laborious’
design she makes, the “legend of Jonathan”, as long as the dining-room table,
made to console Jonathan. She delivers it to his house. Inordinately later,
Jonathan refers to it dismissively. She then spends “a lot of money” on a hat
for an appointment forgotten by Jonathan. On this occasion, when her
humiliation is known also by others, “she looked at herself in the glass and
saw how pale and ugly she was” (p. 239). The final humiliation at this stage
is when Crow does not invite her to see him off at the boat. She had asked
her employer for the morning off, just for this. She does not dare go to the
wharf because she is ashamed of her appearance. Instead, she stands on a distant
ridge and watches the boat leave. At this point, in pouring rain, “with tears
and raindrops mingling on her face”, her wilfully courted self-humiliation
complete, Teresa is at last free to form a saving false consciousness without
fear of correction by reality. The author has arranged to demonstrate the onset
of this falsity immediately.

While Teresa watches the boat leave, a young man “who had been standing
under a fig-tree” comes nearer to her. He asks a series of questions about her
relation to “someone” on the boat. Teresa soon begins to tell lies in reply (p.
240). It now appears that she has cast Crow as her “lover”. Imagining what
a “man” would do in her case, she decides that Crow’s parting is an “accident”.
Somewhat ambiguously, she imagines herself to be a man who is in love with
herself, and she then determines to act accordingly, that is she will actively make
Crow love her. Accordingly, she plans “a life of extreme hardship” (p. 245).
The report that some six of Crow’s girlfriends were present at the send-off
torments her, but she vows to overcome all rivals. She buckles down to “the
immense task” (p. 245). She comes to see Jonathan as “holy, pure, admirable”
and “to love with a mystic love into which no fleshly thought entered” (p. 248).
The separation, even opposition, of sex and “love” is apparent: “if she ever
allowed one impure thought to creep into her mind now, she would never have
Jonathan; it would be her punishment, and a just one. ‘Love has nothing to
do with all that’ ™. (p. 248) Nevertheless, strong sexual fantasies are implied
by “things hideous and unspeakable” which enter Teresa’s mind. But these are
kept far apart from Jonathan who is now a “knight of poverty” battling far
away (p. 248).

Much space could be given to the role letters play in Teresa’s mind. Somewhat
out of keeping with his previous neglect of her, Crow turns out to be a regular
and frequent correspondent (p.247). As a novelistic device, this serves several
purposes. It serves, despite the incongruity just mentioned, to suggest some
minimal basis in reality to Teresa’s dreams, compared to the alternative of their
sustenance by sheer fantasy alone in the face of silence over three years. The
letters also serve the obvious purpose of demonstrating the state of mind of
the writers. Included here is their indication of a complementarity of mind.
While critics generally see Crow and Teresa as opposites, Crow being a
reprehensible manipulator and Teresa his love-lorn victim, the novel
nevertheless indicates a certain similarity, such that Teresa’s narcissistic
comprehension and transfiguration of Crow finds a ready basis in elements
common to both of them. Both are impoverished outsiders, retarded adolescents
with a sexual problem. Both despise their fathers (p. 14, p. 127). Both of them
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are afraid of sex and seek to “escape” by travel and sublimation. There is a
kind of poetic justice, in that Teresa, who sees the only men available as “poor
boobies”, “hopeless” and “failures”, chooses Crow.

Critics may point to the diverse verbalisations of Crow and Teresa on the
matter of love, as proof of real difference of nature, but this should not withdraw
attention from common features of their actual sexual behaviours. When Teresa
later describes Jonathan Crow to James Quick, she might as well be describing
her former self: “He has struggled against so many . .. fiends, demons of
adversity, he has done everything for himself without help . . . He has a trouble,
itisdifference — no . . .itis purity, old ideals, plain living and high thinking . . .
he has lost confidence and thinks he can never marry. He wants and desires
love and he is afraid, he is afraid to lose his purity too” (pp. 402-2). In case
this view be thought of as solely a figment of Teresa’s imagination, there is also
Miss Haviland’s letter, giving her own view of Crow: “l remember him well
as a student. He was of a most unusual purity, he was an idealist, brave, almost
austere. I can testify to that” (p. 426). James Quick’s perspective on Crow is
that “He is not consious of having done wrong, he did all he did to survive”
(p. 463). In principle, these descriptions might apply to Teresa. Both she and
Crow have formed an interlocking “system™ so as to survive, with no true
comprehension of the factors that have shaped them. Their copious ideological
productions have merely served the compulsion to rationalize a fruitless
struggle. Crow is headed for dissolution and perversion; Teresa intuits that she
herself will soon die: “In the meantime, she needed him to keep alive and she
must keep alive to die” (p. 360). She believes she has only a few months to
live (p. 462). Her relationship has become a repetitive round of rejection, with
Teresa setting the “game” up each time for Crow to pull the “switch” (as
Transactional Analysis would say). Teresa’s experience with her father,
described at the beginning of the novel suggests that the “script” of this game
may have been acquired in her childhood. The repetitive game of “for love
alone™ suggests a father concealed in the wings. Or as Joan Lidoff writes of
Stead’s lovers: “The yearning for an inaccessible object . . . derives from the
primary forbidden wish, the incest fantasy™.¢

However, an essential factor in the maintenance of Teresa’s compulsive
pattern of behaviour, namely her dangerously low self-esteem, now comes to
be modifed through the chance of her employment by James Quick. Quick
himself is a marital reject who has unwillingly left his wife and has finally arrived
at a point of despair where he tells himself: “I must seriously look for another
woman”. Here, the novel suggests yet another pattern of behaviour by enabling
the reader to compare Quick’s view of his first wife with his perspective on
Teresa. Quick’s first wife, Marion, is now about the same age as Teresa. Quick
sees both women as timid, inexperienced in worldly ways. Of his wife, he says
“She never loved me — poor woman! She was a timid girl and took the first
man she knew well, that offered. They certainly have no sort of life, to get
married at the first opportunity. And then to find out the vacancy . . .” (p. 366)
His first wife sees marriage as unable to bridge their “separate loneliness . . .
marriage is outmoded” (p. 364). Quick is plainly not the right man for her. No
substitute for him is suggested. Marion is unhappy sui generis: “it was not in
her nature to be happy” (p. 366). Teresa seems not to give her a thought. Indeed
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we read later that “Teresa did not worry about her sisters, and she was so
ungrateful as not to worry even about James Quick” (p. 464). Quick sees Teresa
as timid (p. 362), as a “naive mate” whom he will introduce to life (p. 461).
The sentiments of the first wife are echoed when the author tells us that Teresa
believed “like so many young women that she has found out the truth, which
was that man and woman canot be true companions of each other” (p. 460).
Quick attempts to explain this inner isolation by Teresa’s “naivete” which
accentuates in his eyes the ten-year age difference between them. Teresa, though
twenty-seven years of age, is “young in experience”; Quick is relatively an “elder”
(p. 478). The parallel between Teresa and Quick’s first wife, however, fluctuates
with Teresa’s uncertainties and self-discoveries. The essential factor for Teresa
is Quick’s unfailing appreciation of her.

It is not surprising that Teresa’s first hesitant revelation of her problem to
the sympathetic Quick should have an unburdening, therapeutic effect (pp. 401-
3). The initial consequences of this unburdening are immediately indicated in
the opening paragraph of the next chapter, “A Deserted Sawmill”. For here
we read, of Jonathan and Teresa: “she knew that though he was going nowhere,
their roads were separating. Already they had passed the sign-post . . .”(p. 404)
This “sign-post™ marks a turning-point in the novel. The “cure” is in sight and
the tension drops. The fixation on Crow is broken, though it still needs “steps
which were taken quietly every day for months”, before the break becomes
established firmly (pp. 450, 460). There now remain only some forty pages to
the end of the novel, during which Teresa’s new life with Quick and his friends
is traversed. Teresa has the good fortune to “marry” her boss, though this itself
is yet another instance of the compromise that rules her life, since Quick is not
divorced from his first wife. It could be said that an accompaniment of Teresa’s
relative return to health is her ability to tolerate compromise, even though it
is at the cost of subjectively presenting all her commitments as provisional only,
as way-stations to the ideal.

Quick can say of himself: “I have a butler, a maid, a fourteen-guinea suit
and bespoke shoes for eight pound ten and an eleven-guinea weekly flat . . .”
(p-363) He is a kindly business man with interesting friends and a willingness
to aid Teresa in her experiments with life. He will take Teresa to concerts and
theatres, will send her to the Sorbonne, if she so wishes. He will be the “stepping-
stone” to her greatness: “she would be a Stael, Recamier, a Catherine 11" (p.
454). He will make a woman of her, “make her over entirely”. In terms of real-
life probabilities, it could appear that here the novel has indeed become a work
of fiction. Despite the critics’ appeal to information outside the novel, namely
its author’s biography, the real-life probability that a woman in Teresa’s parlous
mental state would be supplied the skilled emotional support essential for her
recovery, is small. Younger women readers may be willing to believe in the
timely advent of the kindly parental man, wise and saving; but older women
might reasonably expect his arrival for them to be deferred indefinitely. One
might also comment on the improbability of a person of Teresa’s background
becoming a Stael, Recamier and so on, or even of making headway in the poorly
remunerated and competitive writing business. However, such considerations
apparently dwindle to insignificance in the eyes of those readers who see Teresa’s
story as inspirational, namely as an example of what can be achieved in face
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of the odds. The truly significant point, however, is that Stead has supplied
an individual answer to Teresa’s problem, in place of a collective one.

Teresa now becomes established with Quick. Yet, in the penultimate chapter,
“Today Put on Perfection”, she secretly copulates with Quick’s friend, Harry
Girton. In this way, the novel returns on its beginning, preparing its own
aesthetic closure. At the start of the novel, Teresa’s father is tall, broad, golden-
haired, and has “brilliant oval blue eyes” (p. 6). Likewise, at the end of the novel,
Girton is tall, broad, golden-haired, and has “splendid oval blue eyes” (p. 468).
This copulatory closure is strengthened further by the way in which the affair
with Girton takes Teresa back to early girlhood, “in the stern pride of sixteen”.
Only now does she understand the “love of man” (p. 468). This aesthetic closure
foregrounds the incest fantasy and its associated sexual joy, positing it as the
formal culmination of the work. It is the peak-experience of the novel. Added
to this suggestion of Girton as a golden echo of Teresa’s father is the landlady’s
suggestion of narcissistic attraction: “I thought you were brother and sister,
not husband and wife, you're that alike!” (p. 487) As Joan Lidoff remarks,
“incestuous erotic fantasies are a variant of the narcissism that so pervasively
rules relationships in Stead’s world™.7 With this affair, Teresa’s cup is, for the
moment, full. Her relatives tell her, “Your clothes suit you my dear”, and Teresa
tells them she is “as happy as | never thought a human being could be!” (p.491)

On the train journey, back from Girton to Quick, Teresa has a vision, quasi-
religious and highly generalised, in which her clandestine copulation is
transfigured into a representative possibility for all mankind: “if I, sinner and
talentless, can have it, then all pleasures, all desires should be for all . . . Yes,
it must be! Yes, we will have it, all passion, all delight”. (p. 494) This pious
affirmation receives no closer, programmatic specification. Her vision remains
that of her own introversive psychology writ large, and complies with the
author’s view that “Teresa did not worry about her sisters”.

Teresa now has her inner secret about Girton; it strengthens her sense of the
provisionality of her relationships, whether with Girton, Quick or others.
Consonant with this provisionality is her wandering, partnerless ideal, exclusive
of fixity of home, of family life and children. She intends both that her love
for Quick is “not the first nor the last: and that she will make herself an inner
“life apart™ (p. 496). In this way, a sense of fealty to her inner ideal, or her
“inaccessible object”, is preserved in the face of her compromise with reality.
In the place of her collective, historical determinant based on the author’s
“radically critical insight into bourgeois social relations™.® Teresa’s vision of the
future is implicitly founded in her conservative psychological compulsion to
recover a lost object; that is she must hold herself inwardly free to repeat the
attempt again and again.® As remarked in criticism, the attempt to recover the
father is a staple ingredient of Stead’s work generally.

The final pages of the novel form a coda, in which the principal themes are
resumed briefly. First, there is the notion of “for love alone”. In the Italian
version of the novel this title is translated as “Sola per Amore”,!'* which
expresses with less ambiguity the concept of Teresa as a wanderer who,
inwardly, would remain “alone for love”. We read that “she thirsted after this
track-making and wandering of the man in the world, not after the man” (p.
492). She will keep herself free for other men, will not be a prisoner herself
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but will make others her prisoners (p. 493). She rationalises her relations with
Girton and Quick as mystically pre-determined, and sees them as a way-station
in her life. It is “scarcely Quick” who has saved her but “fate™ she is
“mysteriously in tune with some inaudible, continuous single note in the
universe . . .” (p. 494) The earlier idea of herself as a “freeman” (p. 224) is again
taken up in her affirmation of herself as now a “free-booter™! (p. 495).

In the concluding scene, Teresa drinks “glass after glass of wine” and then
wants to go out “on the razzle-dazzle”. On the way, Quick stops in at the
tobacconist’s for cigars, while Teresa outside muses on a “fumbling figure” who
goes by. This “vile-faced man, the bent-backed man” turns out to be Crow,
who goes into the dark without recognising Teresa. His image has been prepared
for some three pages earlier with the description of an old man and a vicious
slum youth: “one bent back following another, and when they went it was a
sign for night to come” (p. 498). The effect is of symbolism, suggesting a
recurrent pattern. This effect is reinforced by the very last words of the novel:
“It’s dreadful to think that it will go on being repeated for ever, he — and me!
What’s there to stop it?”

In contrast with the numerous “radical” discourses in the novel, this closure
suggests a conservative view. That is, Teresa’s problem is endemic. No
foreseeable social measure will eliminate it. The erotic oppression of women
is only to be surmounted by the individual solution of finding the right man.
Furthermore, it is to be noted that Teresa’s need of a sense of provisionality
in all her relationships blends in with her discovery of a different milieu, a kind
of left-wing Bohemia of some fifty years ago. The members of this milieu include
“many unmarried or libertine, picaresque, amiable, floating men” (p. 465), who,
unable or simply unwilling to form normal commitments, are tolerant if not
forthrightly favourable to personal irregularities and experiments. Large cities
typically offer analogous groupings together with the “advanced” thought that
usually accompanies them. There is no suggestion in the novel, however, that
this kind of milieu will provide the general answer to sexual oppression. Again,
Teresa’s solution here is individual, not collectively representative,!? that is if
one can properly speak of a solution at all and not simply of compromises forced
onto an emotionally fixated character, as with many of Stead’s characters

elsewhere.
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JUDITH FOX

India Song

Gabrielle was sitting hunched and tight on her mother’s knee. Her head met
with the roof of the car each time she straightened her shoulders. She knew
that tonight, being a night of festivity, was not conducive to childish complaint.
But she could feel the sweat collecting in the hollows of her body and how her
mother held her away from her own damp body, silently pleading with her to
manage as little skin contact as possible. Gabrielle felt her stomach knot with
her desire to bury herself in the moistness of her mother’s embrace, to smell
her own slightly sour odour mixed with that sweet muskiness.

She felt herself creasing inwards, in towards that need to lean back against
her mother, to tangle with those other limbs, that other sweat, that other skin.
But only little kids did that, not young girls her age. She knew how quickly
her name could be turned against her. “Gaby is a baby,” her father would say,
not seeming to mark the words with any tone but letting them fall on her, be
taken up by the alert prefect inside Gabrielle who monitored for him the degree
to which she could be judged grown-up.

Then there was her mother’s mute plea to not touch, not tonight, not in this
heat. She slid forward, feeling her damp dress stick on her mother’s knee, until
she was more or less sitting in mid-air, in the hot, cramped space between the
car seats, her weight supported on bent legs. She saw herself, a little, stiff crone
in the back of a little, black car.

In the front seat, their host was giving directions to the driver. The driver
shook his head, took his hands from the steering wheel to wave them at the
incomprehensible darkness the car was speeding through. Their host, a.
courteous man who, Gabrielle had noted, spoke to people like drivers in a
different tone to the one he used to address her father and his family, interrupted
angrily and pointed into the night. Gabrielle wished she could understand the
words, she had hopes that the tone belonged to the language and had nothing
to do with the people.

This was possible — Gabrielle thought of how she, like her parents and Clare,
spoke through her nose, how they all carried that flat tone that probably made
them sound indifferent, or very angry, as if they were holding tight onto their
displeasure and only letting out a dull thread of sound. She thought of how
their Indian friends made of English a melody, all curvature and indentation,
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the rise and fall of the song hinting always of unknown possibilities. “You could
get lost in a language like that,” thought Gabrielle, imagining dark, cool corners
and shady arbours. Alongside this in her mind’s eye was a picture of a barren,
dusty plain that stretched featureless to the horizon. She lay on her back, staring
at a pale blue sky with not a trace of cloud. She turned her head to the left
and there was a huge sign, of the sort that signalled railway stations, bearing
the words ‘YOUR TONGUE’. Underneath in smaller letters she could read ‘If
you want another tongue you should chop off your nose.’ “Is that what people
mean by cutting of their noses to spite their face?” she wondered, and giggled.

Ashwini Chandravar turned and passed a cool, blank gaze over her before
addressing her father. Gabrielle realised in a hot panic that he had thought she
was laughing at the exchange with the driver. Her mother made a faint
movement of rejection as her body began to give off a shameful heat.

“Well Bob, not long before we have you all home to bed. I have arranged
for the car to pick you up tomorrow at 10.00 for some sightseeing. So Elaine,
you and your girls can catch up on your beauty sleep.” He smiled broadly, as
at a joke. Gabrielle felt, rather than saw her mother return the smile politely.

“What about the other blokes Ashwini?” her father was asking. “I would think
a few of them will have sore heads in the morning.” His voice was warm,
chummy.

“Oh I think all of Madras will be nursing a sore head in the morning. But
life must go on.” Ashwini shrugged and Gabrielle watched foul mouths, bad
tempers, disasters, holidays and festivals slide off his shoulders, spin out the
window and disappear into the darkness.

Gabrielle wondered where you could learn to shrug like that. For her, life
stopped then creakily started up again innumerable times every day, like a few
seconds ago when she had torn a hole in the fabric of Ashwini Chandravar’s
life and he had looked through the hole at her, the culprit. In thirteen years
the one thing Gabrielle had learnt to depend on was that life never simply went
on.

She looked from the darkness outside the window to the black folds of skin
on the driver’s neck. She felt the blackness of India as a clue to the mystery
of the world that she was forever unable to comprehend. Here in this country,
where even the cities were called black holes, it seemed to Gabrielle always
possible that she would at last, finally, understand the crevices in life that her
family chose to not see. Gabrielle saw again that flat, dusty plain of her
imagination, felt how she lay, all pink and yellow (like the roses on her mother’s
golden dinner set that had been a wedding present), so dry and sadly scorched
on the surface of that earth, on the surface of things, on the surface of what
could only be her life though she told herself that the real one was yet to begin.

There had been a moment, back there in Hyderabad, in a museum holding
one man’s collection of carvings, toy soldiers, chandeliers, china, she couldn’t
remember what else. They had dutifully trudged mile after mile of dusty
corridor, trekked through room after room admiring the odd assortment of
objects. Their host, she couldn’t remember his name either, had long since gone
to sit in a tiny courtyard where he sat fanning himself in the midday heat and
fending off small boys who pestered him with doubtful souvenirs. But her father
and mother would not give up. Gabrielle could tell that they felt obliged to
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continue, especially in the face of their host’s disinclination. “Come on darling,”
wheedled her mother. “This is an absolutely unique collection. You won’t see
anything like this ever again.” Gabrielle prayed that this would be so. “Come
on Gaby. Don’t go soft on me now,” was her father’s sterner command. Clare
simply continued to wander, deftly and silently avoiding the web of contractual
admonition Gabrielle felt tightening around her.

As the corridors and chambers multiplied Gabrielle slowed down, thoughts
of Fanta and Coca-Cola paralysing her for minutes at a time. Outside the streets
burnt white in the torpid heat, people drifted into the museum seduced by the
false promise of the dim rooms. Gabrielle stood, swaying slightly with heat and
fatigue, in front of a statue. There was a buzzing noise, as if a thousand cicadas
clicked in the four corners. Gabrielle stood and pondered the figured wood.
Then there was no noise and the sudden silence caused her to look up, look
out for her family.

Around the walls a scattering of dark faces quietly contemplated her. No
one moved or shifted their gaze as Gabrielle blinked at the staring eyes. She
felt an exposed flush seeping over her breasts, clinging to her collarbone. She
turned from the watching faces and began to cross the room, keeping her eyes
fixed on the door at the other end, on the door leading to unpopulated rooms,
on the door leading to her family. In the middle of the room a bright flash
of colour or movement caught at her peripheral vision and she stopped, then
looked to the ceiling.

A low gallery hugged the walls. About fifty men, women and children gazed
silently and dispassionately down on the tow-headed Gabrielle, at the flood of
ugly pink that swept her throat and face rising towards her hair. Gabrielle did
not move, she remained caught in their vision, her mind refusing to respond.
All she could think of was an old jazz song that her father loved to play, the
tune moved to and fro across her mind but she could not remember the words.
She had to remember the words, it was imperative that she remember the words.

A child pointed, laughed. The still-life fragmented as people turned from the
balustrade, from the blonde girl below towards each other. Gabrielle lowered
her head, turned slowly and walked with immense care to the door, as if each
step were that of a convalescent. There were few people in the next room. Not
one of them looked at her. At the far end of a series of chambers Gabrielle
could see Clare standing on one leg, rubbing her calf with the other foot.

That then had been the moment. When Gabrielle thought of it now it did
not solidify but slipped and shifted just as she thought she had hold of it. Like
a dark crystal, she held it at a certain angle to reveal the structure and then
some refraction of light altered the image and she was left with any number
of planes, any number of arrangements.

“Sit up straight Gabrielle. You'll get rounded shoulders sitting like that.” Her
father, still crisp and immaculate in shirtsleeves, his suit coat folded on his knee,
had finished talking to Ashwini. His critical eye on Gabrielle was the only sign
that he was as hot and weary as the other occupants of the car. Gabrielle noted
with some despair that not one drop of sweat was to be discerned on that
smooth-shaven face. Wedged between the driver’s non-committal neck and her
mother’s closed embrace she could feel complaint rising within her, loosening
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the knot of need in her belly. “No, no,” she thought, in an agony of fear and
humiliation, “I’m going to whine.”

Words stacked in her throat. She was breathing in short, shallow puffs to
squeeze the commotion welling inside her chest. She looked at Clare, so still,
so silent between their parents. Clare was looking at her. Held there by her
sister, Gabrielle breathed deeply once, twice, then watched as Clare shifted her
gaze to a point slightly to the right of Gabrielle’s head and pulled smoothly
back into herself.

Gabrielle wondered where Clare went when she disappeared like that. Once
she had believed that they journeyed together, as they adventured together each
night when Clare spun stories fine as silk, so fine that only the two of them
could hold on. Fairies and elves and dancing animals poured through their
bedroom window on the magic ribbon of Clare’s voice and Gabrielle went to
sleep in the loving arms of dear friends with Clare beside her. Then a few years
ago the invitations in the night had become less frequent. Finally they were
not issued at all. Gabrielle now shared a bedroom with a quiet girl called Clare
who was so familiar that when she breathed Gabrielle felt her own chest rise
and fall in time, yet she constantly vanished through some door invisible to
her sister. Gabrielle daily felt the separation as a fresh, keen wound. She wanted
to follow Clare, wanted always to be where Clare was. She wanted always to
be where her mother was. Yet she always ended up precisely where she, alone,
was.

“Tell me Ashwini, will anything be open tomorrow? I mean, as it’s New Year’s
Day.” Her mother’s voice, exhausted with heat, humidity, one furious distressed
child at her knee, another ghostly at her side. “Perhaps we could take a day
off sight-seeing? Perhaps, just stay quietly at the hotel tomorrow, catch up on
letters, the girls could go swimming.” Elaine Thompson moved her head in the
direction of her husband, seeking support.

“Are you still interested in looking at that cricket match at the club
tomorrow?”

“Absolutely Bob. A few of the other chaps are joining us and I have arranged
lunch for everybody.”

“For Elaine and the girls too?”

“Absolutely Bob. I had assumed you were all coming, but lunch is not till
1.00.”

Bob Thompson nodded. “Well Elaine, it looks like I'll be busy at the cricket
from 10.00, so I'm sure you’ll be wanting to get out and about. The driver can
drop me off at the club and take you and the girls on from there.”

“And Elaine, don’t worry, there’s still plenty to do and see, even on a holiday.
This boring cricket that we men so like, I know women think it’s a sorry rival
to shopping.” Ashwini again smiled broadly at Gabrielle’s mother. This time
she did not smile back.

There had been no street lights since leaving the club but ahead the sky was
incandescent. The driver began talking excitedly, pointing again through the
windscreen to where the night sky paled. Again he was interrupted but though
the note of anger was still present in Ashwini’s voice, it was overlaid with the
same excitement as that of the driver’s. The two men continued to dispute and
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exclaim, then the driver shrugged, gunned the motor with forceful
disapprobation and Ashwini turned to the Thompson family.

“You understand that on nights like tonight people sometimes drink too
much. But you know it’s just merry-making, there is nothing to worry about.”

Bob nodded. “Are those fires burning ahead?”

Gabrielle heard her father move across some invisible line to join Ashwini
and the driver in their excitement. She wanted to ask if they could go swimming
when they got back to the hotel but it didn’t seem the time for such a question.
She reminded herself that her father hated water.

“No Bob, no. Nothing to worry about. They’re just the lights of the stadium.”

As the car turned into a large square Ashwini hissed at the driver then turned
again to the back seat.

“Bob, Elaine, please wind up your windows. We’ve hit a band of revellers
and I think it’s best to have the windows up. But there is no need to worry.”

From her cramped position Gabrielle had the impression of figures moving
around the car but there were still no street lights and her vision was limited.
She dropped her head until it was almost resting on the front seat and peered
through the front windscreen. Ahead a huge crowd of men milled in the open
space. There were no other cars.

Here and there a burning torch was held aloft, creating immense, distorted
shadows on the mass of faces. Their vehicle was now advancing at a snail-like
pace. There were so many men the car could no longer turn around nor find
a clear path to drive along. A few men began to hit the car with the flat of
their hands as it crawled past. The crowd was noisy, genial, restless. In the
distance a man was singing, the high, plaintive notes echoing ihe shadows, the
rest of the song lost in the din and the muggy air.

The car stopped. The driver took his hands from the wheel, shrugged. That
same shrug — Gabrielle couldn’t even try to imitate it, crammed as she was
under the upholstered roof. They were now surrounded by men calling out to
each other, banging the top, the bonnet, the windows of the car. It began to
rock.

Ashwini wound down his window and spoke to some of the men. He was
smiling, relaxed, affable. Men began to stare through the windows as he talked.
Gabrielle looked at Clare. She wasn’t there. Her father’s arm lay protectively,
even lovingly across her shoulders. There was no-one inside her body.

Ashwini turned again to the Thompsons. His smile disappeared. “It is their
desire to extend New Year’s greetings. | think, perhaps, that it would be best
if we wind down the windows. They have the festive spirit and I believe it would
look . . . a little unfriendly if we kept our windows closed against them.”

Another sage nod from Bob. He reached for the handle. Gabrielle noticed
that the driver had already wound his window down and was joking and
laughing with the men outside. He reached into a pocket and pulled out a packet
of cigarettes, offered them through the window. Gabrielle swivelled round, her
back now to Clare and her father. She was still stuck to her mother’s knee.
As the window began to open eager hands pushed through. Gabrielle heard
cries of “English, English, Happy New Year, I speak English!” She began to
shake hands with these disembodied well-wishers, began to chant “Happy New
Year, Happy New Year” with each handshake. Her mother too was politely
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shaking hands, murmuring the greeting. The flow of hands increased. As one
brown hand left her clasp another filled it. There were so many that some men
started to cry out “Miss! Me! Me Miss!” She couldn’t keep up, hands were
touching her face, her hair, her breasts. She heard laughter as more and more
fingers travelled across her skin. The cries of “Me Miss!” intensified. Gabrielle
slid back against her mother who put an arm around her waist. But it didn’t
stop the hands, the hands kept reaching for her through the window. She was
chanting loudly now and the hands kept reaching for her, an infinite number
of hands. A tune danced across her mind, it was that jazz song but she still
couldn’t remember the words. She thought of Clare, saw Clare standing in an
open doorway looking consideringly at her. Clare began to hum the tune, the
melody curved and dipped, Clare stepped back through the door. Then
Gabrielle was through and she was softly crooning to herself, “I got no body.
Ain’t got no body.”

1 The Australia Council
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There is a long and honourable tradition
from the time of Socrates onwards of
intellectual suspicion of Government. The
disinterested pursuit of knowledge will
always tend to look askance at its pursuit with
some particular interest in view, even if, or
sometimes, with recent history in view,
especially if, this is the “national interest™. By
definition most people are conditioned to
accept their own institutions, mental con-
structions, habits and behaviour without
question. But this is particularly the case
today when politics (no longer necessarily
synonymous with the Parliamentary process)
has largely become a matter of semiotics, of
evoking symbols and capturing the popular
imagination. In this context, suspicion may
well be obligatory. Those concerned with
freedom, with the right, that is, of human
beings to choose for themselves to do what
they ought, need to iriterrogate most public
statements by politicians and opinion leaders.
Consequently a first response to this report
(Windows Onto Worlds) commissioned by
the federal Government and carried out by a
Committee also appointed by the Govern-
ment may well be sceptical.

Without doubt, this report is a political as
well as a scholarly document. Wittingly or
unwittingly, an inquiry into the role and
significance of Australian studies in tertiary
education becomes part of the politics of
1988, the Bicentennial year and of the
cultivation of nationalist fervour. But in the
light of the Government’s stated aim,
articulated by the newly appointed Minister
for Employment, Education and Training,
John Dawkins, on 22 September 1987, to
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develop “longer-term plans for development
of the higher education system”, the report
becomes even more problematical. Its central
proposal, “that tertiary education institutions
need to create an education which is
appropriate to the needs of this country”
(p-229) seems to be in harmony with Mr
Dawkins’ insistence on the need for:

Changes in attitudes, to reflect national
imperatives and to ensure that the educa-
tion system is more flexible and capable of
responding quickly and positively to
national needs.!

As well as changes “in processes, in the way
of doing things” and “changes in structures”
the Government is looking to “remove
impediments to change and barriers that
dampen innovative approaches.™

Yet guilt by association alone, if “guilt” is
the word, does not stand up to rational
scrutiny. Nor, of course, does the instant
rejection of everything that the Dawkins
statement argues for — that is to be guilty of
the “entrenched attitudes” he condemned so
soundly and, indeed, so appropriately.
Mental flexibility and openness are essential
characteristics of any proper kind of intellec-
tual activity. It has to be recognised that,
given that the symbolism of freedom and
equality is central to contemporary politics,
the Government is necessarily faced with a
dilemma. Economic pressures force them to
make choices between these two powerful
symbols, in the way in which energies and
other resources are to be allocated.
Moreover, an option for freedom on the one
hand, in this case intellectual freedom, may
well act against the need for equality of
opportunity for the many.

This dilemma, 1 think, is the reason why
Windows Onto Worlds has an important
contribution to make, not perhaps as a
definitive statement but, as its authors insist,
as an attempt “at furthering debate, not
closing it off.” (p.15) The assumption on
which the report is based, that “Australians
want their education to give them a firmer
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and sharper sense of their own place and
culture” (p.ix) comes down in a sense on the
side of freedom, though there is also implicit
init the point later made explicitly in the more
specific discussions of particular areas of
study, that equality — equality of opportun-
ity in particular — has traditionally been
regarded as an essential element of Australian
culture. Senator Susan Ryan, the Minister for
Education who set up the Committee and
commissioned this report, stressed this in her
address to the 1987 Conference of the
Association for the Study of Australian
Literature when she declared:

It is not enough to include people in the
weak sense of getting people inside an
educational institution. They must be
included in the strong sense of recognising
and discovering themselves and their
world through the curriculum (p.1).

The Report’s title is therefore, as it points
out, “deliberately in the plural since creating
an Australian tertiary curriculum will require
a variety of ways of learning about a
multiplicity of worlds” (p.1) Acknowledging
that there “can be no single strategy for
developing Australian studies” (p.41) not
only in the various areas of learning but also
within them, it calls for debate and
discussion.

All this is reassuring, even inspiring. As Mr
Dawkins notes, despite the need for “an
increased priority for technological studies in
higher education”, the humanities and social
sciences are still of central importance.

The Government recognises the essential
contribution made by these disciplines to
the quality of our skills base and culture,
and will not relinquish its commitment of
their support.3

At the same time, however, his emphasis on
skills and the vague use of that ambiguous
term “culture” suggest that, despite good

intentions, the question has not been thought -

through. Windows Onto Worlds, however,
has done so.
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The second chapter, “Producing Austra-
lia”, in effect addresses this question of
culture. Implicitly rejecting a merely aesthetic
definition, culture as a standard of aesthetic
excellence and having to do with opera,
ballet, drama, literature, art, “the best that
has been said and thought in the world”, in
Matthew Arnold’s phase, the report’s defini-
tion is closer to the original meaning of the
word as something dynamic, bound up with
the notion of cultivation, of fostering growth.
Knowledge, the report argues, “is advanced
through a remaking of the world” (p.40), the
assumption being that “culture” is a matter
of a whole way of life. The study of culture
therefore involves the “study of relationships
between elements in a whole way of life.” So
the notion of “Australianising” the tertiary
curriculum becomes an attempt, as Senator
Ryan put it in launching the project, to show
where and how the experience of being
Australian, that is, of being part of the
culture, can be made part of tertiary studies.

At one end of the scale, the goal is an
individual one, to provide students with an
understanding of themselves and their
situation as well as of a particular scholarly
discipline. At the other end, it is national,
political even in line with the chapter’s title,
“Producing Australia.” Of the eight reasons
set out there for Australianising the curricu-
lum, as the report itself notes, five take up the
economic and social advantages. The list is
worth consideration:

1. enhance citizenship, patriotism and
nationalism;

secure a productive culture;

increase international awareness;

bring intellectual enrichment;

lead to a cultural broadening;

enliven disciplines;

shake out overcrowded curricula;
overcome lack of locally-grounded
resources (p.12)

PN RN

True, as the report is evidently aware, there
are ambiguities here, especially in the first and
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second of these goals. Despite the admirable
intentions and the statement that “democracy
is strengthened when its members understand
the polity in which they participate™ (p.16),
it also acknowledges, “citizenship and
community action ... have ideological
dimensions which are known as patriotism
and nationalism.” (p.16)

It is at this point that one becomes
suspicious once more. While it is true that
much, if not most, Australian tertiary
education has an ambivalent relationship to
its Australian context and that colonialism
remains a mental and emotional reality even
when it is no longer a political fact, the
opposite extreme is just as undesirable.
Doctor Johnson was exaggerating, as always,
when he declared patriotism to be “the last
refuge of a scoundrel” but, blind belief in “my
country, right or wrong,” has in this century
been responsible for appalling offences
against humanity and reason. True, as
Raymond Williams points out,* the claim to
be a nation and to have national rights has
also been important in the struggle of various
oppressed groups to break free from their
oppressors and the “temper democratic and
bias offensively Australian™ of the 1890’ and
1900’s helped the new Commonwealth into
existence. Nonetheless the emphasis on
nationalism, upon the people as a whole in
contrast with some groups within it, Abori-
gines and different ethnic groups, for
instance, must be questionable today for
anyone concerned with the pluralism and
tolerance essential to a properly democratic
society. Similarly, it could be argued that
today Australians need a sense of internation-
alism seen as the opposite of selfish and
competitive policies between existing politi-
cal nations — rather than nationalism, and
this not for merely idealistic reasons but for
reasons of economic and military as well as
political survival.

For my part, | am not sure that Windows
on the World takes significant cognisance of
these points. True, it defines patriotism in
terms of “love of one’s country of the kind
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Aboriginal people had and have for their land
or which environmentalists display”. But in
doing so it begs the question, the question of
the pressures to conformity today which
range from the ideological pressure of the
media to the effects of personal anxiety
caused by increasing unemployment and
economic instability. It declares that “any
notion of choosing between one’s loyalty to
one’s country and to one’s friends makes no
sense once patriotism involves the web of
these [personal] relations and memories”
(p.16), assuming this pressure away with an
act of optimism.

This failure may be bound up with a
parallel failure to consider in any extended
way the nature and place of tertiary educa-
tion. By and large, the report, like Mr
Dawkins, seems to see education in fairly
simple terms as bound up with the “national
interest” and with what the report calls “a
productive culture”, “productive” being
defined largely in economic and/or techno-
cratic terms. No one, of course, would deny
the importance of the economy or of technical
skills. But the emphasis on the “culture of
work” may well need qualification or at least
some definition which takes into account the
challenge of increasing unemployment and
under employment. The report’s generous
anger at the “enforced and debilitating
idleness™ (p.107) of unemployment seems
somehow at odds with this emphasis on the
importance of work and on the near equation
of work with citizenship. Nor does this
generosity sit easily with the approving
quotation from the Economic Planning
Advisory Council that “upgrading the quality
of the stock of human capital is imperative
if our economic and social development is to
be realized.” (p.19) Language has its own
potency: the language which turns people into
objects can be an aspect of a society which
does the same.

One aspect of tertiary education is or ought
to be its ability to interrogate ideologies and
ideological practices, to open up perspectives
beyond the present and encourage flexibility
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of mind and freedom from prejudice and
habit, to be open to diverse ideas, cultures and
styles and thus be innovative, able to think
through contemporary problems. Above all,
a proper education is able to distinguish
between merely explaining and understand-
ing. It knows the importance of compassion
and sympathy, of personal knowledge with its
complexities and rigours and of a commit-
ment to sanity and critical independence. It
is in this way, of course, that the Humanities
and Social Sciences make their contribution,
not just in the more narrow sense the
Dawkin’s statement seems to imply.

As the C.T.E.C. Review of Efficiency and
Effectiveness in Higher Education points out,
university research and, I would add,
teaching also, is not only concerned with
current problems. ‘“Fundamental or
curiosity-motivated” work is also important.

‘National goals’ can be subject to substan-
tial variation over time and . . . in the past
pure research has produced extraordinary
and entirely unexpected results of great
benefit to the community.’

The critical element in the pursuit of
knowledge, as the C.T.E.C. report goes on to
argue, is:

the capacity for individual academics to
initiate and pursue investigations into any
field of intellectual endeavour without the
need to provide other than an intellectual
justification for so doing. Research is
essentially the exploration of new knowl-
edge and new interpretation, and cannot
be guaranteed in advance to be successful,
any more than any new oil well will strike
oil.”

Implictly, of course, this view underlies the
arguments in Windows Onto Worlds since
the fundamental issue to which it addresses
itself is the “respectability” of studying
Australian material or taking the Australian
situation as a starting point.

It also provides the justification for its
rejection of the notion of Australian Studies
as a separate discipline. This, it is argued,
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might well inhibit flexibility on the one hand
and, on the other, give rise to suspicions of
direction from outside — disciplines, as the
report points out, exist after all ‘partly [by]
the consequence of administrative inherit-
ance and bureaucratic convenience’ (p.86).
Instead, the focus is on the outcomes and
rationale of learning, on the relationship
between knowledge and the world it describes
and in which its pursuit takes place. What is
called for, therefore, is “a reconceptualisation
of the production and dissemination of
knowledge” (p.88).

Obviously this poses problems and imposes
intellectual burdens over and above those
involved in the study of the material itself,
and the report’s strength is the way it
acknowledges this. Instead of offering an easy
answer to these problems, it discusses
different attempts at a solution at different
tertiary institutions around Australia. The
tentative conclusion is that a specific
discipline called “Australian” Studies may
not be the best solution. The main danger
with a separate discipline, it is argued, is
marginalisation — the same danger which
affects Women’s Studies, Aboriginal Studies,
Environmental Studies and Multicultural
Studies. “The mere listing of these units in a
handbook becomes an excuse for excluding
their concerns from other courses” (p.92) —
which, of course, is to defeat the intention on
which the report is based — to make “learning
about Australia an essential part of each
student’s education.” (p.92) The best way to
do this, the report argues, is to “integrate
Australian studies throughout the curricu-
lum.” (p.92)

This is contentious, of course, given the
effort, energy and money already expended
in setting up a separate discipline of Austral-
ian Studies. So it is worth looking closer at
the argument. It begins negatively, but
realistically:

The Committee began from the proposi-
tion that education which did not provide
all students with an understanding of their
own society had failed in three fundamen-
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tal ways: intellectually, because it
remained narrow, divorced from reality,
and fragmented; socially, because it could
not produce citizens able to participate
fully in their society; and economically,
because a flexible, productive and intelli-
gent workforce requires people who know
what their work means in the society and
economy, and how those connections have
developed, and will change. For all
students to gain access to these three
understandings there must be Australian
studies across the curriculum.

This is political in the best sense, politics
being defined here in the Weberian sense of
the struggle for power. In this view what is
at issue is not a matter of occupying a
particular space or laying claim to be a
particular discipline but of becoming part of
the general discourse of higher education. It
is a matter, in short, of the ideological
orientation of higher education. At present,
in a sense, it is located nowhere, in a kind of
storm-free zone, more or less set apart from
socio-historical and environmental realities;
and is thus in danger of becoming yet another
form of alienation. To attempt to contest this
state of affairs in the post modernist age, an
age of irreverence, and to argue that
education draws from and ought to contrib-
ute to its own society and culture, is perhaps
quixotic. Yet at the same time it is important
to try — and not just for reasons of national
integrity but less dramatically but just as
importantly perhaps, for the preservation of
the kind of commonsense, sharpness and
independence of perception which is the
source of most creativity. The kind of
“learning which enables students to under-
stand and live in Australian society” (p.104)
is vital, to this end.

It is vital also for human, indeed humane,
reasons — and the implicit burden of
Windows Onto Worlds, that lively, sympa-
thetic and creative people are Australia’s best
resource, is perhaps its most admirable and
useful feature. But it is also vital intellectu-
ally. Against the current trend to abstraction
and specialisation, the report argues not only
for exchange between disciplines but also that
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all knowledge should grow out of the specific
and particular, should be linked to the life and
situation of researchers, teachers and stu-
dents. This is not to contradict the need to
become part of a world wide network of
knowledge and learning. On the contrary, it
is to enable Australians to make their own
particular contribution to it and to be
properly empowered by this exchange. The
Australian studies envisaged here is not a
matter of setting up another discipline or
interdiscipline but rather of interrogating
aims and outcomes, deciding upon the
rationale, social as well as personal, which
underlies the definition of a discipline,
grounding learning in the actual and bringing
it to bear upon it. It is important not to
surrender to habit and conformity but to
challenge them in the name of something
more apt, truthful or revealing. This is
relevance in its most expressive and intellec-
tually productive sense.

Windows Onto Worlds has been criticised
for a certain narrowness. Some even suggest
that it is making a case for mediocrity —
concern to Australianise hairdressing studies,
in this view, has nothing substantial to do
with concern with “real” higher education.
The narrowness, however, may well be on
these critics’ side. Almost any field of
endeavour needs to be thought about and set
in a larger context of understanding: hair-
dressing, for instance, has a great deal to do
with aesthetics and the culture of fashion.
Mediocrity is not so much to do with subject
matter as with the intellectual activity
involved. What the report argues for is a less
fragmented, more inclusive system of educa-
tion, more oriented to solving problems by
definition involves careful thought. As it says
in its discussion of training for metal work:

If attention were given to providing
[a]..more rounded education, the apprent-
ice fitter and machinist would grow into,
recognise, and help to recreate the culture
of work as experienced by fitters and
machinists. This training, in turn, would
offer one window onto the world through
learning about the complex economic
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structures which affect the work being
performed, the financial rewards for that
work, and how his or her working
conditions and role in the community are
determined by these forces. Most impor-
tantly, apprentices would learn of the
changes to employment prospects and
practices inherent in technologies (which
will require them to practice more than one
trade during a working life.) (p.129)

A similar approach underlies the discussion
of other kinds of vocational training, from
teaching social work and nursing to business
management and engineering:

Assumptions about the nature of society
and culture, about the function of Govern-
ment and private organisations, about the
role of women and children, about social
change, are integral to vocational training.

(p.152).

Seen in this light, the phrase “the culture
of work”™, already referred to, which recurs
throughout the report, becomes altogether
less problematic. Far from endorsing a
narrow and old-fashioned work ethic which
sees work as the be-all and end-all, the
concern is one which looks to the formation
of the whole person within a constantly
changing society. Just as importantly, the
report implicitly argues that work seen in the
narrow compartmentalized way is as much
the enemy of creativity as a narrow compart-
mentalisation of learning. In the same vein,
and even more importantly perhaps, in its
section on Aboriginal and Multicultural
Studies the report points not only to the
variety and diversity of life-styles and
traditions within Australian society but also
insists on their value. Culture is not some-
thing static but dynamic, a process of growth
and discovery — a process which depends, to
some extent at least, on this variety.

Chapter 9, “Community”, is therefore an
integral part of the argument. Since on the
one hand “most Australians learn about their
country by making their lives here” (p.171)
and are influenced from the outside, espe-
cially by the media, the report points to the
links between culture and confidence, and
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argues for the establishment of a Chair of
Australian Film Studies. This may seem a
forlorn enough response to the increasing
monopoly of the media and its reliance on
cheap overseas products. But in the long
term, granted the report’s premises about the
dynamic nature of culture and the crucial role
in it of the kind of education it advocates, it
may be the best that can be done, and a
significant best.

To conclude, initial suspicion must give
way to admiration for a thoughtful, innova-
tive and courageous report. It remains, of
course, a report that is political in the widest
sense of that much maligned word. But the
suspicion of politics may well be one of the
most dangerous features of our time, a
symptom of the reification and privatization
of private life and possibly even of a drift to
totalitarianism — as Hannah Arendt argues.
Yet it remains, that if politics today is mainly
about a fundamental concern or lack of
concern with equality and freedom, Windows
Onto Worlds places a high value on both and
argues for a paradigm which would make
them the basis of all learning. Personally, I
would have liked to see some discussion of the
ethical and indeed metaphysical issues
involved. But that perhaps is too much to ask
in the current climate of pragmatism.
Nevertheless, we must hope that the kind of
education proposed here will address itself to
such issues. Windows Onto Worlds, after all,
ought to open out onto new vistas.

Veronica Brady
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Dorothy Hewett, Alice in Wormland, Paper
Bark Press, Sydney, 1987, pp.144.

Reviewing Dorothy Hewett’'s Alice in
Wormland is like talking about illusion and
reality in a hall of mirrors. Alice, whose
mythical life story is told, herself a creature
of magic, invents Nim:

she heard the owl scream

and the cricket cry

like them he was her creature

& drunk with power said
Why I can make him live
or make him die.

Those who have heard the author reading
her poems will know how easily she creates
the illusion that the fluent, colloquial,
natural-sounding free verse is a direct cry
from a romantic heart. 1 have been so
bewitched. But Dorothy Hewett has forged a
style that enables her to symbolize her own
experience so that the reader can, using his
own symbolic imagination, enter the world
where Alice in taking steps towards her own
artistry:

her mother gave her

Jean Curlewis on The Art of Prosody
counted feet & metres

Alice threw it in the creekbed

it wasn’t what she wanted

Nim, the magical other self, is animus to
her anima, sinister boy, fisher king, destroyer
and healer, the always-known beloved born
too late:

when she saw him

his briefcase full of poems
in the poet’s house

she could hardly breathe

He is young, she is growing old. The artist,
who in youth put the sun where she wanted
it in her picture of the world, now lives in the
age of darkness

remembering him

that Nim whose changing face
laid waste her garden

nothing flowers in the grim light

WESTERLY, No. 4, DECEMBER, 1987

Nim and Alice are the last of the great
Romantics. The owl and the falcon are not
to know the domestic happiness given to the
owl and the pussycat. The poems from 23 to
33 in the section ‘Days of Violence, Days of
Rages’are a grand evocation of the agony and
exhaustion of all-consuming romantic love,
of ‘all that error and gorgeous pain’ (as
Robert Penn Warren says of the lessons we
cannot learn until it is too late.) Here the
constraints of language seem to have been
escaped. Many women have been forced into
silence, or into disguise and evasion, trying to
write poems like these. Coleridge says that all
those with kind natures wish ‘some one being
to exist, who shall be the resting-place and
summit of their love.” The very kindness and
generosity of Alice’s nature will make her
vulnerable and give depth to her pain.

Alice travels through the world and meets
literary ghosts in romantic cities. The world
is still a magical world full of charms, spells,
apparitions and the cruelties of Nim the
Enchanter. Literature is ever with them:

murmuring the broken language
he takes her with him

to the high moment

in the white bed

with William Carlos William’s
letters open on the blue table

(I must say here that the proofreader did an
appalling job. | gave up listing the mistakes,
including the dreaded apostrophe in the
possessive adjective.)

Death has been present since the beginning
of the book. In the animal graveyard the
twenty-eight parrot (a most appropriate bird,
with its hood of black) joins pullet, rabbit,
peke and horse as Alice sings ‘Dust to Dust.’
The eccentric family who filled the world
beyond her secret garden have died. In ‘The
Infernal Grove’ Alice enters her childhood
garden again to find, as in classic fairy tales,
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that her years with the enchanter have made
a return to ordinary time impossible

& she knew now

that there was no garden

the garden the fire & the last day
were every day

She enters Wormland and understands the
full horror of physical dissolution. She thinks
of Sylvia Plath:

that quiet girl

who made ham sandwiches
while Ted Hughes

talked poetry with the men

One perfect memory of waking fulfilled and
beloved, with no ache and no sadness, leads
her to the experience no one can share. The
grave gapes wide for Alice. The wonderful old
Armouress whinges ‘I am lonely to the heart,
lonely to my bones’in a paraphrase of Villon.
Like Villon the poet finds true inspiration in
death. The last poems are the finest in the
book, and, as if to affirm the energy that
created the whole story, Alice, with the
wizard’s volume under her arm, stands
looking down from a light-filled window
frame. ‘You'll never dig it deep enough’, says
Alice. Like all good fairy tales the book ends
with a flourish. In the chapel at the heart of
the wood the white owl with the cruel beak
sits watching for the falcon, small, neat and
deadly, who hurtles in and croaks a
benediction

it is the beast fable
it is the myth of ourselves
& only just beginning

From the beginning Alice knows herself to
be a changeling in her Eden of wheatfields,
mutton roasts, mountains like resting emus
and fields of dandelions

but there was a girl called Alma

in the wardrobe mirror who smiled
like a demon

& always understood her
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This should be enough to warn the careless
reader that Alice’s identity in the poem is not
the same as the author’s in the objective
world. Poets are always being asked silly
questions — were you the most promiscuous
girl in the school? did you shoot the owl? —
by those expecting a truthful answer from an
image seen in an imagined mirror by an
invented character. Dorothy Hewett’s heart-
piercing Alice in Wormland reveals her power
as an artist. In one way the book is a
reviewing, in maturity, of the search for
meaning in the very life that separates the self
from everything else it might have become; in
another it is a stage performance by a master
conjurer. If the sheer range of grief, ecstasy,
pain and love seems incredibly dramatic, that
is a good thing. Drama, like poetry, gives us
the power to transcend ourselves. A poet who
is also a dramatist has given us an enchanting
book.

Gwen Harwood

Postscript

My immediate reaction to Dorothy Hewett’s
book was

In what city, in what room

tell me who did what to whom.
Let me be bewitched and smitten,
let me have my nipples bitten.

Let me feel the sheer fatigue

of screwing in the Balmain league.
Citizens, beware! beware!

of flashing eyes and floating hair.

Gwen H.
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ANTIPODES

(A North American Journal of Australian Literature), 190 Sixth Avenue,
Brooklyn, New York, 11217, U.S.A.

Inaugural Issue, March 1987, twice yearly. Subscription rates (US): $12.00
individuals, $15 institutions.

In the currently conservative economic and intellectual climate in Australia,
new developments or expansion in the teaching and scholarship of Australian
writing are rare and must be struggled for. The arrival of the inaugural issue
of a new journal of Australian literature, Antipodes, is thus doubly welcome.
Antipodes represents the culmination of a year’s editorial work and is published
by the organisation out of which it grew, the American Association of
Australian Literary Studies, begun in 1985/6 according to the Editor’s Notes
“as a means of establishing communication among far flung Americans
interested in Australian literature”. The new journal is attractive and
substantial. Its layout and typeface are stylishly clear, and it’s illustrated. The
cover, a photograph previously published in the Christmas Supplement of The
Queenslander in 1899 has a Note that establishes it as a piece of Australian
cultural history. Sections are “Fiction and Prose”, “Essays” and “Departments”,
which includes book reviews, book notes, editor’s notes, a commentary and
a new interview with Shirley Hazzard. An impressive range of writers has
contributed to the fiction and poetry, ranging from A.D. Hope to Gerard
Windsor; the three essays are varied pieces of comparative research, and while
the reviews section is rather long (and slightly dated perhaps for the Australian
reader) its perspective, arising from an American context and imagination,
allows for alternative, often illuminating insights into works becoming familiar
in Australia. Antipodes invites submissions of writing for any of its sections.
Far from being an act of multi-national aggression or imperial appropriation,
Antipodes’entry into the field of Australian literary magazines published within
and outside Australia will complement, enhance and broaden that field,
providing an invaluable additional resource for the study, teaching and research
of Australian writing and its culture.

Delys Bird
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journals and anthologies. He teaches in the English Department at James Cook University.

island

M A G AZ I NE

Beatrice Faust discovers sex and the Australian writer, John Bryson tells
the truth, Veronica Brady explores the labyrinths of our postmodernist
city, Peter Goldsworthy exposes America’s ‘Dirty Realism’, Arthur
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thenticates the pedigree of the environmental movement, Humphrey
McQueen looks into the future, Don Anderson welcomes the New,
Amanda Lohrey offers a blueprint for literary critics, Dennis Phillips
identifies the New Right, and Elizabeth Jolley surveys the Australian
landscape and its relationship to her writing — all this and much more
inrecentissuesof Island Magazine (fictionand poetryfrom Jessica Ander-
son, Gwen Harwood, Robert Gray, Les A Murray, Beverley Farmer,
Dimitris Tsaloumas, for example).

Good Reading
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