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BRONWYN RODDEN

A Sensation of Falling

When the catch sprang open it sent a puff of dust spiralling through the late
afternoon light in the bedroom. She lifted the lid carefully and a smell of moth-balls
reminded her that it was ten years since she had first started collecting items for her
trousseau, in 1923. Some of the things were newly bought for the wedding but
others, such as the creamy stocking and the nightdress she had embroidered herself
with musk-roses, had been acquired over several years. She picked up a mirror, a
present from her mother. It had a bronze figure of a woman emerging from one
side, curving around, looking into the glass at her reverse.
He sat outside, breathing the air by the river, listening to the thut, thut of oars
slapping against the almost-still water. A causeway had been built to create a
shallow freshwater lake on one side. When the retarded flow reached the other side,
which was much lower, it mixed with saline water from the outflow to the sea.
Thus, the life which inhabited the two sides was different. There was no chance on
the freshwater side of an encounter with any dangerous sea-creature from the
saltwater side; only the eels whose presence was obvious from the sight of ducks
with incomplete webbed feet and the occasional fin breaking the oily-smooth surface
of the water. Originally, the waterway was altered in order to support introduced
game. Later, its aesthetics made it a popular recreation spot.
He'd spoken to the boathand and decided they'd take a row on the lake the
next day. The rest from the formalities of the wedding celebration was welcome.
He was glad to have her to himself for a week in the place he'd always wanted to
stay - Audley, in the National Park. Allambie House, as the guesthouse was called
then, was a true honeymooners haven: secluded amidst landscaped beauty into
which they could relax and talk about everything but the decisions that were ahead
of them. He would have liked more time, but they were lucky they could afford it
at all.
In the foyer as they'd entered, they saw silvery, almost two-dimensional
photographs of the river and various parkland. At Audley, the English-looking
banks of the Hacking River gave way to luscious coastal bush. There were rumours
of blacks still living in the hills and they knew that it was home to dangerous
reptiles and spiders. Marie's mother had told her the treatment for venomous bites,
amongst other things, just in case. She only wished they'd been able to talk of other
things.
Before dinner, they walked along a pebbled path to a bridge over the western
arm of the river. Its white-painted railings were reflected in the green, glassy water
swallowing the reeds. Not a breeze could find its way to the peaceful spot. A black
swan snuffled into its back with its long, sinewy neck, exposing a frill of white
beneath its tail.
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"Look, it has some white feathers, after all." said Marie and heard her echo
from the bank.
"Yes, lovely. There's quite a lot of wildlife here, actually, isn't there?" said her
new husband.
"There certainly is." Said a man with a sepia-coloured face who was sitting at
the middle of the bridge.
.
"Are you holidaying here too?"
"No. But I've sure seen some wild times in this old house, straight and proper
as people think it is. Anyway, I don't think you're here for any church service." He
grinned. He turned his face from them as the husband fumbled through his mind for
an answer. Marie held more firmly onto the railing. The man stubbed his cigarette
into the white-painted wood and turned to move off. He turned back, pointing to a
drake who at that moment was making an effort to straddle his mate, and laughed.
The husband froze, unable to make any reply, staring at the huddled shoulders of the
retreating figure.
She, too, was confused, feeling the heat rise along her neck, knowing that by
now her face would be bathed in crimson.
"He's obviously simple, or something."
"I'm sorry, I just didn't know what to say. What a hide he's got. I didn't want
to get into an argument on the first day of our honeymoon. It's going to be so
good."
There was a sliver of doubt in his voice. The previous evening, when he had
attempted to have sex with her, had ended in embarrassment. The memory of this,
with the feelings still raw between them, came back to him at the encounter with the
man.
They both watched as he trudged off the bridge. They wondered where he was
going as he headed away from the House. She felt a slight ache in her foot and said
she wanted to return. She didn't realise until she saw the yellow lights of the guest
house, how dark it had become. They'd been easily able to follow the path back.
It felt like a trick - somewhere between the day's final colours and the empty
blackness of night they'd missed the sunset of their first full day as husband and
wife, all because of the man on the bridge. They walked inside in silence.
"This is the second declared national park in the world." He called from the
bedroom. "Yellowstone only beat it by seven years." They were dressing for
dinner.
"It's been open since before 1900 hasn't it? You can almost feel all the people
having holidays here over the years" said Marie.
"Yes."
He was buttoning his stiff-collared shirt - one much more comfortable, though,
he was thinking, than those of his predecessors in this room. He wondered if they'd
had the same problems. Not used to being seen by him in her petticoat, she had
taken her dress to the bathroom. She let the steam work on its suitcase creases watching from her bath, into which she had poured salts of lily of the valley, a more
mature fragrance than the lavender she'd used till now. She towelled herself dry
quickly, in case he should walk in. She pulled her dress over her head, feeling its
weight as it slid down. The bodice bloused to a fitted waist and a skirt which clung
with a reassuring heaviness around her knees. She knew it fell closely to her figure
as she walked and it was a favourite pale dove-grey. With it she would wear her
wedding present: a single strand of pearls of a colour which made them look like
they'd been dipped in silver.
As she entered their shared bedroom, she was shocked, as she'd been that
morning, to see him dressing. His trousers were pleated at the waist into which his
shirt tucked easily. He looked up and sideways at her, also a little unnerved, with
6
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one hand on the tie he was working at in the dressing-table mirror. It was hard for
them to ignore the strangeness of their new relationship. It would be a while before
he would feel comfortable enough to criticise her dress as 'schoolmarrny' or her his
'Californian Poppy'. It had been odd, going through the ceremony of talking about
'forever' as if it was something definable and what they'd do during that time a
known thing. He knew it was what everyone had done for so long but when he said
the words he didn't feel any magic reassurance and had suddenly remembered his
new tie which he had left behind. It was this that he thought of as he swore eternal
love to his bride - the navy one with the fine white stripes. He saw the freckled face
of the shop assistant when he looked into that of his wife.
For her, the whole wedding day was a daze. None of it had seemed real. It
was something about all the smiles and congratulations, all those faces looking so
happy for so many hours. And then, when it was all over, she had to remove the
new dress (not many could buy the white costumes) and make-up and hair things
and hope that she didn't look too plain for her new husband. She was worried that
he'd find the change an unattractive shock and had run quickly to the honeymoon
bed to hide beneath the blankets while listening to his strange masculine noises in
the bathroom. She'd noticed his peeing - it seemed so loud - but she realised that
it must have been due to the height from which it fell from masculine bodies.
The fabric of her petticoat felt cool against her legs. She swung her hips just
a little to flair out her skirt. It lowered her centre of gravity, earthed her as she
walked, confident in her new status as wife, to the dining room. The muted hall
lights made the skin of her hands glow against the new gold ring. She could hear
mumbling inside the room - of the sort that lulled one into a state of euphoric
anticipation. She'd never stayed in such a place before. The sway of the skirt, her
hand inside her husband's and the growing murmur of well-being began a chain of
reactions rising from her stomach to her throat, made her wish that they would be
seated quickly. They turned the comer into the dining room. On the far wall was
a huge set of glass-fronted cabinets with mirrored interiors. In them were objects of
silver of all sizes and styles; plates, tureens and covered salvers. They glistened
against the room full of candles and tiny lampshaded lights. There was a feeling of
wealth about the centrepiece on the entrance table. It was a silver and gold
composition of Australian wildflowers surrounding two engraved emu eggs, with the
figures of a kangaroo and emu between them. It had a plaque near its base but she
felt uncomfortable about examining it too closely. She'd never seen anything like
it, in the lean times in which they lived. It was a spectacular invitation to lUXUry
she'd probably never experience again - and she stared at it despite herself.
During their meal they were serenaded by a woman in her seventies. She
wound herself around the tables with her violin dusted with white rosin near its
bridge. The varnish had faded on the neck where her hand had worn it from hours
of playing. Hair that seemed unusually dark surrounded her face as it wrinkled into
the pattern of the grain in the honey-coloured wood. She slid between the tables
with a broad smile which was as natural to her as holding the bow.
Marie wasn't sure she liked it when she came close to them, the occasional
scratching of the bow on strings detracting from the Debussy. When she played at
other tables, the music rose high over their heads and then floated back in quavering
pocketfuls of sound from the plaster relief ceiling. She understood why there was
music at dinner - it called for louder voices than usual and helped break the ice
between guests. They chatted to the people at a table next to them, noticing the
candles hovering in the semi-draped windows, while outside swam an eternal
blackness. At first she thought she could eat everything, but Debussy's aqueous
sounds unsettled her and she could only pick at each course.
As the late-evening awkwardness approached, she began to wish she had
WESTERLY, No.2, WINTER, 1992

American confidence. She'd met an American woman at business college who
always spoke with such conviction, as if she'd been born doing it. She stared into
the tiny glass of Chartreuse before her, turning the cut crystal for it to catch the glow
of the candle on its many facets. In the glinting light an image came to her that she
was in the river, beneath its surface. She saw the yellow-green water with its reeds
lurching out at her as they flowed past, or was it she who was moving? The bottom
was murky and she struggled in her mind to move higher, away from it. In front
of her was the man with the sepia face - the man on the bridge. Far away, the
whine of the violin seemed to hover in a stultifying series of notes, over and over,
and she saw the reeds and the water over her head: green, green and yellow as the
glinting crystal glass before her, reflected in all the silver and crystal and mirrors
around her, in the room where all the people were busy having a good time and
showing they were having a good time and there was she in the middle of it. And
there was her husband: a man, a person she knew so little about really, whose naked
body was as foreign to her as the ornate centrepiece, who was brought up in some
place far away from her. She'd not shared so much as an hour of intimacy with a
man until last night and she was expected to just settle into it like a lamb, like it was
as natural as anything to have this strange invasion of a part of her body she hardly
knew herself.
She saw the sepia face again. It moved amongst the reeds, it smiled at her, no
laughed. He reached out for her from his watery Chartreuse world and she panicked
as she thought he was about to reach her. Then, she stopped. She closed her eyes
and tried to get rid of the image but the music was still around her, the darkness
made it more intense and finally, she opened her eyes, looked into the concerned
ones of her new husband and said clearly, in measured speech:
"I must leave." With which she rose and left the dining room. Her husband
followed a few minutes later.
He'd felt something too. Not the vision, but the suffocation. He'd known her
for a relatively short time, but then, that was not unusual. He'd not given a thought
to how difficult it would be for two beings to confront each other with their
sexuality after a courtship where it was always suppressed. He'd thought mostly of
the excitement of her soft skin under his hands and the final bliss that he was sure
coitus would be. For some reason he had expected that she would know these
'women's things' of how to orchestrate such an occasion; that she'd have some sort
of natural instinct about it. He did not look forward to another night like the
previous one.
He opened the door of their room but she wasn't there. He looked through it
and the attached bathroom, with its big old bath and heated towel rails. He left and
walked back downstairs to look for her amongst the various common rooms. At last
he found her in the library, with its collection of odd furniture: leopard-skin seats,
a mounted head of a deer from the old game park and a 'lovers chair' in the centre
of the room. She was staring at an engraving of the building made at least thirty
years previously. Beneath it was its original name: 'The Rest'. She jumped when
he called her.
"Marie, are you all right?"
"Yes Frank. It's just the strangeness of being in a different place, I suppose."
She bit her nail without realising.
"I wish you'd said where you were going. I was worried."
"I'm sorry. I don't think I knew when I left. There's a smell in here, of polish.
I'm sure that it's the same lavender polish my grandmother used to use on her
sideboard. "
"Mm.
I'm sure all this old stuff conjures up memories for lots of
honeymooners. But this is our time, try not to forget that. Look, let's just try not
8

WESTERLY, No.2, WINTER, 1992

to worry about anything, or last night. Let's just enjoy ourselves."
That night they slept as in a truce - a respectful distance from each other.
The morning greeted them with a light, misty rain. Through their window they
could hear its faint murmur against the leaves and smell the rain-soaked bark of the
eucalypts. They lay holding each other gently and felt more at home than they had
since the night before their wedding, when they had said their last goodnight as
single people. They said nothing but kissed each other slowly, as if finally realising
there was no rush. She thought of her mother: young as she, starting out her
married life at the home of her husband's parents. And then all that followed: the
unpredictable path of a marriage; the children who grew into such different people.
She thought again of the lavender polish and her Grandmother's old sideboard. Not
rococo like the ones in the dining room here, it was plain. In fact, nails had been
driven into its shelves to carry decades of household keys. Still, it was of rich oak
and polishing it with circles of wax was one chore of which she'd never grown
tired.
The motion was going around in her head, together with the scent of her new
husband, the bush flowers and the tickling on her fingertips as she ruffled the hair
on his chest, when darkness came over the room; something was blocking the light
through the window. She opened her eyes and screamed: it was the man, his sepiaface covered with reeds, staring at her. Her scream startled her husband who had
been drowsing in thoughts of the certain progression of their blissful state. When he
followed her frightened eyes to the window, he could see nothing but puffy grey
clouds.
"He was there."
"Who?"
"The man from the river."
"I didn't see anything."
"He was there. Watching us. His face was all covered in reeds."
She got up quickly and he sighed as he watched her satin gown slide across her
body as she ran to the bathroom. Instead of breakfasting in their room as planned,
she asked him to arrange for them to join the others in the dining room.
The rain had stopped by the time they left for the boatshed. She felt better
after talking with the woman from the couple they'd met the night before .. Their
shoes made light clip-clopping sounds as they walked across the wooden planks
sloping to the water. She hesitated as she got into the boat but, determined not to
let the morning's image spoil the day, squeezed her eyes shut and then, opened
them, stepping into the boat and sat facing its rower, settling back against the bow.
They sat for hours on the smooth grass bank of the river. They explored bush
tracks full of petite native flowers and heard the rustles of animals amongst the
undergrowth, though they were never able to catch a glimpse of them. It would
have been almost perfect if she hadn't snagged her new stockings on a prickly
shrub. 'Oh, no, not these ones.' she said to herself. As the sun faded, they paddled
their way, along with others, back to the boatshed.
She lay in the bow as before, seeing only the lavender sky, the branches of
overhanging willows and gum trees and him. She watched as he rowed. He had
taken off his jacket and his shirt moved with the efforts of his mascular shoulders.
She gazed at the patterns, stretching the fabric then, releasing it with each stroke.
After a while its rhythm was all she noticed, flowing back and forth across his chest
like the shadows of reeds. She didn't realise how long she'd been watching till she
saw the look in his eyes which made her modestly adjust her dress, at which he
smiled. As he handed her out of the boat she felt his palm against the side of her
breast.
"Marie" he said and held her to him tightly and kissed her. Their embrace was
WESTERLY, No.2, WINTER, 1992
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so close she could feel his erection and her throat constricted. They walked back
along the path to the House, clasping one another. She stopped halfway and turned
once again for an embrace. He let his hand rest so that his fingers touched the top
of her buttocks and she pressed closer.
They walked through the foyer to the stairs, trying not to seem in a hurry.
They passed the numbered doors, occasionally having to make small talk with their
occupants who were leaving or entering them. Finally, they reached their own. His
fingers fumbled to fit the key into the lock. Inside the door he turned and pressed
her against it. She felt like she was melting to him and their mouths were impatient
to explore each other. He felt the heavy clinging cloth of her dress and through it
the layers of underwear.
He kissed her neck and began to undo the buttons reaching to her waist. He
kissed the top of her breasts above the bodice of her petticoat and the constricting
brassiere. She undid a row of hooks on one side and he slipped his arm through it
and around her waist. When he had undone all of the buttons he pulled the fabric
over her shoulders and kissed their white curves, noting a few childhood freckles.
He kissed her and then let her go, undoing the stud at his collar and all of his shirt
buttons. She continued her undressing.
He kissed her face and breasts as he undid, with her deft assistance, various
complex fastenings, finally letting her breasts fall in their natural shape. He kissed
their red apices which grew hard as he held each in his mouth. Beneath her
petticoat he was confronted with the suspenders holding up the laddered stockings.
She winced at their appearance but he moved his lips down past the peach-coloured
knickers and released the stockings, kissing her thighs as he did.
He stood up and began to move backwards, leading her towards the bed. The
light had softened and she thought she heard the first strains of the evening's
Debussy. She stopped him and, sweeping up a piece of clothing as a shield, she
went to the window. She released the heavy curtains from their ties and they fell
together, blocking out the last light. He smiled at her shyness in the now-darkened
room, although it also made him feel more comfortable. But she switched on a little
yellow lamp beside the bed and reached for him. They embraced, then finally
released themselves from their last items of clothing and for the first time, saw each
other fully naked. She was surprised at her lack of anxiety at the various faults she
believed made her body unattractive.
This time, it felt different, like they were two children playing. There was a
feeling of softness against each other's skin they'd never felt before. For some time
they just explored the sensation of skin against skin until an urgency returned and
they moved again towards the bed. He kissed her so lightly on the lips it was like
a breeze and then he reached for the bedclothes. With one movement he threw them
back to reveal a writhing mass of black, slimy eels and reeds and she screamed.
She turned to her husband in terror but all she saw was the face of the old man. He
smiled and lay her down in the bed of eels.

10
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PAT JACOBS

Missa Cantata

She had seen the notice while returning to the hotel the previous morning with
Leo and the others: Missa Cantata Ottobre 26, 10.00. It was their last morning in
Venice, she'd had trouble persuading the others to leave her behind. Pretending an
exasperation that was becoming genuine, she had insisted she would meet them at
the station. Now, trying to find her way back, she wondered if she had made a
mistake. Maybe she'd misunderstood the notice, or got the date wrong. It had
seemed so fortunate. An opportunity she had to take. The sung Mass, in Latin, was
a thing of the past.
She had been thinking since. Remembering the countless Kyries. The soft
bodiless tones of young unformed voices, lost in the cave-dark, winter-cold church.
The mesmerising drone of the plainsong: rising, faIling, and outside the dense white
fog rolling up from the river.
In summer it had been different. There was a note of exuberance in the chant.
They had sung too fast, racing down the page, clipping endings. The Latin had
tumbled out. The Agnus Dei qui tollis peccata mundi echoing. without pity in the
prism of fractured light the church became in summer. Afterwards, in the shade of
the willows lining the river, they had screamed and shouted in complicated games,
boisterous and indecorous, confident that their state of grace could be renewed the
following Sunday.
The footpath bordering the canal led her to the marble facade of the church.
Stained with damp, the panelled wood doors warped and cracked, it wouldn't be on
the regular tourist path. It was unornamented, shabby, even ... dirty. At the door
she hesitated, feeling selfconscious and intrusive. It was like entering someone's
home without an invitation. To stand at the door, peering into the unlit interior was
worse. She would have to go in, at least.
In the gloom she stumbled into the back row, finding the small space inside the
church almost filled with bodies, dark-clothed, muffled against the damp. There was
no light other than candles on the altar and a red glow from the sacristy lamp.
Mixed with the heavy scent of old incense was the smell of human bodies pressed
together: sweat, strong tobacco; perfume. The row of figures adjusted, allowing her
in. She knelt like the others to feel less conspicuous. She could hear a sound, a
faint sibiliance, like a distant murmur of birds. It was the women, in almost
inaudible recitation, the beads wound in their hands, fingers counting the decades.
A jolt of memory, like a wave of vertigo, shook her, (huddled against the bodies of
grandmother or aunts for warmth, the comforting meaningless sussuration, the click
of beads and the strange tang of incense).
There was no room left. People crowded the walls. In the dim light from the
altar, faces were shadowed. Most were middle-aged or old. Dark elegant profiles
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from renaissance paintings surrounded her. A youth, with the beautiful face of a
satyr, limped down the aisle, (there were so many lame) the imperfection, distorted
by candlelight, seemed grotesque. Uneasy, feeling the beginning of a panic to push
her way out into the light, she stood up with the others. The singing had begun.
She listened as the procession entered from the sacristy. It was a Palestrina motet,
four voices perfectly matched. Breath seemed suspended as the voices climbed, met
and separated. The lame boy had the purity of tone that Palestrina demanded. The
limpid, simple arc, without ornamentation pierced her, dissolving time, capturing her
as it had done before.
She had been too young to wonder where the music came from. One year, it
had been there, beautiful and perfect, replacing the Gregorian plainsong the nuns
had taught. She had never thought about how Matteo came to be there, in the valley
where her family lived and the men cut the forest for a living. Matteo had seemed
old to her; unkind and demanding. Critical and impatient in his teaching. Gentle
only when he was coaxing the voice out, leading her with his eyes and gestures as
she reached carefully for the note. Implacable when her lungs burned with the strain
of completing the phrase. When she had mastered it and the sound flowed, languid
and exquisite, out of the window and over the slopes of grey-green forest, the
happiness she had felt was different to anything she had known before. She had
hardly been aware of the others who sang with her. They had been voices that must
blend with her own. She had become as irritable as Matteo with errors that marred
the perfect pitch and precision of the music.
She genuflected, stood and then sat with the others as the voices wove the
intricate pattern of the Kyries. The woman who had prepared the altar rose and
casually extinguished a guttering candle and re-lit it. Her voice flowed without a
flaw as she moved around. Like a folk memory, without music or direction, the
four voices fused the familiarity of time and use into a whole. This was where it
had come from. These faces, from the paintings, were the ones Palestrina had
written it for. She waited for the Sanctus, nervous at what the boy would do with
it. How could they breathe in the close-packed space heavy with candle smoke.
Her own breathing felt constricted in sympathy, her diaphragm as taut as though she
were the boy. The bells rang, again and again. The note came: pure, true, one by
one they followed him, constructing the harmony, expressing through the formula of
mind and voice, the mystery. After the Agnus Dei, the sobering request for mercy
from the bass, she had wept tears, without sensation, welling without volition from
a deep closed part of her memory.
She had never considered that it might end. Matteo left the valley and no-one
came to take his place. He had been one of a group of strange men and women,
sent to work out their obligation to the government, labouring in rural towns and
villages; their past inaccessible to the people they worked with. Clinging together,
they had hardly touched the lives of the inhabitants who kept their distance. He had
taken the music with him. Perhaps he had gone to a city, with a cathedral. She, and
the others, had been an interlude, the challenge of training raw young voices a way
of alleviating boredom and nostalgia. She had never thought about the oddity of the
convergence of music and place. Using the only means available to her she had
thought of it in terms of the physical world, of light and air: the warm glow of
summer evenings, practising; the voices carrying clear and mellow into the valley,
a convenient amphitheatre without the insistent raucous noise of the sawmill. The
women watered their fuchsias on the verandahs and the men sat on the steps
listening. In winter - the ground white and stiff with frost - the air stung the lungs
like needles. In the chaste chill, they sang a thin requiem. Monotonous and sad;
Dies Ira Dies Illa ... She couldn't sing of death in summer. When the forest
cracked with heat, they had sung the Magnificats and Te Deums. She would wake
12
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early before a Mass. Her father would try and persuade her to eat breakfast, but
Matteo insisted they eat nothing, only a little honey to relax the throat. She had
worried that in the passages where she must begin unaccompanied she would not
strike the note true. It was a moment of tension that made her tremble until she was
joined by the others and saw in their eyes, approval and relief.
The priest was concluding the Mass. The voices began a motet, a simple
harmony in major thirds, restful after the demands of the Sanctus and Agnus Dei.
The Latin was blurred. Of course it would be. Over time it had merged into their
dialect. Five centuries of usage. With no-one measuring the change.
It had been an accident of time. She could see it clearly now. Matteo the
causal irony. He had disturbed the consonance of her life. After he had gone,
leaving nothing, not even the hand-copied manuscripts, she had been left with a
dissonance. The rhythms of living in the valley had not been enough to compensate
her for the loss. She couldn't have known how the restraints and disciplines of the
fifteenth century music would subtly alter the tempo of her inner life.
The Mass was ending. Ite Missa Est the priest sang in dismissal. The voices
sang a long and graceful Deo Gratias in reply, making the Gregorian plainsong
sound light and joyful. They did it with such ease!
She had been restless in adolescence. One of those who left the valley looking
for something else. Like an emigre without a country, looking for the place where
she belonged. It would have been better if he had never come. He had marooned
her in a fifteenth century paradigm. Beguiling her with loveliness and then leaving
her stranded, with only the suggestion of another life she might have lived, in
another place.
The lame boy pushed his way along the crowded aisle, laughing, pleading
excuses. People let him pass. The woman had extinguished the candles, leaving the
pungent smell of hot wax and mingled incense.
She had never told Leo about the music. Years before, she had thought of
recovering it, of searching for Matteo, of finding a choral group who sang fifteenth
century polyphony, but she never had. It was improbable anyway in the small
provincial city she and Leo lived in.
Signora, signora, the woman was beckoning her, waiting to close the church.
She'd forgotten the time. Leo and the others would be worried. They wouldn't
know where to look for her. The woman was waiting, curious. She wanted to say
something to her. Something warm, connecting them. Something expressing how
she felt. How she envied them. What it had meant to her - but she couldn't... it was
not possible. Awkward and speechless, she ran, in a panic, down the steps.
Leo, looking angry and anxious was waiting at the entrance to the station.
Are you alright? Where were you? I thought you wouldn't make it. He was
steering her ahead of him through the crowd. Don't ever do that again, he said,
when they found the others and collapsed into seats.
What happened, they asked her. Did you get lost? She would have liked to try
and explain it to Leo. The restlessness... You see, what happened was... Maybe
when they were back home.
Did you find what you were looking for? The curiosity which was an underlay
of his feeling for her was there.
Yes, she said.
As soon as she could she closed her eyes and feigned sleep. Against the
rhythm of the train she began the Kyrie in her mind, singing the boy's part. She
wanted to fix it in her mind. Memorise it while she could. She would probably
never hear it again.
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STEPHEN FORSTER

Steel Pills

'Otteys Strong Female Pills. Quickly and certainly Remove all Obstructions
arising from any Cause Whatever where Steel and Pennyroyal fails'
'Appiol and Steel Pills: A French Remedy for all irregularities'
magazine advertisements ca. 1890

It is the new reversion
and return to old ways,
when all else has failed,
as the last resorts wear the same dire finality
in the features of the same grey face,
in the house by the gas works.
It's the man that Jill has heard of
- But Maureen, love, you've got no choice.
With Christmas coming and cramming the money,
and Jill passing half her wages
- Back then, by next month.
Which is just when the horror starts
and grows
into the dead and waiting of the night before,
hideous and never so alone
in sleeplessness and damp sheets,
the frigid sweat and fear.
But which is nothing to the terror
that wakes with the rain and feeble daylight,
that stares in the brick-terraced row
under the dark hulk of the gasometer,
that moves in the blanched papers turning restless down the street,
where the Fuck Off Blacks is smeared white over walls
and the ninety is scarred with rust
in cracked paint furrows of the door.
Inside the ashen face is coughing
as he stoops and cradles his tea,
glancing
around the cramped room,
acrid with spirits
and vile ends.

14
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It is a hard couch high with leg straps

and a silence that dissolves in stench and dread.
This is the emptiness
and the going down,
this is the sickness and naked inside
opening softly out
to the crusts, bolts and barbs
of the old, old steel pills.

ANDREW LANSDOWN

Descent

When
the blowfly
struck
the web,
the spider
abseiled
to it and
wrapped it
tight,
as a man
might bind
an injured
climber
prior
to rescue.
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ADRIAN CAESAR

Bathroom Matins

After two days abstention
another gaudy night
tells you something's wrong
with just one more
to prove you're not too old
tired or sensible
to resist tobacco, wine and music
pleasures of the drunken bed.
A villainous headache
attends this speculation
and a sense, seeing that she's gone,
of failure, late for work
musing upon Anthony
offers scant redemption
no affairs of state
wait upon this hangover.
Only the bathroom
where the radio retails
its news of comforting disaster
in such a world
who would be sober?
Breathe in and seek
mirror's reassurance
the paunch still controlled
by tomorrows jog
but for now the water's
jet stings gummed eyes
to proper wakefulness
and moved to tawdry praise
you imagine this ordinary stream
de-coking lungs
stripping the unused sperm
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from belly and thighs;
soaped you step steaming
into the day grateful
for another cleansing
after which you think
it could be worse:
others are washing for you
their wounded nights, blood down drains.

NEIL O'SULLIVAN

Ode on a Grecian Ern Malley
It is an ancient forgotten ruse
And a natural diversion

Between your dry as dust wrappers
We learnt the importance of your not being, Ernest,
And from the city of Paris/Alexander,
That there was no author, only a text.
A fair dinkum attitude? A shape for the Attic?
But what work transcended its maker more?
Callimachus chats with the Sydney cicadas,
Disdaining sincerity's tedious roar.
Angered penguins in their icy towers,
Deconstruct potsherds and words;
Truth, Beauty etcetera all alike
Meaningless to the noisy birds.
So hail, then, black swan Hellenic!
Your emptiness lifts you to Helicon's peak;
Words of no feeling, in cold patterns moving,
Orphaned impostures, the Muses still speak.
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EDITH SPEERS

Out of the Nursery Rhymes

Simple Simon met a pieman, going to the fair
Said Simple Simon to the pieman,
"Marx and Jesus say we should share."
But the proof of the pudding is in the eatingThe pieman gave Simon a beating.
Mary, Mary, quite contrary,
How does your garden grow?
"I've planted the best of Asian dope,
So now I wait and live in hope
I'll stay free to reap what I've sown."
See-saw Marjorie Daw
Johnny shall have a new master
But he called his master Mister
Which really pissed her
He's been charged under the Equal Rights law.
The Queen of Hearts she made some tarts
All on a summer's day
The tarts were sweet
But not discrete
So the cops came and took them away.
Jack and Jill went up the hill
To fetch a pail of water
But water flows down
So what kind of clown
Believes that's really what they were after?
Mary had a little lamb
Its fleece was white as snow
It was cute as a button
But grew into mutton
And who wants another damn ram.
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Little Bo-Peep has lost her sheep
And can't tell where to find them.
She says, "It's crookI went by the book.
The fault's in whoever designed them."

Out of the Nursery Rhymes (2)

Little Tommy Tucker sings for his supper.
Don't try to pay him with white bread and butterTucker and the Fuckers are a heavy metal band.
They earn more than you're worth,
For a one night stand.
Little Miss Muffet sat on a tuffet
Eating her curds and whey.
She's a PhD arachnologist
And no ecological apologist,
So the spider did not get away.
Old Mother Hubbard went to the cupboard
To get her poor dog a bone
But he failed the hydatids testing
And now he is resting
His bones in Tasmanian loam.
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FRANCIS HEALY

Temples in the Huon

Faceless giants severed of their limbs
lay on their side and litter the parks
of people's altars in the places sacred
to the barbecue rites - the temples of the
Huon - where great trunks rest like so many
gods or Theban pillars toppled by the
shifts of time and swarming tribes whose
wordless howls are hacked into the wood.
What mystic art, what treasured learning
will our children's children or the hands
of a race to follow touch and trace in the
grain beneath those scars, to key then bare
the steps of our rise and progress over ages
to the fallen flower of these kings? What
great secrets will a science of the future
find, what sense to fit such madness to an
image of our kind, what great passion or dreams?
Nothing - just booty, a frenzy of killing - when
rearing spires of ancient life centuries in
thrusting clean and mighty through the forest
were felled and butchered, hewn of all appendage,
dragged, then mounted onto concrete baulks and
left to rot, just so many trophies savaged in the
bJoodrush glee of getting, paused to gloat and
passed then, stilled, while the hunt seeks on.
And when it is finished, when we are gone - the
savage and the forest we preyed upon - then they
will find the tablets once skewered to their side
and read, as mute as drifts of rimless desert over
all the empty, stupid lies of men - 'To the Pioneers
of the Huon'.
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ELIZABETH RIDDELL

The City

They used to meet in this city, mouth to mouth
but now no more, for she had been living in the dragon's cave
and he is dead. One way or another they pay for freedom
with their blood.
The pale inquisitors stay in the tall house
wearing their working clothes: the business suit,
fur-collared overcoat, the hat (false astrakhan)
the little-finger ring.
She thinks she sees a soldier with a thin moustache,
eyes upturned twenty storeys seeking the sniper,
the turncoat turned again.
If she remembers him at twilight
it is because twilight was their time.
South of this house there was no twilight,
just light and then no light.
The painting by the terrace door has gone.
It was of a certain school of Siena
donated by a merchant of the city.
The donor, close-cropped (sienna brown on the palette)
had got himself into the wake and the painting
beside the madonna, the holy whore and John the precursor.
The madonna is wearing black velvet, theatrical,
much like a notion of Hamlet.
Beside the stretched Christ the precursor smiles on.
There has been a shower and some beards are wet
that slept in the square.
This is the place where they stood, leaning into the wall.
She had come a long way
in the company of predators and owls, wings crossing
from creek to mountain, sky and lake,
to make the hard reunion in the city.
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GRAEME WILSON

Translations of early/mediaeval Japanese poems

Who's There?
If, when persons call at the house,

I tell my girls to reply
"The lady, sir, is not at home",
Don't think it just a lie:
For the truth is I no longer know
Who's there when I say I.
Sei Shonagon (c.966-1024)

Separation

Believe me, I think nothing
Of these darknesses of pine
Which dull my days in Sumiyoshi.
There can be no shine
In my lonely life till your tall dark shadow
Overshadows mine.
Lady Daini no San' mi (c. IOOO-?)
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VERONICA BRADY

To Be Or Not To Be?
The Verbal History of Patrick White
"Ce to be or not to be est une histoire
complement verbal" (Jacques Lacan)
Now that the excitement over David Marr's monumental biography of Patrick
White has died down, it is time perhaps to assess its significance. Reviews have
been almost unfailingly admiring. But very few of them, with the exception of
David Tacey's, have had much to say of the significance of the biography. That is
surprising, especially if you think of the possible distraction the life might provide
away from the task, arduous if rewarding, of reading White's work. This, in fact,
is the burden of Tacey's criticism of Marr's book:
I feel that it is certainly a major text on White's outer life, but White
the creative writer and visionary artist is somehow left behind. White's
larger, more abstract preoccupations as novelist are hardly touched on, much
less analysed or integrated into the biographical enterprise.'

I do not happen to agree with this. But the point it makes is well taken. After all,
it used to be an article of literary faith to separate the life from the work, to "trust
the tale rather than the teller", as Lawrence put it. More recently Barthes' famous,
if much misunderstood essay, "The Death of the Author", argued that the reader's
concern ought to be not with the writer but with the text itself, its language, and the
complex interweaving of cultural, historical and physiological impulses and
influences the language enacts. As one of Beckett's characters put it, "What does
it matter who is speaking?", what matters is "what is spoken".
Could it not be said, therefore, that Marr's biography is somehow beside the
main point and a diversion from the real task of reading White's work, even perhaps
an incitement to the old-fashioned "Writer and His Work" criticism? I do not think
that this is the case, and why I think so is the burden of this essay. My reasons,
however, rest on a set of presuppositions about reading in general and the kind of
reading White's work in particular seems to demand. So it is best to set them out
before going any further.
In the first place, the act of reading depends upon a sharing of horizons, the
reader's and the writer's, and the text constitutes~ the meeting point between them.
From the array of prevailing systems of language and literary tradition and therefore
of cultural and historical thought and practice, the writer selects certain forms and
foregrounds certain norms and allusions which, lifted from their original context and
put within a literary text and thus made unfamiliar, are then able to convey new
kinds of implication and signification. In this way the text organizes networks of
reference and combines different perspectives to make a world of its own, related to
that of everyday experience by reason of its origin and reception within it but not a
mere copy of it. That, of course, is what makes reading so liberating, in the spirit
of Vita Sackville West's reply to the question whether she tried to "write about the
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real world": "One of the damn things is enough".
Not every reader would agree with this account of course, and some will regard
it as naive and want to take it much further in terms of one or another currently
fashionable theoretical approaches. But for the moment it will serve, I hope, to
explain why Marr's book seems to me to offer important insights into White's
writing. By increasing our knowledge of his cultural and personal horizon and
repertoire and giving a richer and finer sense of their sources and context, of the
forces operating upon and around the writing, Marr's biography also increases the
reader's horizon and repertoire. If, as I have argued, every reading involves a kind
of reinvention of the text, the biography provides new material for this reinvention,
taking us behind the reticulated screen of language to the sources of the writer's
creativity, the crossroads between physical and psychic existence, the inner and the
outer dimension, the public and the private, between belonging and the sense of
alienation, all so important in White's life and work. In this sense, if writing creates
a space into which the writer disappears, the biography enables us to rediscover him
precisely in this space as he attempts to rework his existence there.
The law of the book, as Deleuze and Guattari remark, is the law of reflection,
of the one who becomes two.' So, too, for the reader, the space of reading as well
as of writing is as a dynamic one. Since it is the space of language, it is a
supplementary space, unfinished but calling for completion. As Nietzsche observed,
"The sign is not the thing it stands for, the name is not the thing, the idea is not the
deed, the dream is not the action", so that the "true" world remains "unattainable,
unprovable and unpromisable", even as it continues to call us forth to try and
discover it. Yet this is not to say that reading is entirely hypothetical. On the
contrary, to the extent that it defamiliarizes the familiar, a literary text opens out a
kind of liberated zone within it, making the familiar and everyday more significant
by setting it in a framework of understanding and interpretation, even perhaps
calling for decision, since the significance of any text lies ahead of it in the reader's
response. In this sense a literary text interprets its interpreters, drawing us into its
movement, interrogating out lives and undermining our certainties, not so much
describing the world as remaking it and involving us as its readers in this process.
True, it usually provides a map of the everyday, but this map points us towards
performance, demanding a journey towards further experience, giving an understanding of ourselves and the world which is always in process and never
concluded.'
These are generalizations. But they throw light on White's work and clear
away some of its difficulties. To date, I believe, criticism has not really come to
terms with these difficulties, with the open-endedness and complex inconclusiveness
of its form and language. Instead most critics, myself included, seem to have been
concerned rather to decipher and interpret, to draw the suggestive complexities of
his work, back into our own systems of meaning, be it Christian, patriotic
Australian, or Jungian. White himself, however, always resisted this incorporation.
For him writing, he insisted, was a matter of movement towards rather than
possession of identity.
I chose fiction, or rather it was chosen for me, as the means of
introducing to a disbelieving audience the case of contradictory characters
of which I am composed.'

In this sense he, too, is a reader since this cast performs for him also, displaying his
own possibilities.
In early manhood I began to see that the external world was none other
than the dichotomy of light and darkness I sensed inside me. The principles
instilled into me by my parents and Lizzie [his nurse I were only related to
24
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my rational self. My mentors could not have imagined any of the darker
undertones.'

Writing is thus an activity, at one and the same time personal and impersonal;
impersonal since writing represents a deterritorialization and destratification of self
and world,6 yet also intensely personal, to the extent that the self from which it
proceeds is transformed in the process and thus in a sense is discovered. As a
means to self discovery and self knowledge, writing thus became for White a focus
of responsibility, posing at the conscious level questions of the unconscious, the one
enlarging the other in the process, and demanding responses to them which led in
tum to further exploration.
Tacey's approach to White's work, to return to it, tends to ignore this two way
process, tending not only to conflate the two, the conscious and the unconscious, but
also to essentialise the work's concerns, reducing their complexity, taking them back
to a matrix of Jungian archetypes, important to the critic but not necessarily so to the
writer, and then interpreting the texts in their light. But this is to ignore the
supplementary quality of language, its essential ambiguity, and to equate the literary
text with the unconscious instead of seeing it for what it is, its double, thus
quantifying what is essentially unquantifiable. So Tacey complains that in the
biography "White's larger, more abstract preoccupations as a novelist are hardly
touched on, much less analysed or integrated into the biographical enterprise",
arguing that it is these "larger concems, his mythical scenarios and archetypal
symbolisms" which have "made him a great writer, and are why [sic] the world
stood up and took notice".7 For him Marr's failure to deal with them is "a colossal
error of judgement". But if, as I have been arguing, White's preoccupations are not
abstract but very specific and personal, not already defined and given but in process
of definition and even of discovery, a matter of experience rather than of a system,
an exploration, of "what you do not know (in so many words) but know" intuitively,
beyond words, and systems, then what matters is this process, not the discovery of
"meaning". Marr's concern with the development of man's life and struggles with
himself is therefore profoundly important, not a distraction but an illumination.
What the biography suggests, then, is a reading which is not so much
essentialist as provisional. In the light of the evidence it provides about its origins,
White's work appears not so much an organized system as a movement, a constant
and dialectical interplay between self and world and the various possibilities of the
self within the problematical person called Patrick White, son of Ruth and Dick and
sister of Sue whose life and circumstances Marr details for us. Tacey's contention
that the biography directs attention away from the work is therefore difficult to
sustain. At the same time, his insistence that it is the work, not the life, which really
matters is valuable. But it is not to say that the biography does not illuminate the
writer. Rather, it is, I believe, an essential source for a deeper and richer
understanding of it, of the ways in which life and work fold in upon and enlarge
each another, as it shows us a writer whose work is so intrinsically bound up with
his life and its circumstances that they became almost synonymous. Let us see how
this is so.
Marr seems to have met White first in his writing, and throughout seems intent
on leading his readers back to it, having given them a better understanding of its
origins, its human cost and rewards and a more judicious sense of its direction and
purpose. At one and the same time, the biography thus opens out possibilities of
theoretical exploration and yet rescues us from the disengagement, even apathy
which is one of the negative consequences of much contemporary theory. To ignore
a text's origins in a particular life and in a particular historical and cultural situation
can make for an indifference about its effects. But Marr shows how this kind of
WESTERLY, No.2, WINTER, 1992

2S

indifference misconstrues the nature of White's genius, exploring the ways in which
the life, his ambiguous relationships with family, society and more intimately, his
own sexuality, generated the question which echoes throughout his work, the
question, as White said, of some grandeur:
Grandeur too overwhelming to express, a daily wrestling match with
an opponent whose limbs never become material, a struggle from which the
sweat and blood are scattered on the pages of anything the serious writer
writes.'

Life and art in this sense were for him of a piece, the work enlarging the boundaries
of what might otherwise have been a privileged and previously self-absorbed
existence and the life constantly making new demands of the art. It is true, as
Tacey notes, that White himself was often at pains to conceal this connection in his
rare conversations with critics or scholars. But these conversations, the biography
suggests, were usually defensive, the result perhaps of the repression noted in Flaws
that society forced upon him as a homosexual (80). All his life, even from
childhood, as both the biography and his own autobiography, Flaws In The Glass,
show, White's central preoccupation and problem was with himself, with the sense
of his own ambiguities and of the duplicities of self in relationship to society. But
this sense drove him intellectually as well as emotionally, making his life a
wrestling with questions of meaning, the discovery of identity within some larger
scheme. So his autobiography opens with young Patrick White sitting in the Long
Room of the house in Feltham in southern England gazing into a mirror:
At one end the garden, at the other the great gilded mirror, all blotches
and dimples and winkles. I fluctuated in the watery glass; according to the
light I retreated into the depths of the aquarium, or trembled in the
foreground like a thread of pale green samphire. Those who thought they
knew me were ignorant of the creature I scarcely knew myself (12).

Narcissus longs for non-being, obscurely aware of the inadequacy of all human
desire. Yet he also longs for unity, for some coincidence between himself and the
world, and with others and to belong in the world. In my view this ambiguity is the
source of his writing. Since, Bakhtin has pointed out, "language for the individual
consciousness, lies on the border between oneself and the other'>') language also
becomes the means to unity. But responsibility emerges here also, responsibility not
only for himself but to the Other he senses in the mirror and in the light which
enables him to perceive his image. Writing becomes an act of this responsibility as
he presents images of himself. The accent falls not just upon self and world but
primarily upon the world between then, upon consciousness. This is evident in
scenes from childhood from Flaws In the Glass, for example, in which we see
White pondering the question of God in the Garden at "LuI worth" or the force of
physical necessity facing him in the tropical decay of the bush in the Blue
Mountains and realizing that "the external world was no other than the dichotomy
of light and darkness sensed inside me" (34). Concern for the truth of his situation,
for the responsibility he senses in it, points him towards some further realm, a belief
that another power responds to his responsibility, that he does not exist in an utter
void.
The sense of non-coincidence, that he was never entirely himself is, of course,
one of the central concerns of the biography, which gives us a vivid picture of the
family and the sense of social obligation it gave White, a sense which served all his
life as a counterpoise to the more personal struggle with himself. The influence of
his father, it seems, may not have been as strong as that of his overpowering mother
but it was an important one, unassuming but enduring. This influence may have
had something to do with White's return from the safety of the USA in 1940 to
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enlist in the R.A.F. for instance, and to insist on being accepted despite his chronic
asthma. In the 1970s it was a similar sense of duty which had led him to play a
public role in protesting against the dismissal of the Whitlam government and later
against nuclear and environmental destruction. As far as the writing is concerned,
this sense of obligation saved him from the fate of Narcissus, rescuing him from
solipsism, the creation of a merely personal imaginary world, to recognise the social
dimension, and making him one of our finest social comedians and satirists something which critics of the psychological or the topical persuasion tend to ignore.
But the biography also points to the sources of the preoccupation with the
"grandeur too overwhelming to express", with the question of God. The book's
detailed and vivid account of the family and their social milieu, the servants, the
large house and garden at Rushcutters Bay which was to figure in so many of
White's novels and the other house in the Blue Mountains where the boy discovered
his sense of Aboriginal affinity with the land, gives a sense of the ambivalence
which dominated his life and drove him so constantly in his search for some further
dimension. At one and the same time, he was, it seems, an insider of a rich and
complex inner world and an outsider to the world of most Australians. This sense
of ambivalence, the biography suggests, was a greater burden than the
homosexuality which Tacey makes so much of. But, to the extent that it generated
the desire for the Real which exasperated both the man and the artist, it drove him
to create the metaphoric means to it, the elaborate fictional world he created.
Having lost the aim of satisfaction within society, desire had also lost its object
within it.
The biography is particularly helpful here. On the one hand it shows us a
young man constantly searching for love and on the other his equally constant
disappointment. But it also shows his disillusionment with conventional religion.
Marr gives a vivid description of his sudden awareness of God one day in 1955 on
the farm at Castle Hill, when slipping in the mud carrying a bucket of slops to a
litter of pups, White found himself on the ground cursing a God in whom he had
always said he did not believe. Against his will, he was overwhelmed by a sense
of some power beyond himself to whom or to which he was ultimately and
irrevocably responsible with whom or which he must struggle for the rest of his life.
At this moment, he wrote, "faith began to come to me". True, it remained a difficult
and problematic faith, a matter of struggle and continuing enquiry rather than repose.
But White had an intimation here, it seems, of the goal and object of his desire. Not
that this directed his attention away from people and things. On the contrary, it was
intensified, since all things, even the gob of spittle Stan Parker sees at the end of The
Tree of Man, now seemed to be charged with this glory he was aware of.
Marr's account of this scene in White's life which links it with the following
similar one in The Tree of Man is a classic example of the way life and work
interrelate:
As the rain sluiced his lands, and the fork of the lightning entered the
crests of his trees. The darkness was full of wonder. Standing there
somewhat meekly, the man could have loved something, someone, if he
could have penetrated beyond the wood. beyond the moving darkness. But
he could not. and in his confusion he prayed to God, not in specific petition
, wordlessly almost, for the sake of company. Till he began to know every
comer of the darkness, as if it were daylight, and he were in love with the
heaving world, down to the last blade of wet grass. 10

For the life this was a crucial moment because in it White recognized the ultimate
point of authority which he had hitherto been unable to find in his father. In this
sense it represented the culmination of the concern with responsibility which his
family had given him and which his awareness of the anarchy and cruelty of
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contemporary history had emphasised. Here, however, this concern was endorsed
and intensified, and the biography shows the difference this made, giving the life
and work a weight and seriousness they would otherwise have lacked. It also
provided a counterpoise to his disguise of worldliness, his delight in gossip, display
and eccentricity and in theatre and vaudeville. As for the writing, it became less
introverted, antithetically set over against society, and responsive to it, dialogical
rather than monological. Response to his circumstances and expenses now was a
matter of listening, even of obedience, rather than the imposition of a style.
This sense of non-coincidence became positive, here, leading White to commitment
to something both within and beyond himself. On the one hand, this commitment
made him permanently dissatisfied with himself and with the world, the
dissatisfaction which made him such a sharp and savage social ironist. Yet on the
other it gave him a deep certainty, the certainty which enabled him in the works
from The Vivisector onwards to play such dangerous games with himself. Even
after the moment at Castle Hill, faith, the belief that he existed in relation to another,
remained simple and obvious, '''impossible to explain but ... like trying to explain
air"'(283). It did not make him kinder or more gentle or even more loving. Indeed,
Marr says, it may even have made him more demanding. But it gave his work its
satiric edge - satire depends upon the outrage of passionate belief - as well as its
anguished splendour, anguish being the other side of wounded belief. Having
glimpsed the grandeur he was the more deeply aware of his own limitations and
betrayals. If Oscar Wilde is right that falling in love with oneself is the beginning
of a life long romance, for White the relationship now became much more ironic,
even agonistic. Hence the passage in Flaws In the Glass in which he asks himself:
Am I a destroyer? This face in the glass which has spent a lifetime
searching for what it believes, but can never prove to be, the truth. A face
consumed by wondering whether truth can be the worst destroyer of all (70).

In this way the biography shows a new side of the man who was often so
vituperative, quarrelsome and overbearing, showing the essential humility which
accounts for the sense of loss which invested his life, for all its achievements and
privilege. Meeting White for the first time, Manning Clark sensed that his was "the
face of a man who wants something he is never going to get", something indeed
which "no human being can give him".
This sense of loss, of course, set White at odds with the simple-minded
materialism of Australian culture and with its naive belief that the human mind is
the measure of reality. In contrast, imperious and often overbearing, White was a
great seeker, an explorer of spiritual rather than material dangers, and it was this
which rescued him from the authoritarian habits of mind and heart so characteristic
of our culture, the product of anxious materialism. As far as the writing is
concerned, the feeling of loss led him to search for perfection in the preoccupation
with form which is evident in all his work. As he wrote in the autobiography; "I
saw the Parthenon as the symbol of everything I or any other solitary artist aspires
to before we were brought down into the sewerage and plastic of the late Twentieth
Century" (116).
This use of form to control and order the chaos he felt around him has led
some critics to call White a Modernist. But his sense of self was much less
monolithic, much more problematic, than that of the great Modernists. For that
reason in his work there is a much greater emphasis on heroism and the heroic, on
the need for some satisfaction beyond the self to be achieved at the cost of the self.
His work is more personal, even anguished, as we have said, and it is this anguish
rather than any sense of intellectual possession which empowers the myths he uses
to shape his work, The Brothers Karamazov in The Solid Mandala, for instance,
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Anthony and Cleopatra in The Eye of the Storm, and so on. Similarly, the lives of his
heroes, which echo his own, break into and empower the form and rhythm of the novels,
giving them a significance which is at once authoritative, and deeply personal. It is for
this reason that most of his novels, especially from The Vivisector onwards, seem unable
to reach an aesthetically rounded conclusion but remain open-ended.
Once again, this points to the interweaving of life and art. For White, it
becomes clear, character constitutes a form of interrelation between the self and its
desires which thus helps to create the clearly defined personality he longs for. 11 Yet
at the same time he is caught in a painful paradox. As a writer he can only be the
bearer of an artistic formulation or completion, not its object or its hero, since as a
human being he has to live in the world of messy actuality, the world which the
biography describes so vividly. In tum this paradox intensifies the situation since
the personal pressure makes it more and more difficult to achieve aesthetic
completion in the work, so that the characters become mere aspects of the self,
dispersing rather than empowering his creative power.
The biography makes clear just how extensive is this problem of the interplay
between life and art. But it also gives a deeper sense of the artist's achievement. At
the simplest level it shows us how the work arose out of events and circumstances,
taking us to the point of intersection between the physical and historical, the psychic
and the semantic. We see how The Aunt's Story for instance, arose out of the
pressures of his discovery of Greece and his love for Manoly, a discovery which
made him long for a life "'stripped bare of all superfluities ... a life of pure being,
pure spirit"'. In tum, this longing led him back to the Australian landscape as he
remembered it from childhood as a "state of silence, simplicity and humility". 12
Similarly, to take another example, it appears that The Eye of the Storm grew out of
the long and difficult history of his relationship with his mother and was a response
to her death which Elizabeth Hunter re-enacts in exact detail. In contrast, A Fringe
of Leaves, was twenty years in the writing, originating in White's first meeting with
Sidney Nolan and through him with the story of Eliza Fraser, a fact which may
account for the comparative serenity and aesthetic completeness of this novel. At a
simpler level, the biography also describes the circumstances of the writing, the
tensions, rages, tantrums and drinking bouts, the last moments of panic just before
publication and White's surprising anxiety about reviews.
We are also taken to the point of origin of many of the symbols which run
through his work. Many of these of course, have occasioned abstruse and ingenious
speculation. But Marr suggests that they often arose from ordinary, even banal,
experiences. He tells us, for instance, that White said to him that the fascination
with the colour red, evident in his work, derives from a memory of the red hairs on
the chest of the young jackeroo he shared a room with at Barwon Vale in the
1930's. His feeling for wood, the symbol for him of all that is wholesome, was
associated with the childhood glimpse of an Englishman, newly arrived in Australia,
making furniture for the house he was building for his family in the mountains of
NSW working amidst '''the sweet smell of timber"'. Similarly, the table scarred
with knives, which serves for Hurtle Duffield as an image of God's patient
suffering, goes back to childhood memories of the kitchen at "Lui worth" and the
long-suffering kindness of the servants which he associated with it.
This is not to destroy the power of the symbols or the mythopoeic echoes of
the narratives but to intensify them, making us aware of the way in which the most
masterful images grow, as Yeats said, out of "a mound of refuse or the sweepings
of the street", out of "the foul rag-and-bone shop of the heart". But it also points
to the ambiguities involved in the act of creation, the way in which in it self is
divided against self. So for instance, Marr's account suggests that the aesthetic
splendours and personal intensities of The Twyhorn Affair, were touched off by a
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story heard before a disastrous lunch about an Australian who had lived for years in
England disguised as a woman.
Equally valuable is the evidence the biography Marr provides of White's life as
a young man at Cambridge and afterwards in London, a time White himself had
little to say about in the autobiography. Marr however, gives us a vivid sense of the
shy young man with his love of display and longing for love. In this way he throws
light on the fascination with worldliness and eccentricity, evident throughout
White's work. It also connects him with the figure of the fHineur, the Baudelairean
dandy, spectator rather than participant, frivolous, delighting in the extreme and the
outrageous, intent upon sensation and gossip, yet also fascinated by questions of
good and evil. The biography also shows us the other side to this display, giving
a vivid account of the young man's colonial diffidence, his fear of loneliness, and
sense of historical and social malaise, reminding us in this way that the dandy may
have something in common with the prophet, to the extent that he is interested in
causing surprise in others, to interrogate the status quo in order to extract from the
merely fashionable something more intense or more poignant.
It follows from this that the pose of detachment was not only a way of coping
with his sense of anomie as a young Australian in England and as a homosexual but
also enabled him as a novelist, allowing him to draw people who might merely
irritate or seem excessive in life. The Russian second-hand dealer in Ebury Street,
for instance, becomes the original of General Sokolnikov in The Aunt's Story, and
is thus drawn into his personal search for more intense experience, made into a
figure of ethical and even metaphysical significance. Similarly, Marr enables us to
see how the early years of life at Castle Hill after his retum to Australia with his
friend Manoly Lascaris provided White with his mythical suburb of Sarsparilla, a
kind of permanent vaudeville act in which, of course, the writer himself also figured.
What emerges from all this is the awareness that, like Basil Hunter, in The Eye
of the Storm Patrick White was in a sense always on show, never off stage, always
performing a variety of roles, some sublime but mostly ridiculous, in the long
running scenario he made of his life. Gossip, tormented artist, generous but difficult
friend, monster, man of the world and man of the theatre, public figure, invalid,
vulgarian, mystic and seer, he was, it appears, continually putting on masks and
taking them off, making and unmaking himself in a permanent interplay between
life and art. But the biography also makes clear how much this cost at the personal
level. The ultimate subject of the complex elaborations of the work may be the
writer himself, but the self created also becomes a kind of fiction, multiple,
omnivorous, permanently in process, yet driven by an insatiable longing for truth,
exploring what is humiliating and even disgusting within himself as well as in others
in order to find the splendid, the luminous and the holy, living dangerously and
under intense pressure. Addressing the crowd at the opening of the Henry Lawson
festival in Grenfell N.S.W. in 1974, for instance, he told them:
Believe me, the creative artist does live under enormous stress, which
drives many of us to drink or drugs in order to wring out the ultimate
meaning, and I cannot see that it will be otherwise unless the arts die an
unnatural death.

White was a man under pressure, then. How much this pressure has to do with
White's homosexuality, however, is debatable. Tacey's review would have it that
this is the biography's central concern:
Marr has his own project [he writes]: to portray White as a homosexual
writer and as a Sydney gay. But White's homosexuality ... is not as central
as Marr wants it to be. It does not explain White's creative achievement.
In fact Marr's gay ideology sits very uneasily upon White's career (7).
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This, I think, is to misread the biography. According to Tacey, it is "informed by
the gay understanding that homosexuals can only fulfil themselves and be genuinely
creative when they have come out of hiding and made public their sexual
preference" (11). In fact it does nothing of the sort. True, Marr explores White's
homosexuality more fully than anyone else has done. Yet the exploration is
discreet, and arises out of a sense that an understanding of the man's sexuality is
essential for an understanding of the artist. Its point, that is to say, is to illuminate
the effect of his homosexuality on the work. As White himself observed in his
autobiography, "if we can quench our fears the perception gained through our
temperament strengthens our hand as man, woman, artist, whichever it may be - or
all in one" (23). For the homosexual even more than others, it appears, selfunderstanding is a goal, never a given and in this sense a form of self-discipline. It
is also something which usually needs to be repressed. As White puts it in Flaws,
"the repression society demands of homosexuals obviously reduces them to some
extent as members of that society" (80). The strength this repression gives is a
painful one. But it has little to do with the modish "gay ideology" of which Tacey
accuses the biography. On the contrary, it makes him very vulnerable, feeling
different from others, the feeling expressed for instance, in The Vivisector when
Hurtle Duffield watches a gang of boys of his own age running down the lane as he
sits on the wall around the Courtenay's house and garden:
Unconvinced, the pack ran on, and as it became an increasing blur, there
flickered through his mind the person with the bell round its neck Sid
Cupples had told about: the freak tinkling after them driving the 'sane
buggers' always further away."

Rather than being a form of fashionable indulgence as Tacey suggests,
homosexuality was for White, it appears from the evidence of the biography, a form
of painful self-knowledge.
From childhood, Marr tells us, White knew that he was and always would be
different. "I never went through the agonies of choosing between this or that sexual
way of life" he declares in Flaws in the Glass, "I was chosen". In this it was a
matter of fate, not, as Tacey implies, indulgence. Love was for him, Marr points
out, something which "would not obey the rules", "a knotty problem". But for that
reason, it also became a means to a complex truth, which he saw as essentially
painful but splendid precisely because of this painfulness. Much of his work,
notably The Twyborn Affair and Memoirs of Many In One, arose of this gap between
desire and its realization, the ideal and the real, though in them he also attempts to
disguise the anguish by putting on a comic mask.
Tacey's misunderstanding of these works is therefore symptomatic of his larger
misunderstanding of the problematic qualities of White's writing. He dismisses
Memoirs of Many In One, for example, as "written in a demonstrably high camp
mode, witft much extravagance, mannerism and elements of vaudeville ... a slight
and impoverished work ... a bit of a laugh if you enjoy frivolity", evidence, in his
view, that "White had lost his creative powers".14 Yet the biography helps us to see
that the extravagance of the novel resembles the defiance of Yeats's last poems as
he wrestled with questions of responsibility and betrayal with no authority but that
of these questions, thanking "the Lord that he "Has body and its stupidity". In
similar vein, in Memoirs of Many In One Alex Gray interrogates the dog lying on
her bed:
He lays his muzzle on his front paws, the yellow eyes investigating a
situation he only half believes in. Even Dog has his belief, and I am not,
I never have been, one of them (70).
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This novel, his last, in fact is about the endurance of this self, its endurance into
death.
As I have been arguing, belief was for White a matter of openness to further
questions and a commitment to the fact that there may be no answer to them - hence
Alex's reflection: "0 God! I don't know why I should invoke the name of someone
who probably does not exist" (138). Yet truth was to be found precisely here, in
doubt, in the interrogation of identity the "gap between what humans pretend to be
and what they are". And it was dedication to this truth, the biography indicates,
which made White challenge himself fIrst of all, in the spirit of Augustine's prayer,
"take us, oh Lord, from behind our back where we are hiding", and then challenge
his readers. His homosexuality and the social stigma attached to it were part of this
challenge; as Marr sees it, White believed that precisely "what we are hiding especially from ourselves" constitutes our real character, "the more hidden and
defended our faults the more they defIne us when they are brought into the light".
But they were not the whole of it.
In this way, far from making him antinomian, as Tacey implies, White's
homosexuality increased his preoccupation with questions of good and evil, so
evident in his work. The self-mockery, especially apparent in the later work, can
thus be seen as a kind of asceticism, a denial of self and of conventional morality,
born of the sense that the holiness and wholeness he longs for cannot be reconciled
with mere self-interest or the satisfaction that comes from society's respect. Always
an explorer of spiritual danger and prepared to make a fool of himself in order to get
at the truth, in the last novels he pushes this exploration to its limits, representing
himself in Memoirs of Many In One, for example, as "old Patrick", a minor writer
and something of a bore, as he sits in Alex Gray's house munching bloater
sandwiches.
The fact that this self-mockery coincided with increasing physical weakness
and the humiliations of old age which the biographer describes so vividly makes the
courage which inspired it even more remarkable. At the end, the biography makes
clear, this heroism of the work was translated also into life. Most of his energy, had
to go "into the hard work of getting more air into his lungs". But White "remained
entirely himself: curious, tart, demanding, very funny and alert". Moreover, much
of this strength came from love, from his life-long companion Manoly, "this small
Greek of immense moral strength", who in White's own words, had become "the
central mandala in [his] life's hitherto messy design".16 This love, as the image of
the mandala suggests, was also part of the search for order which had inspired and
sustained him throughout his life and work, and the image the biography gives us of
Manoly warming White's hands in his as he lay dying is an image of an order and
security fInally fInally achieved. It also explains the confIdence underneath the
apparent turmoil which in his later years enabled White to take the risks he did with
himself and his readers.
All his life, despite his own infIdelities, White had regarded fIdelity as a moral
touchstone. Indeed, some of his most famous quarrels were occasioned by what he
saw as infIdelity to another. He disapproved of broken marriages, for instance, and
even more of those whose fIdelity to people, principles and ideas was less than it
should be. Yet Marr's account of the last stage of his life shows the source of this
belief which lay in his respect for fIdelity, a deep sense that since in the long run all
life is directed towards death , what matters most is not reconciliation with society
but with oneself. Only death, White believed could provide the antidote to the
malady of history which so afflicted him. The awareness of its presence kept him
open to the feelings of strangeness and awe which were for him the way to
understanding.
32

WESTERLY, No.2, WINTER, 1992

White's disgust with contemporary society was, then, not a matter of mere
feeling but of the conviction which intensified as he grew older that life is only
valuable, in Nietzsche's words, insofar as it is able "to give everyday experience the
stamp of the eternal". For him, contemporary Aust~alian culture could not do this.
As he wrote in Flaws In The Glass, "double values abound", and nearly everyone
is self interested and intent only on material gain. For him however, existence was
"many-faceted" and the body "protean", in process towards some further intensity.
That is the reason no doubt, why he so despised the ethical muddle of consumerist
society which confuses the ethical with the material, confusing faring ill, being poor,
sick, unemployed, old or unattractive, with doing ill, and made some of his most
interesting characters out of people of this kind. But that is also the reason why
White had little time for mere rationality. Because of the personal and historical
circumstances the biography describes, especially after his war service, life
appeared to him as mostly violent and painful, and he was deeply conscious of the
cruelty, injustice and exploitation from which so many people, Jews, Aborigines,
women and misfits of all kinds, suffer today. Mere reason had little or nothing to
say to this "heart pain, world pain". White had a great contempt for what he called
the "great Australian religion of ordinariness", with its touching belief that the
world's problems can be solved by merely economic or technical means. This was
to him a fonn of demoralization, even of nihilism, a betrayal of the personal
integrity he saw as his and everyone's obligation to seek.
Seen in this light, the intemperance of his attacks on public figures like Bob
Hawke or Sir John Kerr are not merely understandable but also necessary. But as
far as the writing is concerned, this concern for integrity accounts for its austere
insistence on style, often at the expense of comprehension, which remains intent
upon the attempt to express the inexpressible. So, too, the heroism of the struggle
to find a stable and well-defined hero, as part of his struggle with himself, of the
struggle for authenticity and the preoccupation with objects come from the same
source, the concern with integrity. Simple things like tables, milk, rocks and even
a glob of spittle may be manifestations of the "grandeur too overwhelming to
express" he was searching for just as much as the large and splendid. Yet, insisting
as it does upon the specific and the individual and on the painful ambiguities of
perception, this preoccupation is anything but a fonn of escapism. On the contrary
it can be seen as an attack upon the "pennanent ecstasy" of contemporary culture,
"the ecstasy of the social ... , of size ... , of violence ... , of sex ... , and of infonnation",17
which pennanently distracts us from the specific and the actual.
In the long run, then. everything in White's life and work comes back to the
question of authenticity. But it is an authenticity which is dialogical not merely
monological, playing back to some point outside of the self which, we have argued,
is the source of his art. This point, the biography shows, constituted the dynamic of
the life. In its light, what is painful or even disgusting can be transfonned. As
White put it, "it is possible to recycle shit" and aspire to the order and pennanence
of the Parthenon. IX
Far from being a distraction from its proper task, the biography is therefore an
important source for criticism, enabling us to see the other side of the interplay
between the life and the art. The search for truth which this interplay generates
accounts for the difficulties of White's style, since truth was a matter of
interrogation not possession and what he sought was beyond comprehension, though
it was also the source of all meaning. Words, especially words about this meaning,
did not, could not, correspond with what they signified, they were at best an echo
of mysterious complexity, at worst a failure to name what was unnameable. Since
there was no necessary correspondence between the human mind and "reality", what
mattered for White was the longing for what was beyond comprehension, a longing
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moreover which was matter of the whole person, not of intelligence alone.
These are difficult, perhaps exalted thoughts. But the biography also provides
a vivid picture of the man in search of them. Marr's account does not lessen his
frequent unpleasantness, his angers, drinking, quarrels, snobbery and arrogance. But
it does help us to understand their sources. On the other side, it also shows White's
generosity, his longing for simplicity and for love, his sense of justice and his heroic
dedication to his life's task, his writing. It also reveals incidentally that White was
much more widely read than he pretended to be, an admirer of writers like Joyce,
Fiaubert, Balzac, Dickens and Shakespeare, thus enabling us to respond more fully
to the echoes of their work in White's, further liberating us from merely personal
responses to it and making us aware of its complex inter-textual range. The final
impression, however, is of integrity. As Marr concludes:
[White] embraced whatever he needed for his work. Nothing in himself
or the world around him was off limits. People, ideas, gossip, rows, were
all grist to his mill. Behind his many faces, White lived one, writer's, life.
He spoke of living his real life inside his skill; he wrote that artists only
experience pure being in their art. 'My flawed self has only felt intensely
alive in the fictions I create.'

In the process of describing the life, then, something new emerges, a new sense of
the meaning and purpose of the art. Criticism needs to take up the challenge of this
new sense and to continue to extend it. In Bakhtin's words:
Understanding fills out the text; it is active and takes on a creative
character. Creative understanding continues creativity; it multiplies the
creative wealth of humanity.19
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BRUCE BENNETI

An Interview with Andras Domahidy

Andras Domahidy, is one of many political exiles who have sought and found a
'new life' in post-second world war Australia. Domahidy, who came to Perth when
he was thirty, has created from his sense of exile a literature, in his native Hungarian
tongue, which has made him one of the best living novelists in that language and
one whose work contributes also to a broadly conceived notion of Australian
literature.
The Hungarian publisher Magreto republished the first two novels of his
trilogy, Indian Summer (1985), and Shadows and Women (1987); and published the
third, Peacock on a Plate (1991) and his collection of short stories in 1989,
Dragonflies. Previously Domahidy's work, like that of other emigres, had found
publication only outside Hungary; the Lehel prize winner Indian Summer in Rome
by 1969, Shadows and Women in Bern by the Protestant Academy for Hungarians
in Europe, 1979.
The only work by Domahidy which has so far appeared in English is the novel
Shadows and Women (Arnyak es Assonyok), translated by Elizabeth Windsor and
published by Aeolian Press in Claremont, Western Australia. A haunting and often
lyrical novel of memory and desire, of loss and gain, it evokes an old world order
in pre-war Hungary and Transylvania and the attempted reconstruction of lives in
post-war Australia. It reaffirms for Australian readers the richness of memory and
imagination among immigrants who have often been perceived as inhabiting the
fringes of the national consciousness.
Andras Domahidy was born in 1920 in Szatmar, or Satu Mare, in Romania, in
the border country of Hungary and Transylvania. The family into which he was
born was of the professional and property-owning class - landed gentry of the
region. He graduated with a PhD in Law from Budapest University in 1943, then
served as a cavalry officer with the Hungarian Hussars. Between 1945 and 1947 he
farmed what was left of the family estate at County Szatmar after the Land Reform
Act 1945, but was forced from the land by the growing communist pressure. He
moved to Budapest where he worked as an articled clerk. After leaving Hungary in
1948, in response to pressures from the new Communist regime, the Domahidys
first went to Vienna and lived for a time in Innsbruck and Bavaria before migrating
to Australia. In Perth, Domahidy worked for several years in a biscuit factory and
then as a clerk with an insurance firm. From 1960 he worked as a librarian with the
University of Western Australian library. Apart from study trips, mainly to London
and Lausanne (where his brother, the writer Miklos Domahidy, lives), Domahidy
has lived and worked in Western Australia since 1950.
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How important has religion been to you?
In my childhood, and later, religion has been very important. On average,
two-thirds of those with religious affiliations in Hungary are Roman Catholic
and one-third Protestants; of the Protestants two-thirds are Presbyterian and
one-third Lutheran.
I am a Presbyterian, or to use the Hungarian
terminology, I belong to the Reformed Church. Western contacts of this
Church have been very strong since the Reformation: a great number of their
students of theology, often with generous stipends, visited the universities of
Scotland, Utrecht, Heidelberg and Geneva. As you move further east in
Hungary, the proportion of Protestants increases, so that Debrecen, for
instance, is called the Calvinist Rome. In Transylvania, the border country
between Romania and Hungary, the Reformed Church was very strong.
In my childhood and youth during the second world war the almost
discredited dogma of predestination helped me immensely in going through
what I had to face. And still does. I am the session clerk of the Hungarian
congregation of the Lutherans and Calvinists in Perth which I helped to
found in 1952.
You and many of the other Hungarian emigres who came to Western
Australia in the late 1940s and early 50s seem to have been of the
professional and property-owning classes. driven out by the agrarian reforms
of the Communists. by religious persecution and corruption in the
universities. Of course. there was a later. second wave of emigration after
the Hungarian Revolution in 1956. Do you see yourself as a political exile?
The motivation for my departure was political. It was almost impossible for
us to live in Hungary. My future father-in-law, Baron Albert Kaas, who was
a Professor of Constitutional Law at Budapest University, was arrested on
concocted evidence because he refused to relinquish his chair, which was
wanted by an aspirant of the regime. He was also a prominent lay member
of the Lutheran Church; his arrest occurred opportunely during the trial of the
Lutheran Bishop Ordass, which preceded the trial of Cardinal Mindszenty in
1949-50. My wife Marianne was also arrested for undisclosed reasons 18
months earlier. We think it was a prelude to her father's arrest - to soften
him up to surrender his chair and his position as superintendent in the
Lutheran Church. The virtual takeover by the Communists occurred during
these months. Everything was in a state of menace and fear. We had no
future. We had to go. We escaped at night through a well-guarded frontier.
People of the professional and former landowning classes were more
threatened than others by these events?
Yes. When I returned from an American prisoner-of-war camp in North
Germany in September 1945, I went back to our village to take over what
remained after the agrarian reforms. Later, the Communist Party took away
the rest from the ci-devant landowners and well-to-do peasantry. It was the
beginning of the sovjet kolkhoz system of collective farming. My father, like
others, was forced to "offer" the manor and the remnant of his land to the
collective.
I imagine your experience in Hungary would have predisposed you to be
critical of the heavily interventionist government programs in Australia perhaps even of official policies and programs of multiculturalism since the
1970s?
I think we all have to come to terms with the idea that the second generation
will be Australian. What is important is that they should be proud of their
origins. I remember a friend of mine once said: "I am an Australian, but I
am a Scotsman too." Multiculturalism was an unknown word at that time. It
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could be harder for the migrating generation to find their own identity as
Australians. You are what you were in your childhood - where you have
lived as a child. My daughter married a Frenchman, she lives in France. Her
children will be French, but she says: "I am Australian", and "My parents are
Hungarian". Maybe she will feel French one day. This process takes time.
Childhood is obviously a major imaginative and emotional force for you, and
for other emigre writers ft'om different countries. Does the experience of
emigration enhance this valuing of childhood and family links with the past?
Perhaps. Had the political situation not been as it was, I would not have ever
left Hungary. I was 29 when I left. But it depends on personality. My
brother, Miklos, who is also a writer, in Switzerland, never writes about his
childhood. In my writing, I always return to it as a lost paradise, an Eden.
The experiences of childhood, youth and early manhood are beautifully and
lyrically evoked in Shadows and Women. Nature and culture seem
harmonised in your images of pre-war rural Transylvania. When your
characters observe nature in the Darling Range or the southwest of Western
Australia, they seem to transfer something of this lyrical, idyllic quality to
their new environment.
This country, this part of Australia is my second love. In the late 1960s I
was offered positions in Melbourne (at Monash University) and in Lausanne
at the Universite de Lausanne, and I had to decide what was most important
to me. It was then that I decided I am a West Australian. This is the place
where I made my beginnings and first steps forward. My son and daughter,
and my wife, have loved it here and this was the first time when I realized
I could not go back to Europe. I preferred to stay in Western Australia rather
than go to the Eastern States. I had friends here, too, and an ambience I had
learned to love. So I said wholeheartedly, and almost with a smile on my
face, thank you very much, but no, I will go back to Perth.
Could we return briefly to the question of childhood in a writer's work and
the contrast between your brother Miklos and yourself! I wonder if, in
addition to factors of personality, there is the question of physical (and
psychological) distance: Lausanne is of course physically close to Hungary
and Perth is not. The sense of separation will be greater in these
circumstances?
One of my friends remarked that the reason I didn't go to Monash was that
Perth was nearer to Europe than Melbourne.
But yes, to preserve the happiness of childhood is partly the reason I started
to write in the mid-1950s. And this is one of the reasons my style is praised.
I speak and write pure Hungarian, almost an obsolete Hungarian. I write
partly in the literary style of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century.
Added to this is the dialect, the spoken language of the peasants of my
I spent most of my summer vacations on my
County Szatmar.
grandmother's and uncle's estate in Transylvania, over the border. On the
Hungarian side was my father's estate, but most of my Christmas holidays
and the long summer vacations were spent on our estate in Transylvania.
Experiencing the Romanian rule there during those summers made me keen
to preserve the language of the tribe. This language I try to include in any
country episode in my writing. When I return to visit my village I find
myself speaking the dialect.
The dialect has survived the years of war and communist rule?
In the country it will survive for a while. But television and radio ruins it,
as in England.
Can we switch now to your coming to Western Australia? Earlier you spoke
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of predestination. Does it apply to this event?
The Lord saved me in the war and during the turbulent times in
post-war Hungary. I felt I had a task to fulfil. What and where I did not
know. There were signs that pointed towards this continent. One of them
was that my wife's cousins, the Radvanskys, came to Perth in 1949. They
were invited by Rhodes Fairbridge who had been a student in Oxford when
the old Baroness Radvansky asked a student from Oxford to visit them in
Radniny in upper Hungary or Slovakia so that his only young son should
learn English. Rhodes Fairbridge then did his thesis in Oxford on the
Carpathians. The contact remained. When the position in Hungary for the
aristocracy became unbearable and hopeless, John Radvansky wrote to
Fairbridge, who was teaching Geology at the University of Western
Australia. Rhodes Fairbridge sent an affidavit for John and Susan Radvansky
and they came to Western Australia.
We were in Germany and the question arose of where we would go. We
didn't want to go to South America because it was Spanish and has always
been in a turbulent political situation. We didn't like the Americans much
either.
Why?
Perhaps because of their reputation for striving for money, the tempo, their
lifestyle as one had learned of it from their films; and the arrogance of the
GIs in postwar Germany was alien to us... To stay in Europe was out, we
had had enough of history. We wanted to go to a place with little history.
There remained the English dominions. It was a very cold winter, so we
crossed Canada off. New Zealand was too far. South Africa had apartheid.
The Radvanskys were in Perth. So we came here.
When you arrived you didn't suffer the difficulties of uncomfortahle camps,
unsympathetic hureaucrats and the like that we've seen dramatised in the
film Silver City and the accounts of other migrants of the 1950s?
We bypassed that to a certain extent. Susan Radvansky's parents had started
a small wafer factory in Cottesloe. We had signed a contract in Germany
that we would do whatever physical work was allotted to us here. But that
was relatively easy for us. We worked for three years in this little factory.
So it was a great advantage that we knew people here. Years after arriving
I enrolled for a BA at the University. Then came the Kovesis, Tony de
Jasay, Andrew Mensaros, Bob Csillag, the Kaldors and others who
contributed to a small but intellectually alert Hungarian community in Perth
in the 1950s.
You felt like pioneers?
Yes, in a way we were. As the University of Western Australia was then
gratis it lured us. When they finished their degrees most of our compatriots
went to jobs in Sydney, Melbourne, Adelaide. The diaspora from Perth!
Did you see Australia as a 'nnv' countl}'?
Yes. How literature lures you, though. When I was ten or eleven I read
Jules Verne's novel The Children of Captain Grant. A bottle emerges from
the sea and inside it is a written note where the longitude of the marooned
man is given. They first go to Western Australia and visit the tall trees, in
the karri forest. The illustrations were by Gustave Dore, I think. This
picture is still in front of me. The scientist who is with these children is
admiring the tall trees. So that is one thing that also motivated and directed
me.
In Shadows and Women hooks and nature are so intenvoven that they seem
part of the same seamless experience. Nature is as much Rousseau and the
It does.
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ideas of nature as the physical sensations of nature. So J'm interested in the
ways a sophisticated, intelligent observer like yourself responds to the air,
the trees, and space compared with someone like myself, born into this
landscape, who often takes them for granted.
The most difficult thing for me was to come to terms with the trees. They
were so different. This pale, almost greyish green after the lush European
greens was at first difficult. But somehow it happened, I came to love it and
that is why I am still here. In recent years I have come to love the masculine
landscape of the North.
Why is it masculine?
Because it is so strong. It has no femininity. It is very cruel and beautiful
in its cruelty. I now prefer the north-west to the south-west.
Because of the relative emptiness of the north?
And because of the colours. I'm interested in painting. When I try to
describe something I visualise it first and then try to describe my vision.
But literature helped the 'painter's' eye. Voss and the early writings of
Patrick White, Peter Cowan's landscapes in his short stories and descriptions
of dead lakes, the pale colours of the spinifex country of the part-Aboriginal
detective inspector Napoleon Bonaparte in Arthur Upfield's novels - these
helped me to see and understand the bush better.
In Shadows and Women your main landscapes of discOl'elY, if I can use that
expression, are the Darling Ranges near Perth and the south-west coastlines.
There is a critical scene in which your characters search for orchids in the
south-west.
Yes. When I went down to a dried-out billabong in the south-west my innate
European fear of snakes and other creatures corresponded to the experience
of horror depicted by D. H. Lawrence in the opening scenes of Kangaroo.
Just to see the vegetation and the immense, already dried-out, green kangaroo
paws with their giant stalks was a formative experience.
Lawrence seems uncertain whether the bush is filled with some presence or
whether it's empty.
I felt that the bush of the south-west was full. I feel the emptiness up north.
It is frightening and also reassuring to know that you are on your own.
You came into a small,fairly provincial society in Perth in the early 1950s
before television. Yet you seemed to find it welcoming.
I liked Perth from the very beginning. I liked the way it presented itself.
The Australian writer Paul McGuire wrote that when you walked along St
George's Terrace you could smell, if the wind was benevolent, the malt
coming from the brewery. (With the brewery now moved to the outer
suburbs this is no longer the case.) In the early 1950s when I was working
at the Friendly Society Health Services in the old ANA House next to
London Court, I found walking down St George's Terrace was a pleasant
experience. You saw people you knew. Perth was a human-size city, or
rather a big country town - which I was accustomed to because l5km from
our village was a similar town, Szatmar.
Perth didn't seem a cultural desert as it did to some Europeans?
No. We had our little Hungarian community which was intellectually rather
strong. And some people at the University who were attracted to us because
we seemed exotic, or just different. There were concerts. When I was in
Lausanne I would put off going to concerts because there were so many. But
in Perth we went to everything. If you missed something you missed it for
a long, long time.
When did you start to write?
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Late. I was a reader. I read a lot, but reading fine books does not induce
many people to write. On the contrary, it may discourage as it discouraged
me. I felt their heavy shadow. The shadow of de Maupassant and Proust,
Thomas Mann and Ortega y Gasset, D.H. Lawrence and Aldous Huxley, the
Russian greats, Tolstoy, Turgenev, Chekhov. And of course the Hungarians,
Marai, Krudy and M6ricz - modems in the prewar period, classics today.
What reason could I find for writing? I would cast no shadow.
But you began writing in Hungary?
No, I began in Cottesloe, in the mid-1950s. I would not have started writing
had I stayed in Hungary. I would not have started under a Stalinist regime,
I would have been afraid to put anything down on paper. But I would not
have started either had conditions remained more or less the same after the
war as before the war. I would have stayed in the country on the family
estate, improving it, watching the seasons come and go with a book in my
hand, wondering why the dogs were barking outside.
What made you become a writer then?
Perhaps a conversation. In 1950 the migrant ship Skaugum put some of us
ashore in Fremantle. Here everything was different. Even the air was
different. No traces of war, no bombed towns, no military uniforms at every
comer. And jobs, manual jobs, but jobs. How happy we were renting
rooms, waiting for buses, working in a factory, how stimulating this freedom
was in a country with little history. We travelled hours on Sundays to see
old friends and meet new ones, drinking Bushells tea, eating home-made
cakes and mild and mature cheese, the only repertoire de fromage available
in shops in those days. It was a period of heated conversations and disputes
like those of Russian emigres in shabby rooms in Paris a generation earlier.
One of the questions that had emerged was why did we leave a town, a
landscape, a past, a language, friends and parents and relations for something
unknown, strange? Was it that we felt it impossible to live in servitude?
Was it just the desire to save our skins, or for adventure or something else?
I remember an evening in 1952. One of us stood up and said "Yes, we know
it, it is still alive and fresh but in a few years all will be distorted, some of
it forgotten, some again embellished in a heroic epic due to the caprice of
one's memory." I said half jokingly, "I'll do it, I'll write down those first
three years of peace without peace and what we felt in our Leibnitzian hopes
and dreams of a new Jerusalem, what made us leave our country to try and
start again in the four unknown comers of the globe." The following
Saturday I did no overtime. I went to the newsagents in Napoleon Street and
bought writing paper. I felt, now I have something to tell. I have a message.
I started a novel, Indian Summer. When it went well I felt I had become a
writer.
Was the social and political climate you came to in Australia one that you
appreciated? In national politics, of course, the decade of the 1950s
belonged to Menzies and the Liberal Party in coalition with the Country
Party. The Australian Labor Party gained power in Western Australia from
1953 to 1959 but a politics of development under Liberal premiers Brand
and Court took over after that. How did you and your friends feel about
these matters?
We applauded everything that Mr Menzies did and said. Menzies was
strongly against the Communists. At that time we were so polarized that
only black and white existed. That was the main reason we supported
Menzies. And secondly, because he created opportunities. He did a lot for
universities, which again appealed to us. He was an inspiration, I think, to
WESTERLY, No.2, WINTER, 1992

BB
AD

BB
AD

BB

AD

BB
AD

BB
AD

the whole country.
These were governments which were not strong on social welfare.
When we arrived practically no help was given to migrants. This was a
challenge to most of us. Out of nothing, what can I do with my life? There
was nobody to greet you at the Fremantle wharfs. We were taken to
Northam, to the old army barracks. If you wanted to go to Perth, you had
to stop a car or a truck and explain where you wanted to go in your very
broken English. My English was almost non-existent. (On the ship I read
Mrs Bates' book on The Passing of the Aborigines with the aid of a
dictionary.) On my second trip into Perth from Northam there was a chap
sitting next to the driver who was introduced to me as another new
Australian. He was a Finn. When I asked him how long he had been in
Australia, he said twenty-five years.
Always new!
But nowadays everything is ready-made for migrants. Many of them, among
the Hungarians at least, have little initiative. On the whole, I think it was
better the way we were handled. There was a challenge. In a way, too, it
was beneficial that, even if we wanted to, we couldn't go back to Hungary,
because of the Stalinist regime and later, because of the Kadar regime which
wasn't Stalinist but was suspicious of visitors and the influence of Western
views in Hungary. So Hungarians, Poles and Czechoslovakians were
perhaps in a better position than Italians or Greeks or British people here
who could say, well, I don't like it here, I can go home.
In Europe you were a person living near borders with the options that
borders seem to offer. But you came to Australia, a separate continent
surrounded by the sea. You had to make a demonstrably larger break in
identity and style of living in those days of sea travel than your friends who
stayed in Europe.
This is true to an extent. But in Europe I would have been in a similar
position because there was a virtual Iron Curtain between the old country and
the rest of Europe. I can't really answer what it would have been like if we
had stayed in Europe. We are very happy and satisfied here. My children
were born here. My son is a geologist, has four children and lives in
Western Australia. My daughter married a French doctor but, as I said, she
remains a West Australian at heart. When they go back to Hungary they like
it, but it's not their country.
Have you found differences between the way women and men have adapted
to Australia?
I think this country offers more perhaps to women than men. At any rate
Hungarian women adapted themselves more easily and quickly than their
sons and husbands. There are not many feminists among Hungarian women.
Those few belong to the second generation who have been brought up in
Australian society. Maybe this is because there was more equality between
men and women in Central European society. Women had more to say and
had a stronger influence within the family there than in Australia and on the
whole in the Anglo-Celtic countries, where the movement originated.
Feminism achieved a lot, bettered the situation of women in society, opened
up professions and possibilities. But has it made a happier society?
Were your ambitions thwarted by living in Perth?
They were not. I started as a factory worker and retired as an academic
member of the University Library. On my study leave I visited libraries in
Europe, in the United States, and India. I spent one year at the Universite de
Lausanne, another in the India Office in London. I have always had an
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interesting job. I was Bibliographer and Librarian of Special Collections for
many years. I participated in book selection and when money started to run
thin I became Librarian of the Law School. The library is the ideal place for
a writer. Its resources helped me immensely. In the autumn of my life I
have received recognition from myoid country with the reception of my
three novels and the collection of my short stories. It was my good fortune,
in 1985, that Vincent Moleta, who had just founded his Aeolian Press, should
propose to me a translation of Shadows and Women. The project took some
time to realize, but finally we had a text, prepared in Budapest, polished by
Vincent Moleta and myself, which to my mind is a good translation of the
original. This fine edition has made my work accessible to Australian
readers. The book has now caught the eye of a film producer and the
Australian Film Commission.
None of my ambitions were thwarted by living in Perth. I am a happy man.
TWO PASSAGES FROM "SHADOWS AND WOMEN"

In a novel which is dominated by questions of memory the first of the following two
passages takes the narrator back to pre-war Hungary. In the second he explores an
incident in post-war Western Australia.

I.
'Will you dance with me?' asked Inke, stopping in front of the trestle table.
She put an empty glass under a pool of wine, though she needn't have bothered: the
red wine had already dried on the cloth. But she had to do something to cover up
her arrival, she had to soften it by moving things around in a seemingly useful way,
because that was the rule of the game she had learnt or inherited or perhaps she just
sensed in this deserted summer-house among empty glasses and half empty jugs of
wine, among chairs moved out of their usual places, in the dim light provided by
candles set in hollowed-out pumpkins, those wavering, yellow, grinning lampion
masks, around which the midges swarmed in a suicidal dance, up and down. The
music could be heard coming from the terrace, from where Inke had just come. She
looked up and smiled at him.
'What's Jani doing?' The glass tapped on the table as Inke put it down.
'He's eating goose liver at the buffet table. Come on, Berci, come on.'
The 'come on' put to the sword all that had been muffled by her moving things
about. Berci was thinking about the afternoon. He was annoyed. He was annoyed
because he'd been thinking about the afternoon on the sandbank before too: the
stupidly spinning bicycle wheel among the brambles and mallows, and about Inke
when she at last opened her eyes and smiled. Somehow the afternoon had got
trapped here in the summer-house which had been deserted by everyone. It was
trapped together with the bitter smoke of willow branches smelling of vines and the
smell of burnt bacon and the voices - of Jenci, Pali, Sanyi and Trudi ...
'You're going tomorrow anyway,' he heard. 'Come on.'
'All right,' he said, getting up with a smile. He straightened his drill jacket
and, taking Inke's hand, walked off with her towards the terrace.
The band was playing a quiet tune in the old style for the old people. For the
fathers and mothers and the single ones, the grey-moustached old bachelors, who
from time to time dreamt of women with bodies like actresses, in bedrooms behind
screaming corridors, where for a hundred years not so much as a chair had been
42
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moved. The old people were sitting around the terrace with a glass of wine on the
white tablecloth before them. The sound of the gramophone in the drawing-room
filtered out to the terrace through the open door of the dining-room. It could have
been the singer Rosita Serrano, singing a song popular in Budapest at the time, but
the words weren't clear.
'You haven't danced with me yet,' said Inke, as they walked past the gaping
coachmen. Her hand quivered in his.
'Or anyone else,' replied Berci. 'Or anyone else.'
'I don't care about anyone else.' Inke stepped onto the terrace. Into the light.
The gypsy band leader saw them. His eyes lit up, then clouded, then lit up
again as he took stock of the half-circle of chatting, drinking people of which Arpad
Ablonczy was the only one humming quietly to himself, his eyes down. The band
leader made a swinging gesture towards the band with his violin, with his bow. The
band was on the alert. With three screeching strokes of the bow the tune ended with
a flourish, and by the time the two were on the floor, the violinist had started to
play. Berci's tune. Berci signalled to him to play softly. Then he put his right hand
round Inke's waist. They were side by side and they began quietly, with short steps,
just the basic ones: two to the right, two to the left.
When it's time for the captain to mount his horse, whispered the violinist, as if
Berci didn't know. With his left eye Berci winked that everything was all right.
Then he chanted rather than sang:
The hussars stand behind him ranked in fours
Our soldiers' song rings out so strong and clear.
He looked at Inke and went on:
My sweetheart how she'd cry if she could hear me.
The clarinet, which was known as pikula in these parts, now added an ornate
variation. The band leader turned to the clarinettist in anger, and the pikula died
away.

II.
'We went to Mahogany Creek for the first time fifteen years ago. Or was it longer?
The two cars were loaded down. Tomi and family, Feri and family and us. The
children played. It was a real Australian picnic, at the time when we were keen to
assimilate. We too can treat ourselves to fillet steak on an open fire, coffee and tea
in a thermos, pastries in baskets. I wandered down to the stream on the pretext of
looking for kindling. There was lots of kindling all over the place. I wanted to be
alone. They knew that. It must have been the year of the revolution; Christie had
just started school. The emiRre Sturm und Dral1R was at an end. Feri didn't want
to import tractors here any more, Zoli didn't want to send Australian stamps to
Switzerland, nor export Nescafe to Chile, because it was more expensive there,
according to Aunt Lonka's letters. The fairy-tale possibilities for getting rich quick
had faded by that time. It was then that Ali bought his plot of land, and everyone
took lottery tickets. Patriotic sorrow and the debates were subsiding, friendships
were deepening, we played bridge and we didn't want the Americans to brandish
weapons any longer. We saw a lot of each other. We went to Bandi's on
Wednesday evenings, and they all came to us on Saturdays. We had a newspaper
and societies; our priests said Mass and preached to us on Sundays. We got to
know each other.' Jani was just drawing flowers, and behind the half-finished house
trees, quite a little forest. 'Just as they forgave me when I read during bridge, they
forgave me that afternoon for wandering down to the stream with a dry branch I'd
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picked up for a stick. No one called out after me. The water of the stream leapt
and twisted between the stones. Inquisitive and unfamiliar flowers branched out
from the cracks in the rocks; patchy shadows of bowed casuarina trees danced in the
water. Further on the water flattened out, the bed took a tum. On the far side a
palisade of reeds lined up like spears. I went over to a tree which had fallen into
the streams. Its roots, although tom up, were still grasping some earth; the current
flowed around it. It must have been October, the rapidity and boisterousness of the
winter waters had long run away and what remained was just playfulness in the
Australian spring. I don't know the name of the tree. Even today.'
'It must have been a river-gum. Mr Williams says they grow along the
stream.'
'I went over to the fallen tree. Even like this it was coming into leaf. Is that
all it takes for life - to have a tiny bit of earth clinging to its roots? There was a
flat stone beside it, promising a smoothly undulating seat, as if it had been a molar
from the jaws of a giant horse. I sat on it. I could hear Christie's voice and
George's, who was still Zsolt then and six years old. Then a deeper voice, Tibi's.
Suddenly I thought: is this happiness? Here I am beside the water which is rushing
not far away, but here it is quiet, beside a tree which won't surrender, sitting on a
stone, with the laughter of those I love filtering through the foliage ...
Shadows and Women is available from Aeolian Press, P.O. Box 303, Claremont 6010 (Tel. (09) 380
2160) for $20 plus $3.50 p&p.
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BARBARA WILLIAMS

An Interview with Les A. Murray

LES MURRAY, b. 1938 Bunyah, New South Wales. Grew up on a dairy farm.
Attended Sydney University, then worked at a variety of jobs. Since 1971, has
worked as a full-time poet, essayist and reviewer. Poetry volumes include: Poems
against Economics (1972); Lunch and Counter Lunch (1974); The Boys Who Stole
the Funeral (1980); The People's OtheJworld (1983); The Vernacular Republic:
Poems 1961-83 (1983); The Daylight Moon (1987); Dog Fox Field (1990);
Collected Poems (1991). Prose titles include The Peasant Mandarin (1978);
Persistence in Folly (1984); Blocks and Tackles (1990); The Paperbark Tree:
Selected Essays (1992) and The Australian Year, with photographs by Peter Solness
and others (1985). Editor: New Oxford Book of Australian Verse (1986); Anthology
of Australian Religious Poefly (1986). Edited Poetry Australia magazine (1973-80).
Numerous awards include: Grace Leven Award for Best Book of Verse (1965 &
1980); Scottish-Australian Exchange Fellow (1981) Canada-Australia Award (1985);
National Book Awards (1974,1984-5 and 1991); Christopher Brennan Medal of the
Fellowship of Australian Writers (1985); National Poetry Award (1988); Australian
Broadcasting Corporation Bicentenary Prize (1988); Doctor of Letters, honoris
causa, University of New England (1990).
The following interview took place on 23 October, 1991 in Toronto, during the
International Festival of Authors at Harbourfront. Murray began by reading the
poem, "Bats' Ultrasound":
Bats' Ultrasound
Sleeping-bagged in a duplex wing
with fleas, in rock-cleft or building
radar bats are darkness in miniature,
their whole face one tufty crinkled ear
with weak eyes, fine teeth bared to sing.
Few are vampires. None flit through the mirror.
Where they flutter at evening's a queer
tonal hunting zone above highest C.
Insect prey at the peak of our hearing
drone re to their detailing tee:
ah, eyrie-ire," aero hour, eh?
0' er our ur-area (our era aye
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ere your raw row) we air our array,
err, yaw, row wry - aura our orrery,
our eerie ii our ray, our arrow.
A rare ear, our aery Yahweh.
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Lots of fun, that one. Would you like to begin by telling me why you chose
that poem, of all the ones you could have chosen?
Oh, I don't know. I just thought that people are amused by it. And it's a
piece of idiot virtuosity; I like idiot virtuosity!
You say, in your introduction to the New Oxford Book of Australian Verse,
that, [as editor] you sought the "strange," rather atypical, poem(s) of some
writers' works - the ones in which "the Spirit peeped forth" - and I
wondered if, perhaps, "Bats' Ultrasound" is an example of one of your own
"strange" poems?
What really peeps forth in that poem, I think - as well as the enjoyment of
something difficult; it's a sort of a "high-wire" poem - is also my childhood
love of animals. I'm very fond of animals, and getting out of the human
world, getting to that other, absolutely timeless world in which the eagle's
never heard of America!
Well, there [in that poem], you are relating the human, the animal and the
divine realms, aren't you? You end with "Yahweh," presumably, a
deliberate reverberation.
Yes, sure. What else peeps forth a bit in that poem, is deafness. Anybody
[who's] that interested in sound, is probably a bit deaf.
And you are, aren't you? You've written a poem on the subject {"Hearing
Impairment" in The Daylight Moon].
Yes and what's lovely about deafness - and very seductive about it - is, as
sense declines, possibility opens up; you know, all the things they might be
saying. I actually tell my family what I hear them say, and they get quite
irritated!
So maybe you're getting on a closer wave-length to the bats' ultrasonic
languages!
Yes! [A hearty laugh, here]
Australians, by their own admission, don't tend to go too deeply into
metaphysical concerns, it seems - I'm thinking here, for instance, of Chris
Wallace-Crabbe's essay, "The Absence of Metaphysics," in Three Absences
in Australian Writing - did you also feel that there was a gap there when you
decided to edit the Anthology of Australian Religious Poetry, or were you
commissioned to do that?
I think that perception is wrong. I think Australians go into metaphysics a
lot. It's just that a lot of them, when they do, are very inarticulate. The very
articulate people tend to be afraid of it and [are] concerned mostly to deny its
existence, but "inarticulate Australia" is very interested in metaphysics;
Aborigines will talk about it all day. They're so utterly taken up in
metaphysics, they never bothered to develop some other things like
architecture, which is a perfectly valid choice. It just took us [white
Australians] a long while to see that that had been a choice, and a valid one.
And now what they call "ordinary Australians", are very often metaphysical
and given to sitting around, trying to have deep conversations.
You've said that you had specific instances when poe fly first strongly took
hold of you in your teens ...
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It was fairly late in my teens. Like everybody in high school, I thought I
hated poetry - well, didn't hate it, it wasn't part of my mental universe while, in fact, I'd been preparing myself all my life for it and didn't know it.
I'd been terribly interested in words and terribly interested in the life of
things and the way things are, their quiddity. But the poetry I heard at school
- there was so little of it for a start that it didn't reach me - I never thought
of myself in relation to it until, suddenly, I started reading - or my English
teacher put me on to - Gerard Manley Hopkins and a few other more recent
people and I thought: "My God, that old stuff that I hadn't been looking at,
is actually fascinating." And I was already beginning to think of doing
something artistic. The first instinct I had was to be a painter, but I was no
good at it; I had no talent for drawing, or painting. And didn't even like
getting paint on my fingers! And I sure was no musician! The only kind of
reading that I did was a few novels and a lot of non-fiction; like many quasiautistic people, I was interested in facts, you know: "What are the Rules?"
The fact that poetry was about essences and about presence came as a
revelation to me. I thought: "You don't have to worry about plot and
characters and all that boring rubbish. You just get to the essence; the place
where the stones and the mountains are as important as the people." An
ideal life for a solitary only child from the bush.
That was going to he my next question: "Was your childhood mostly
solitGl}'?" So, it was.
Yes, yes. Although I had lots of good friends. The first half of it - the part
up till I was nine - was quite solitary; I would have seen children two or
three times a year - what you haven't had, you don't miss. Then I started
making a few friends. I started going to a little school which had fourteen
kids in it and I gradually met more people in my area; they were still all in
my own culture, from local, small villages and farms. So my first meetings
with fellow kids were pretty happy ones. And then I ran straight into that
new invention, the teenager, when I was sixteen. I went to Taree High
School. It was in a town and the ethos was absolutely different. That was
the year that they invented the teenager, or when the word came to us from
America. I found that I just didn't fit that pattern at all. I was the wrong
kind of person for it and I had a fairly bad time at that school, on the basis
of being fat. I think "fat" was the way they were trying to express something
that they couldn't put a name to. Really, what was wrong was that I was a
weirdo.
Because you were from the country? Were most of them from the country?
No, they were town kids; their parents might have been from the country, or
their grandparents. The ethos I met in town was utterly different. That ethos
then continued at university. I met a good many more of that kind of people
there. But I always remembered where I'd been happy, in my own country.
Was the awakening of your religious consciousness of similar specific origin
to your poetic response?
Yes and pretty much the same time, too. Going to Sydney University and
meeting Catholics and sort of looking out and saying: "Oh, I can see ... yes,
that feels right. I belong to that!"
Had you he en horn into a Catholic family?
No, I'd been born a Free Presbyterian, which is the real old, tough sixteenthseventeenth century movement. None of this soppy "mercy" stuff, you
know. I love some of the poetry of Hugh MacDiarmid. He's got a poem
about the Day of Judgement that begins: "There hae to be nae warning". I
can laugh now, but the harshness used to terrify me. Instinctively, I knew I
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didn't like that spirit, didn't want that. So I'd moved away from it and been
nothing much in my teens.
You've described the poetic experience - whether it's writing, reciting or
reading - as an organic one and Octavio Paz has said: "There is a mouth
that speaks and an ear that catches the spiral murmur of the poem." Is his
remark similar to how you feel about poetly?
Yes, he's right about the spiral. I talk about spirals. In fact, the spiral is the
characteristic shape of criticism, of good criticism. You come back - you
never exhaust a work of art - you come back round to it at various points in
your life when you look at it again. And you come round on the spiral of
your own development and you see it afresh. It's the same with a writer's
subject matter. You will come round on that spiral enough times to get it
right. You will eventually get it right. Getting a thing right and getting it
written, makes a kind of a pun, but it's the true pun!
Gaston Bachelard writes of the poetic image as "the seed of a world," in the
poet's and the reader's consciousness. Does this relate to how you regard
the significance of imagelY?
Yes. Most things in the world are to do with the reduction of world to
manageability and art is the opposite.
Yes, constantly expanding.
That's why it has to be contained in universities and places like that, in order
to protect people from it!
That's dangerous ground, isn't it? That's a question we're going to get onto
in a while. 1 wondered if you see poetry's health-giving properties, as you
describe them in "Embodiment and Incarnation" [in "Notes on Preparing
an Anthology of Australian Religious Verse" J...
Yes, all that can be the health of crisis. But it's a very small-scale kind of
crisis. It may go very deep, but it's small-scale. It generally doesn't demand
a vast pain on the part of the recipient, but it may place in him the seed of
utter change. Like Rilke saying that a man lying there dead is making laws.
The laws that a poem, a work, makes, or discloses, aren't policed, though.
We are freed rather than constrained by them and it [the poem] doesn't need
our obedience.
So when you talk sometimes of poetl}" s "usefulness", is that connected to its
health-giving qualities, or does it mean something different?
Yes. What it really means is, that it re-integrates parts of us that are - that
generally live - separated: the world of our dreaming consciousness, the
world of our thinking, daylight, waking consciousness and the world of our
body; these three roughly running in tandem, but not having much contact
with each other. But what a work of art - any work of art - does, if it's any
good, is re-unite them to fusion. And a lot of religion, essentially, works in
the same way, and good designs, good engineering, good architecture, human
achievements of many kinds have this fusion. In fact, I don't think we create
anything without the fusion. If we fake it, the building will be bad; the poem
will be shallow. Something will be wrong. But the fellow who got the
Canadian flag right - that's a little poem. And if he hadn't got it right, [then]
when we looked at it, we wouldn't have said: "That's one of the best-looking
flags in the world."
Great for us to hear this!
That's right. But, of course, a bad cause can do the same magic. Slavery's
something we all hate, in the cause of the American South; but finally, after
four years of war, the South turned up a great flag - the final Confederate
flag - which still exists. The Russians, on the other hand, had a helluva
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portentous revolution and turned up a flag that was no good, a bad design
they were stuck with for seventy years.
A non-poem.
Yes, you can pick the difference between something that's a true fusion, a
true poem, and something that's not.
Having suffered a nervous breakdown a few years ago, can you say whether
poetry was part of the restorative process, or did you stop writing? Was
there a pause in your writing at the time?
No, I went on writing. I just had to watch out about getting obsessive about
certain things. The great mystery about depression is whether it causes your
troubles, or is caused by them. Nobody knows. We know exactly how the
mechanism - the bio-chemical - mechanism operates in the brain. We don't
know what sets it off, whether it's the body that sets it off and then the world
becomes the subject matter of our disease, or whether it's the world - the
subject matter of our lives - that turns on our disease. But, it's a dangerous
thing. It's terribly common, very widespread. If you're lucky, you
eventually work through it and come out the other side. You don't so much
work through it, you live through it. I don't think you can do a damn thing
against it. Drugs help some, but they didn't help me.
And you don't think you can write your way out of it, either, then?
I poked the pencil at it, a few times, writing poems to try and explore things
that it brought up. Whether that did any good, or not, I don't know. I think
anybody sort of pokes at their sores and if you can do that with a pencil and
make poetry out of it, it makes the whole exercise of some use. But what I
was always uneasily conscious of was the fact that the disease is a dangerous
one and could continue, but I just hoped it wouldn't. In fact, I've seen it kill
people. Friends of mine, so it was scary. And yet it's also illusory - a
dreadful storm of illusion in your head.
But you had enough spirit to keep you going through it, then, presumably?
I had something, you know - divine grace, or something. I don't think I got
through it; I think I was got through it, whether by my body, or part of it.
You see poetry as having redemptive values, don't you? Can you expand
specifically on this?
I think it's - when you make a work, be it a poem, or a completed fusion
such as I'm describing, it contains spiritual power and people can
contemplate it and touch it, or draw energy and grace from it. There's all the
difference in the world between that and an incomplete fusion, which is what
I call a "poeme", which is, say, a big ideology, or somebody's own private
obsession. Something like that - which contains all the elements of a poem,
but isn't in a final, completed form, and in fact, is delaying fusion, is a
ravening demon. So, it wants action and sacrifice; it wants people to obey
it, to feed it. The poeme of Marxism, just to take one example, is a
dangerous one which demands that no other poems exist near it. And
anybody caught in such a big system - they're in their own big poeme, which
demands action and ever more presence for itself, therefore, they can't allow
art, or even other people to exist. They've got to police even their own
discourse. Where I first encountered that was in Free Presbyterianism. It's
true of any system that cannot crystallize that way. It's a big incomplete
poem which demands your life out of you.
And when we try to force poetry into the schools and universities, or force it
in along certain lines, there are problems there, I think. I know you've
talked [with indignation] about its being preserved as "an endangered
species."
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It worries me a lot - the system of education which tries to translate it
[poetry] into prose by explication. Actually, there are some kinds of
explication which are needed just to clarify the terms, you know, the words
that are used in the poem and so on. That's valuable, but interpretative stuff
is a terrible intrusion. People will grope for it because it's easier than poetry
and they think it's more socially sanctioned than poetry, and they're right.
They're going to get marks for that type of paraphrased poetry. You never
get any marks for reading poetry, you get marks for reading and writing
waffle about it.
And how have students and teachers and critics responded to your ideas in
the essays that you've written about this recently?
With hostility and horror! [Murray laughs heartily.]
So, you actually go into the schools and ...
... and tell them [the students] that poetry is being used, being kidnapped by
the schools and is being used as an instrument of their socialization. They
will eventually be insulted with examinations on the subject and their lives
will be graded on the basis of how well they can waffle. And on the
outcome of these results, will depend the handsomeness of the spouse they
get and the size of their motor car and various things like that. And I think
it's a horrible way to treat poetry. The only thing that could save poetry in
that concatanation of values, would be to ban it from them. I'd like to see
poetry withdrawn from schools. I'd like to see it on television or put back
into newspapers - where it was a hundred years ago, where it's a normal part
of people's reading.
And part of their everyday life.
Well, I've seen the results of modernism; a school turns more kids off poetry
than it turns on. It happened to tum me on. But, for every one of me, it
turns hundreds off.
I suppose it depends on the teacher, sometimes, but there are very few
teachers that are going to ...
It's awfully hard to teach poetry. What will you teach? You know that you
are preparing kids for a big insult called an exam. Now there are people that
presume an exam can examine somebody's response to poetry.
Do you see it as ironic, then, that the more successful you are as a poet - or
anybody else is as a poet - the more likely it is that your work will be studied
in universities and schools?
One of those great big ironies, yes. I even led a strike against it in a
university. I was in desperate need of a job - very broke - and I asked the
professor there to get me as a job, not as a teacher, just as a trolley-pusher
in the library, or something to survive on. She wouldn't because .. .I don't
know .. .I wasn't an academic. So I said: "Well, right, you can take my stuff
off the course, you can take all my poetry off the course. You people are
well paid to teach about people like me and yet you're prepared to allow us
to starve." She didn't get the point. She called in the university's lawyers
and said: "Can he do that? Can he take these books off the course?" And
they gave an opinion: "No, he can't." The mountain cannot withdraw itself
from the geographer, from geography! And the snake can't take itself out of
biology! At that same time, we were working towards a better system of
direct state support for literature. That had already existed in Australia for a
fair while in a small way, but it was about to increase. The "national
identity" industry was going to support a lot of writers, because we had to
buy ourselves a literature, for the sake of keeping up with the overseas
Joined; you have to have a literature. You've got to have a flag and an
WESTERLY, No, 2, WINTER, 1992
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airline and a national identity and these things cost money. So, I was saved
by that alternative non-university patronage. My wife was a teacher and
that's a respectable occupation in which you can get a wage and gradually,
through the subvention of the arts, I could get a wage a lot of the time, as
well as the proceeds of literature itself, you know, the ten per cent of the sale
price of the book that the publisher will give you - if he can't persuade you
to take seven and a half! My point is that losing the lion's share of what our
books are sold for drives us into a dependence on education not warranted
by our supposed poor sales. Some poets sell well - I do - but someone else
keeps the proceeds! And we're told we're economically marginal and
unpopular and believe it, because we're getting so little. Robbers soften us
up for political academics to take over.
In your 1978 article in Australian Poems in Perspective, you identified two

main strands in Australian poetry: urban-minded "Athenian" and rural,
tradition-oriented, "Boetian" . Do you still see such strongly-marked
patterns and do you still see the Boetian thread as closely connected to, and
retaining a remnant of, priestly dignity?
LM

BW

Yes. I don't know whether I'm the only one doing that now. No, no, I'm
not, really. There are still country-based poets, poets whose poetry comes
out of their country backgrounds. It's very unfashionable to talk in those
terms in Australia at the moment because the dreadful factionalism which
afflicts Australian poetry is on Marxist lines, on whether you are progressive,
or reactionary establishment. It's a pure lie, as it always is. It means that
one particular gang is trying to push down what they pretend is another one,
for supremacy in the literary scene and in the giving of fellowships and
honours and that sort of thing. It's just as "dog-eat-dog" an exercise there as
anywhere else, but it happens to be particularly vicious in Australia. There's
positional warfare all the time. What the progressive faction takes as its icon
is that it's modernist. The rest of us are supposed not to be. In other words,
it's the 1920 show, with the same old breakthroughs coming round on a
revolving cycle.
In an interview I did with Peter Porter in 1989, we discussed these strands

- the Athenian and the Boetian - and he said that, in fact - being city-born
- he - was a characteristic Australian in many more respects than you are,

LM

although he didn't regard himself as characteristic of the myth i.e. that
almost all Australians live in the bush. Now what do you think of Porter's
ideas on the subject?
No, the myth is that identity lives in the bush. A true myth. That idea, that
culture should be organized in deference to demography, is a critic's demand,
superficially logical and backed by bullying. Most white Australians do live
in cities - but when white people first went to Australia, they found that the
first thing that could give them any kind of feeling of distinctiveness was the
bush, because it was so utterly different from Europe and they slowly,
slowly, by a lot of mistakes, came to terms with it. And that struggle was
their identity. And only in the last generation or so, has there been this
strong insistent demand - which came in advance of literature - a demand
made by critics that we should now be urban and sophisticated and so on;
this was used to silence the older tradition of the bush and definitely try to
create another kind of culture in Australia, somewhat of an international
copycat culture. I couldn't see the need myself. I thought that these things
would arise organically, rather than being ordered up like a whole lot of new
furniture.

BW

Do you think they are happening more organically now?
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No, it's still forced.
It's still a dichotomy?
I wouldn't silence anyone; I'd just let a thousand flowers bloom and see what
people like. There is a sense of the forced draft in Australian culture. I
come from a culture - I've always known ... every person who comes from
the bush knows - we are a caste, or class of people, who are sentenced to
death. We are meant to disappear, we're not liked by our elites. The
problem I suppose I have with Peter Porter - although he's a very civilized
man - is that, in his mind, I don't compute. The people who gave him a
helluva bad time at Toowoomba Grammar School, were people from the
country like me. Richer, but still bush boys.
So you were getting a bad time in your school and...
I was having a bad time at Taree High, for being a "bushie" and he, about
ten years before, had a bad time at Toowoomba Grammar for being a
"townie." And he can't bear, or believe, in his heart of hearts, that the
"enemy" - those horrible kids - could produce somebody like me, who writes
poetry.
But at least poetry can bridge the gap between you and perhaps bring you
closer.
He's a very good man and that dispute was kind of an old-fashioned poetical
disputation; it wasn't to be taken entirely seriously. It wasn't all hatred and
rivalry.
And yet a few critics have taken it Ve/y seriously, haven't they?
Oh yes, because they've been schooled, in this world of politics, to think that
all things can and must be couched in scorn and hatred and opposition.
Do you see any evidence of a synthesizing strand in Australian poet/y
between the two extremes?
I do it myself, quietly. I write as much about the city as I do about the bush.
I write about all sorts of things under the sun; I don't regard myself as antiurban, even though to see me that way saves the exertion of thought. I'd
hate to be characterized as any particular kind of poet. Anybody who calls
me any particular kind of poet is behind the game; I've already moved
beyond that.
In your recent poet/y, say, in the volume, Dog Fox Field, you've had an
obvious urge, or a deliberate, conscious aim to return to the use of rhyme
and to aim also for brevity, you say. Was this a very deliberate conscious
attempt?
I was trying to learn brevity. Yes, it was like: "I'll try to learn that part of
the instrument." You're always trying to learn to playa different part of the
instrument.
When you say in the poem, "Spring", in that collection: "I've brought rhyme
to meet her; rhyme has been ill" talking about the young girl skipping - the
poet comes to meet the young girl ...
I started it in Spring itself.
... do you feel poetry has been lacking because rhyme has been abandoned?
The people certainly do! Rhyme is an organizing principle as great as logic
and it is quite different from logic; you could almost call it a kind of armour
against rationalism. It's an organizing principle as great as rationalism and
as structured and yet absolutely unlike it. It's just like saying that poetry is
a kind of fusion of the dreaming mind, the body and the waking
consciousness.
What you've called [elsewhere] "a trinity."
The Enlightenment puts all of its eggs in the basket of the waking
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consciousness. Even when it pays lip service to our other dimensions. It's,
therefore, one-dimensional. To destroy the Enlightenment - which is what
I'm out to do - is to find something bigger than it. I'm not out to destroy it
just out of dislike for it; it's because I think it's untrue.
It's a
misrepresentation of the way that humans work and the world is.
With regard to Aboriginal sites and beliefs, you've written of the tjurungas of
certain tribes as being "the actual bodies of the great creative
ancestors," {rather than mere objects].
That's how the Aborigines think of them.
And Levi-Strauss has written of archival items as being of equivalent
significance for Western civilizations, what he calls: "the past materially
present." Would you agree with this? And do you see written poems as
another form of tjurunga for Western societies?
Yes. Art is something in which you make a new body for yourself and for
other people. The Aborigines are dead right on that.
It's been said that myth is to a culture as the dream is to the individual.
Would you comment on this? And what do you see as being the cultural
dream-life of Australia as reflected in its creative expressions?
Sometimes, the thing that looks very bare-faced will, in fact, have a
tremendous dream content when closely looked at. The Australian house for example, the shapes and decoration of the houses are full of dream
consciousness, which the dream mind recognises. You find it in all sorts of
shapes in every country, all sorts of unregarded shapes, I think: the shapes of
boats and, you know, turns of phrase; all that kind of thing. As well as in
the big myths that people can track down and put their finger on.
How far do you think that Australian literature and art in particular, and
society in general, have come towards reaching a satisfactory resolution
between the original inhabitants and later settlers?
At least they've started.
You've written about "convergences" {among different races] as opposed to
assimilation. Do you think that has begun to come about?
Assimilation's not on; you can't tum everybody into one kind of a person.
But to be able to be at peace with each other and exchange the treasures of
the spirit is the most I'd ask for.
You've said, "Sooner or later I will have to give some blood for dancing
there" - i.e. on the grounds of integration between cultures.
Ah, sure, yeah. In other words, I'm going to be kicked around by various
kinds of critics for looking at that material. They call it - what is it?
Appropriation? Cultural theft? All that sort of thing. The critics who say
that are nearly always white people. I've had no trouble with Aboriginal
people.
I was going to ask about that because, here in Canada, very often, aboriginal
people have made that claim {about writers]; they've said that white people
are appropriating their voices. That's the difference here. {Some] white
people are saying it as well, but it's a strong native response.
There's no way at all that a white person will get native material right,
anyway. They don't threaten anything. If they [Aborigines] had more
confidence in their own cultures, they wouldn't regard them as threatened by
the attempts of someone from outside them to learn and appreciate their
wisdom. A culture unshared is sterile. Australian Aborigines believe in
sharing, though some sacred things are secret. Those are specific parts of
myths, though, and what I borrow are forms and ideas. Just as they do.
Thinking now about specifically Australian imagelY and mythology - not,
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though, what you've called "image-mongering", which you've said is
dismissive and contemptuous - but the gradual accretion of imagery over
time, which obviously contributes to national consciousness; you've written,
in the poem "The Inverse Transports" from Dog Fox Field: "Has the nation
been a poem or an accident/And which should it be?" Have you got an
answer to that question?
No, the question was meant to stay open as a question, to let people think
about it. America puts herself very strongly forward as being a poem, a
poem about human liberation and being the last best hope for mankind and
so on. Other places have put themselves forward as poems. Some of them
have been benign poems and some of them very much the other sort. Hitler
put himself and Germany up as the bearers of a big poem. One's as
dangerous as the other. Actually, I think, a nation putting itself up as a poem
is probably vastly more dangerous than seeing itself as an accident. Like
America before Independence, Australia was an accident, a found object.
Captain Cook, who did his work up on the St. Lawrence, sounding the river
for the battle on the Heights of Abraham, later went on to a career in which
he happened to find the east coast of Australia and caused the settlement
there. Europeans were then full of a tremendous energy and would naturally
spread out into the world. Australia was set up as a gulag and finally busted
the wire and got out.
You had the energy, too, didn't you; the other side of the coin? You returned
to your native rural district, from Sydney in 1985 and your poems from The
Idyll Wheel show loving observation and a sense of at-oneness with the
bush. How has the "homecoming" transpired over a longer period of time?
Do you feel more at home than ever?
It might have caused that breakdown, because you go back to where the
"hot" material is and get too close to it and it will ask you questions with a
knife at your throat. I knew that before I went there, that it might be
dangerous and the whole place might be dangerous. I couldn't swear to its
causing the breakdown. I think you do, eventually, have to confront all of
the parts of your life, if you haven't got it all worked through and understood
and integrated.
So do you feel comfortable being back there?
Oh, yeah, yeah, very much. And I get along well with the people there, too.
Do you farm?
No, no I never wanted to farm, not even when I was doing it!
And have you managed to attain a sufficient space and time there to develop,
or attain, your desired contemplative life? I imagine that's why you love
being there.
Yeah. It's home. And it's looking after Dad, who's getting on in years.
Although, I think he's got a lot younger since we went there; he was getting
quite old in his mid- to late-seventies, when we went there - because he'd
got cataracts. I forced him to go down to Sydney, to the eye hospital and get
the cataracts fixed. When he got his eyesight back, he turned around and
started going out to dances and things and I asked him the other day, I said:
"Listen, you seem to be a lot younger than you used to be, you're not
thinking of dying, yet, for a while, are you?" He said: "No, I gave it up. I
was dying in my mid-seventies, but I've changed my mind." I must say, I
think I come - in the country - under the sort of "tolerated phenomenon"
clause. All sorts of human idiosyncracy is tolerated in the bush, especially
if they feel that they own you, that you belong to them, you're one of them;
a great deal of eccentricity is allowed. The only eccentricity of mine which
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gets commented on much, is this jet-setting habit of going to Canada, or New
York, or somewhere, to read poems!
You must be a minority of one, I suppose.
They say: "That's the only time he puts his shoes on."
Yes, wearing shorts forever! [From the poem "The Dream of Wearing
Shorts Forever", which opens: "To go home and wear shorts forever" J.
You've mentioned, in the "Preface" to Persistence in Folly, how an academic
had made a passing remark about seeing some of your essays in The Peasant
Mandarin [I982J as "disguised autobiography" and you came back to that
implied criticism by saying that you saw your work rather as an experiment
to discover whether it is possible any longer to be an individual in Australia.
Have you found in the seven intervening years that it is possible? It sounds
as though you have.
Yes, it's more possible in the bush than in the city, because what it seems to
require in Australia is space. Australia's remarkably collectivist and a
conformist society in the cities.
It's not the impression we have from abroad.
No, I know.
Isn't that strange?
Don't forget, Australia's unlike, say, well, particularly America. I'm not so
sure about Canada, but America is the place where trade unionism failed;
Australia is where it succeeded and that means there's a very much more
collectivist ethos in the place. You mustn't scab and you mustn't let the side
down. The bush is the only place in Australia where individualism's
allowed. It's certainly not allowed in intellectual life and it's certainly not
allowed in most city life. It's allowed in insanity and in the bush; those are
the two places you'll find it.
When you think of the British origins, to some extent, of both Canadian and
Australian white settlers ...
Yes, most Australians haven't got the social confidence to be eccentrics in
the British way. That's a high price we pay for having favoured a proletarian
ethos for ourselves.
Though not all Australians accept that image.
Eccentricity does require independence, though - including being safe from
the sack, as few are in an employee culture, rather than an employer culture,
or Old Money culture.
But do you not think their way is closer to the British than the Canadian way
is?
I don't know; I don't know Canada well enough.
And I don't know Australia well enough!
I do strongly feel the difference between Canada and America. I don't think
you've got anything to worry about on that count. I know you do lacerate
yourselves about that, but it's an illusion. It's perfectly clear that you're not
the same people at all. Not only because you can make a good cup of tea,
either! There's just a very different feeling and spirit about the two peoples,
for an outsider.
You've written movingly of your native region in the concluding passage of
"In a Working Forest", from Blocks and Tackles ...
You're up on the latest, aren't you! [Laughter from both participants.]
I want to quote a passage very close to the end:
As you move and work there, or as you die there .. .in an intense spare
abundance ... away from the marks of human incursion, it is always the first
day. One in which you are as much at home as a hovering bee, or the wind,
or death, or shaded trickling water.
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This seems to me to be the most precious experience in life for you and,
perhaps, one of the most precious things about going back there. Is poetry
a similar experience? In poetry, do you feel that it's also always "the first
day."?
The same thing; all those things.
So it's as natural as breathing, to be in poetry and in that spot.
Because it's full life; it's not divided life, not that wakefulness which
excludes the dream, or that kind of abstraction which excludes the body.
So you can be thoroughly in touch.
Being all there at once and letting the world be all there at once. What
people find awfully hard to do is to stop drawing lines and demarcations.
Finally, is there any topic that we haven't covered that you'd like to bring
up?
No, I can't think of anything. I'll probably think of it later. Mind you, I do
essentially think in "afterwords". Often, I'll publish the same essay three or
four times because, each time, there's half a dozen more sentences in it. Like
the other day, I asked my father about that essay that you just quoted from.
I had the brains only the other day to ask him how much they actually got
for those logs. I forgot about the economic side of it when I was writing the
essay. He told me they made about twice as much as the basic wage at the
time drawing two big logs a week. I wish I had another chance to publish
that essay afresh so that I could put in the money side.
That finishing touch.
The return as well as the price.

The interview concluded with Murray reading "Mollusc", a recent poem:
Mollusc
By its nobship sailing upside down,
by its inner sexes, by the crystalline
pimplings of its skirts, by the sucked-on
lifelong kiss of its toppling motion,
by the viscose optics now extruded
now wizened instantaneously, by the
ridges grating up a food-path, by
the pop shell in its nick of dry,
by excretion, the earthworm coils, the glibbing,
by the gilt slipway, and by pointing
perhaps as far back into time as
ahead, a shore being folded interior,
by boiling on salt, by coming uncut over
a razor's edge, by hiding the Oligocene
underleaf may this and every snail sense
itself ornament the weave of presence.
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MARION DIXON

A Conversation with Julie Lewis

Julie Lewis was born in Western Australia in the 1920's. Her father died when she
was very young and, an only child, she was raised in a household of women. She
went to Perth Modem School in the days when it was a scholarship school, and then
trained as a primary-school teacher. After marriage and three children, she returned
to university, acquired a B.A. degree and began teaching English literature at highschool level. In the 1960's she began writing for the ABC Women's Session and
had some short fiction published from time to time. Inspired by her association with
the Women's Session, she researched the life of its originator and producer,
Catherine King, and in 1979 her first full-length biography, On Air: the story of
Catherine King, was published. In 1987 she collaborated with art critic P.AE.
Hutchings on the book Kathleen O'Connor: Artist in Exile which won the Western
Australia Literary Week Award in 1988. Two more biographies followed: Jimmy
Woods, Flying Pioneer (1989); and Olga Masters - A Lot of Living (1991). Two
collections of her short fiction, Double Exposure (1981) and The Walls of Jericho
(1987), have been published by Fremantle Arts Press. Her one-act radio play,
American Doubles, was recently broadcast over the ABC.
Julie Lewis lives in Perth with her husband, and teaches creative writing in
many university and community courses. Since 1991 she has been a member of the
Literature Board of the Australia Council. In the 1992 Australia Day Honours she
was awarded the Medal of the Order of Australia for service to literature as an
author and teacher.
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Julie, what does it mean to you to be a West Australian?
Well, I'm a very latterday - if that's the right word - West Australian,
because although I was born here my parents were both English.
Nevertheless it does mean something to me - more as a person than as a
writer. I suppose when you live in a place - a village, a town or a city irrespective of where it is, it becomes the centre of your world. You either
feel comfortable about this and take its limits for granted, or you become
restless and long to extend your horizons. I find living in W.A. sets up a
kind of tension for me between these two states - the comfort of familiarity
and the need for a change of scene because of the deadening effect of
boredom. Even though I find it necessary to get away periodically,
especially to the Eastern States, there is always a very strong pull back,
towards my roots here.
There is also something about the climate here, the sky - especially
the night sky up North - that somehow gets soaked into you. The landscape
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also fascinates me - its dry abrasiveness. And I rather like that quality in the
people too.
What about being a woman in Western Australia?
Being a woman in Western Australia doesn't strike me as particularly
different from being a woman in any Western country. It depends on the
individual - how you choose to live in what is still essentially a patriarchal
society. I find a strong connection of femaleness (not femininity) among the
women I encounter here, especially writers, and there's a very supportive
network between them, an awareness of the need to constantly re-affirm the
way women perceive themselves - as carers, as doers, as assertive and not as
victims. I think of Phyllis Rose's book Parallel Lives, and see it in the kind
of blueprint for an equitable balance of power between partners, even though
her subjects were drawn from nineteenth century marriages and relationships.
However, I am still dismayed at the conservatism of many women the way they still endorse the playing of a role that is secondary to that of
their menfolk. So often they are prepared to be time-biders, longing secretly
to do something for themselves, but lacking the will, until circumstances
(often widowhood) make it possible.
Your writing - you don't see that as West Australian?
I don't consciously try to impose a West Australian location on it, but
because I try to write out of what I know I think it must be there. I feel a
bit self-conscious talking about things like "driving down Hay Street" or
"swimming in the Swan River". I'd rather simply say "swimming in the
river". That's probably an inverted sort of parochialism.
As a child one read all those novels set in England and took absolutely for
granted the English location as the proper location. One didn't question that
there weren't stories set in one's own countl}'.
Yes, and I think that's what's so wonderful now - that so much is written
about Australia, and children at school are getting material that is set in this
country. Even though it may not be set in a particular suburb or even town,
there is an "Australianness" about it - the animals, the trees, the flowers, the
heat, all seem to permeate the prose.
You've written three of your biographies about West Australians, haven't
you?
Yes, Catherine King was born in Victoria but she lived here for the greater
part of her life. Jimmy Woods was bom in Scotland and spent years in New
Zealand before he came to Australia. But he was very much involved with
this State and he was taken to Westem Australia's heart and became part of
the State's mythology. Kathleen O'Connor - I don't know how you'd define
her because she was born in New Zealand of Irish-Scottish parentage, she
lived here very, very briefly and spent most of her life in France. Probably
she would have seen herself eventually as belonging to Western Australia,
because her family located here - have continued to live here - and she came
back to die here. But in terms of all the influences upon her, France - and
Paris in particular - were much more important to her.
But from a world perspective people would see you as having written about
three Western Australians. Did that influence you in choosing to write about
them? Was it a conscious thing that you wanted to develop an awareness of
West Australian achievement?
No, it wasn't conscious. With Catherine King I was fascinated by what she
had done in this state for women, particularly Outback women, through her
Women's Session on the ABC, and it was the person and what she did that
fascinated me. It was much the same as far as Kathleen O'Connor was
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concerned. I was fascinated by this woman who was an artist, who was
something of an outcast and a rebel, and who still was revered and held in
some degree of awe. I wanted to know why, what it was that sent her off
to Paris and why she did command this sort of respect, fear, whatever. With
Jimmy Woods it was rather different because I was asked to do that - it
wasn't a thing that I set out to do - although I enjoyed doing it and I found
his life quite fascinating.
You've devoted a lot of time to hiography and you said recently that you
thought you wouldn't he able to tackle another hiography.
Yes, when I finished the Olga Masters book - and it took, I suppose, three
years from the first beginnings of research until it was finally published - I
felt as though I'd given up a large chunk of my life, and as I'm getting older
I don't know whether I'm prepared to give up three more years like that.
However as time passes I feel a little less emphatic about this.
What are you working on now and what do you still want to write?
I'm working now on some works of fiction but I'm finding that the same
thing is happening as with the biographies - I'm realizing now that they need
to be reworked. I've got the first draft now and I'm still not sure whether
they're a collection of short fictions or whether they're going to come
together as "a fiction". Each one was written discretely, complete in itself,
but they're all about the same characters and the narrator is the same. I think
I need to put them away for a while and look at them as a whole later and
decide. If they're going to come together they really need to be looked at to
see where questions arise, and some of the links between the stories need to
be pulled together.
I also started a novel some years ago that was loosely based on the life
of an artist, and I'm interested in transferring that life to another period, a
period in Western Australia's history, particularly art history. That fascinates
me, but I don't know if I'll ever go on with it. I wrote about 20,000 words,
I suppose, and I wouldn't continue with it that way. So that's another thing.
There's another biography I'd like to write, but I don't know whether I will
or whether the subject would want me to - it's a living subject, and I've
always said it's probably better to write about dead subjects.
This work you're husy with nOl1' is quite different from what you've done
hefore, isn't it?
Yes, and yet in a way it's linked to what I've done in the biographies
because in a sense I'm looking at memory, looking at fragments. I feel that
every one of us lives a multiplicity of lives all the time - that we're living on
the surface in a practical, realistic way, but we're also living in our heads
with memories and reactions and interpretations and reflections going on all
the time. What I'm trying to do is to juggle these in and out, moving from
states of mind in the present to past experiences (not necessarily my own, but
the narrator's) and seeing the link between these things. So in a sense it's
moving away from my earlier fiction style, though I think that in the second
collection, The Walls of Jericho, some of the stories are beginning to do this,
using dreams and so on.
Do you ever use any of your own dreams in your writing?
The Walls of Jericho itself - half of it was a dream. I woke up one night at
about 3 a.m. with this incredibly vivid dream of a house falling down, and I
sat up and recorded it as faithfully as I could in the first-person-present-tense,
attempting to get it as sharp and clear as it seemed in the dream. I suppose
I had about 1500 to 2000 words at that point and it wasn't enough, so I had
then to complete it, keeping to the same tone and style. I found that quite
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fascinating because at the time I saw it as rather a humorous piece and later
I realized that it perhaps had much more serious undertones than I was aware
of when I first wrote it.
That dream really seems to have something in it about loss and the
destruction of old ways. Your work - especially some of the new work you're
doing - seems to me to have in it a lot of symbols of loss and destruction, a
lot of symbolism generally. Is that conscious or mostly incidental?
Well, it's not deliberate, but I'm aware of this concern about loss and also in
these recent stories I think I'm working through a kind of dependency that I
must have had from childhood on the grandmother figure. Whereas other
people might have a dependency on a father-figure, because my father had
died and my grandmother was the authority figure in the household, her
precepts were very forcefully expressed. I think that through these stories
I'm working at discarding that kind of domination.
Talking of your grandmother brings me to the women in your stories. Many
of them seem to be struggling, especially in the early fiction - to be
struggling, very alone, or at odds with either the men in their lives or with
the people they encounter.
I think this is as much a writer's problem in general, and a women writer's
problem in particular, as it is my individual problem and preoccupation. I
think women often find it very diffIcult to justify their need to write. They
often find it diffIcult to get time - and I don't mean literal time, I mean space
in their heads to think - and they are forced often to isolate themselves, and
this doesn't make for comfortable relationships necessarily. So that's one of
the things, I think. And because of this a writer is often perceived by friends
and family as being odd and different. And perhaps we are different. I find
it extraordinary that the things I've believed in and taken for granted and
assumed everyone else also thought ... more and more I realize that other
people don't see things the same way and they do think you view the world
in a skewed way. Olga Masters' sisters said "she got things wrong". People
said of Kate O'Connor "she saw crookedly" and I think this is just a different
vision, a different perspective on things.
Do you think it's also perhaps related to your childhood, which was one of
growing up in a family of women where there must have been some struggle.
To some extent that's probably true. As you say, I grew up in a family of
women, which meant that I took it for granted that women made decisions,
I took it for granted that women worked, I took it for granted that a woman
(my grandmother) was the head of the household. My mother was the
breadwinner, and my grandmother was the figure at home. She had a strange
role because hers was the voice of authority - it was her hand that smacked
me - and my mother was the gentle one I ran to if I needed support. I can
remember some appalling exploitation on my part of my mother's
vulnerability. But I guess this meant that, although men were perceived as
desirable in a sense as far as my mother and grandmother were concerned because they both grieved enormously and suffered the loss of their husbands
very young, and had to struggle to survive, and they were both very
encouraging that it was desirable to have a husband, to meet someone who
would care for you and so forth - nevertheless in the household there was
never any sense of its being a deprived household because there wasn't a
man in it. They may have felt it privately, but they never conveyed it, and
I grew up in fact quite grateful that our household wasn't like other kids'
households, where fathers were calling the tune and expecting to be obeyed
and waited upon and listened to.
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Coming through some of the stories though - those with the sense of women
heing alone - is the impression of a strong feminist voice. Do you see
yourself as a feminist?
Mmm. I don't like being pigeon-holed, but I suppose yes, I do in a sense.
In what sense?
Well, it's all relative. For some people, I suppose, I appear to be quite a
radical feminist, because I do what I want to do, I write and my family fits
in and nobody seems to object terribly much if I go off for a week at a time.
On the other hand, other people would see me as terribly conservative
because I live in a fairly ordinary, middle-class household, I cook the meals
and do the washing. So it's hard to say. I do feel that I have feminist
interests at heart, that I support the concept of feminism - the belief that
women have a right to independence - and I get terribly angry when I see or
hear about women who are virtually "enslaved", either to a house or to a
husband or a man in some situation or other. I find that quite horrifying.
But on the other hand, I think a good relationship with a family, in a family
situation, is part of a wholeness which is also very important. So I don't
know how I would describe myself. However, I believe very much in the
right of women to self-determination. I believe that a woman - if she makes
up her mind and, certain things being equal, that she's had the opportunity
for education or can get an education - can do anything. Now this isn't
always possible simply because of economic situations, but I hate seeing
women portraying themselves as victims, which so many do. And a lot of
early feminist literature was very much concerned, I think, with women as
victims. I like to see the more assertive, positive approach that is emerging
in contemporary feminist writing.
You have heen an admirer of Virginia Woolf s writing. Are you also an
admirer of the women of that group as feminists?
I find them fascinating, but I also can't help feeling they were terribly
privileged women. It was all very well for them to feel that they could go
off and write for three months in the South of France or somewhere like that,
but that was only possible because they were reasonably well-to-do. The
working-class women of that period wouldn't have had anything like the
same kind of opportunity to do the sorts of things that Virginia Woolf and
Vita Sackville-West and all those Bloomsbury Group people did. But I
admire them nevertheless - I admire their work, and I think they were very
brave and courageous in living the lives they lived. All the same I think it
was an elitist kind of life.
I notice that in some of your stories the mothers are sometimes a hit ...
unsympathetic. They're Vel), practical, very down-to-earth, what one would
call survivors, hut they don't show the obviously nurturing, outwardly loving
hehaviour or the emotional responses that we perhaps expect of mothers.
Yes, I think this probably also goes back to my childhood - being a survivor.
I can remember my grandmother saying about me at sixteen "Julie'll be a
survivor." And I don't think she meant it as a compliment. And yet she was
a survivor and I think I've inherited some of the qualities that enabled her to
survive. But I think there was also ... I can't remember, and I may have a
very faulty memory here, but I can't remember being hugged as a child. I
can't remember any displays of affection and emotion. We were never a
kissing family - and that may have been because those two women weren't
able to risk the emotional involvement or pain that went with demonstrativeness.
So it's not that you set out to portray women in this way. It just comes
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through, integrated into what you're doing?
No, no, it's not deliberate, because I have a very great wannth for my
mother, and for my grandmother I have a great admiration. There were
times in my teens when I bitterly resented her, but as I've got older I admire
her more and more. So no, I've got a lot of respect and love... One does
hear about women, particularly a number of feminist writers, who are
working through great anger towards their mothers. I don't really feel that.
Apart from your mother and grandmother, were there any people who had
an important influence on you as a young person? Teachers, perhaps?
I suppose there was one - at Perth Modem School. He was the Deputy
Headmaster, Charles Sharp, affectionately referred to as Chas. He taught
English and Latin and he had a rich Scottish brogue. He made me aware of
the power of language. He also made me realise what conversation was
about. You see, in my all-women household we rarely sat over a meal and
conversed. There was never any talk of novels, or theatre, or politics or
religion (except in the most deferential way). But at Modem School I used
to have what was called a dom-sci lunch - for sevenpence a day it was
possible to have a three-course meal cooked and served by the Domestic
Science students. Most students took a cut lunch, but because my mother
was a working woman it suited us both that I have a dom-sci lunch. It was
my main meal of the day. I remember in my third year (Year 10 it would
be called now) I was one of three students selected to sit at the Deputy
Headmaster's table - a great privilege. It was a novelty to have a man at the
table, and those lunches with Charles Sharp opened up new worlds for me.
More important, Mr Sharp showed us what it was like to listen and to be
listened to. He was gracious, polite, respected what we had to say and was
never patronising. I remember him with great affection.
How did you begin writing? Did you go to a lot of workshops in the early
days?
Yes, that's how I really first started. I wanted to write, but I didn't really
know how to go about it, and in those days there were no writing-classes as
such at the universities, but there was an adult education programme run by
V.W.A. - a sort of fore-runner to their Extension Service - and I went to a
creative writing class there. I didn't exactly learn what I wanted to do, but
I learned what I didn't want to do. I also learnt certain technical skills that
have stood me in good stead. But I also decided that I didn't want to write
pleasant, entertaining stories. I wrote Dry Season as a result of one of those
classes and read it in the next class and it was quite well received. However,
the teacher was a bit concerned because she felt that the woman in the story
wasn't likeable. I said I didn't care about whether she was likeable so long
as she was interesting, and I think that's what I believe strongly - that you
don't have to work at having characters likeable, but they've got to have
some quality that engages the reader so they want to know more about their
lives.
A lot of your stories have the sea as a setting. Do you have a particular
place in mind when you write about the sea or the beach?
Yes, we've got a place - a shack - up the coast, and I regard that as one of
the most nurturing, restorative places I know. It's there that I will write
probably more than anywhere else. I do the repetitive stuff at home, but
walking on the beach there I sometimes will have to hurry back to the house
to write down something that's come into my head while I've been walking.
I can think more clearly there - there are no intrusions, no telephone, nobody
else there, and it's quiet. There's no domestic round - food is very simple
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and there's not the expectation that I'll cook and so on. But it's also the sea
itself. There's something very freeing about the sea, liberating in some way
- just the sound of it, the changing nature of it, yet the constancy.
Another thing I notice about some of your early stories is the attention to the
landscape, the descriptions of sea, sand, sky.
Mmmm. If I'm walking I'll observe details of birds, the sand and so on and
write these down. Landscape fascinates me. But some of those bits
embarrass me now as I consider them overwritten and I'd cut them out now.
Now I'm more interested in the thematic quality of what I'm trying to get
across. In those early stories I was fairly committed to realism and
presenting it how it was. Now I'm more interested in finding connections
between different aspects of a life. For instance in Queen Bee - that's a story
that probably had a two-year gestation period - it started first of all again in
that beach place of ours when bees had nested in the wall and they were
becoming a problem and we were going to have to do something about them.
They fascinated me and I felt there was a story there. But at the same time
that we were trying to get rid of the bees there was what I felt to be an
environmental disaster going on down the coast, where a marina was being
built. I felt very angry that the area of the beach and the dunes and the hills
behind, where we'd walked so often, was going to change totally, be
transformed into something totally different. Yet there was this strange
incompatibility between the willingness to get rid of bees because they were
a nuisance, and an unwillingness to allow other people to do something to a
larger-scale landscape. That conflict went on in me for a long time. The
story that emerged had nothing to do with that dilemma at all; it was
concerned with the role of the Queen Bee, the powerful female member of
the hive, and with relating that to the powerful female member of the human
household, my grandmother, and also the death of the Queen Bee and so on
so that it moved away from anything realistic into a pastiche of all sorts of
things.
That brings us back to the symbolism which now seems so very strong in
your work. In your radio play, American Doubles, which was broadcast
over the ABC in December last year, the fig tree seems to be an important
symbol.
Yes, the figtree is a very dominant image in my writing - and in my life, I
suppose. It was a real figtree. It took up most of the backyard of my
childhood home. It had wonderful shade. It was an absolute disaster in one
sense - dropping figs on your head and on the ground, dropping leaves in the
autumn - my mother and I used to spend hours cleaning up the mess. But
it was also a haven as far as I was concerned, somewhere I used to retreat to.
I used to climb up into the tree and I must have spent half my waking hours
there because I was an only child and it was somewhere I could go. I'd talk
to myself, I'd survey the countryside, I'd carry on with little stories, playing
out various roles up the tree. In American Doubles there is a fight with figs
between the girl and her half-brother. Now I can remember many fights with
my cousin under that tree. I can remember all sorts of things related to that
tree, so it has become a very important image.
Is there any way in which you typically get started with your fiction?
Usually something happens that attracts my attention and interest, and I find
I'm going back to it and thinking about it, and it's lurking there on the
periphery of my mind, but I don't know what I'm going to do with it. I
don't even know what significance it has. But - as with the bee, for instance
- it kept coming back and I kept thinking "I've got to write something about
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that". That starts fermenting, working under the surface. And then suddenly
there may come a sentence - and I have no idea where it comes from.
Sometimes that becomes the first sentence, at other times I write a long
introductory piece and then realize that was just getting myself into it and I
will slough all that off and the story still start quite abruptly, right in the heart
of the action, or in the involvement of the story. But I find it very hard to
say where stories come from. They just suddenly demand attention.
Do you save up ideas? I mean, if you get an idea today while you're driving
home, do you note it down for future use?
Sometimes I do. I've got a stack of these, but most of them don't come to
anything. Usually the story that gets written is based on something that's
become obsessional, that keeps recurring and I can't get it out of my mind,
or it seems of such interest to me that I've got to do more about it. Lots of
other ideas which may sound as though they've got potential get dropped.
Would you say that you write because you feel you have to?
Yes, I think so - I mean, there are times when I think I never want to write
another word, and then a day later I find I'm rushing in to write something
down, just because I can't do anything else.
I ask that because I'm fascinated that, in his biography of Patrick White,
David Marr lists White's pet hates, and one of them is writing.
Yes, yes, but I think White couldn't not white. I think what he must have
hated was that physical effort of making yourself go and write it down either using your hand, which makes you very tired, or using a computer,
which makes your eyes go berserk. Either way it's painful and requires
discipline.
Do you write on a disciplined basis? Do you go and sit at your typewriter
regularly?
No, I'm totally lacking method, which is very unfortunate. I tend to write
everyday, but it might only be letters. When I was doing the Olga Masters
biography I probably wrote from seven in the morning to ten at night for
many, many days - which was stupid because my back gave up - but no, I
don't generally sit at the typewriter or computer from (say) eight till noon.
I'm sure it's a good idea, but I don't work that way, even though I write
every day. I like being erratic, I like going out and wandering around the
garden and I like going to check the mailbox. And although I say I hate all
the interruptions, in a sense I welcome them because it gives me a break.
With short fiction, do you actually have a structure ahead of time - before
you sit down to write? Do you know where you're going?
I don't write an outline, but I frequently know the end, or what I think will
be the end. It doesn't necessarily end up that way, however. I tend to write
in fragments, so that I jot down all these things that seem to be associated
with the idea that I've got, and then I look at them and I might feel that one
leads into another, but something else might be better inserted between two
fragments that I've already got. So there's a lot of what I suppose you'd call
cutting and pasting, but it's not quite that. It's ... it's like making a cake you get all the raw ingredients there and then you look at them. Some
people follow a recipe, but I don't - it's putting in a bit of this and perhaps
a bit of flavouring there. It's that kind of chaotic order that I like rather than
a formalized approach.
Quite a few of your stories have a satirical, almost a humorous edge. I'm
thinking of A Day in the Country, The Paper Chase, Raw Material and A
Game of Chance. There's a sense of the ridiculous in them. Is that
something you worked at, or does it creep in?
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I've got a theory about satire - that people write satire when they can't quite
come to terms with confronting an issue head-on. And I think that's what I
did in those stories. There were certain things which amused or enraged or
disturbed me. For instance, you mentioned A Game of Chance, which is
about a man who's in a twenty-storey building and he's terrified - first of all
of fire, but also of flying. In the story I laugh at him. Now in fact he, of
course, is partly me. I've got over the fear of flying to a large degree, but
I still check out the fire-escape in a hotel. I wasn't prepared to admit this
because it seemed a sign of weakness, but I could send him up and make
people laugh (I hope) and maybe help myself to laugh at myself.
In some stories, though - The Paper Chase, for instance - it's more the
hopelessness of doing anything about the problem that drives you to satire,
isn't it?
Yes, that's right. I was on a particular committee that drove me insane and
I had to write something, but I couldn't write about the actual situation, so I
made a joke of it, and as you say there was nothing that could be done about
it, so it was not resolved, either in the story or in real terms.
When you write, do you have anyone in mind as your reader, or do you write
for yourself!
(Pause) I suppose initially I write for myself in that I want to get this or that
down because it's something I feel strongly about. But almost immediately
I find I am conscious of a potential reader. I'm conscious that if I become
too self-indulgent it is going to tum off a reader, so in that sense I'm aware
and have this editorial side. Even so, it's terribly hard. I have two or three
friends with whom I share the work I do - we read one another's - and
having an honest appraisal is enormously helpful, because no matter how
detached or objective you try to be about your own work, you inevitably
allow things to creep in which you happen to like but about which somebody
else is going to say, "Hey, cut it out". I seem to need this kind of outside
opinion. Provided I respect the person, I think criticism is extremely helpful.
Some editors, for instance, have helped me enormously - not necessarily by
accepting my work, but by rejecting it with just a few comments. In
particular, Peter Cowan and Bruce Bennett of Westerly and Wendy Jenkins
of Fremantle Arts Centre Press have offered me encouragement in this subtle
way, and I've found that enormously valuable.
Do you tend to have several projects on the go at once, rather than working
on one at a time?
Yes, I do. While I was writing about Olga Masters I was working on these
short fictions. I seemed to need the break from the fairly routine work of
research and sorting and writing. One good thing about writing biography is
that you can leave it. If you've got your material you can put it away and
leave it for a few weeks and come back and you haven't lost anything. You
can do a bit of reading and you're back in it. With fiction I feel you can't
do that. You've got to concentrate on the work in hand and live it. I think
you've got to be there for an extended period of time, which probably makes
it terribly difficult. And this may be why a lot of women don't write until
later in life, or choose to write short fiction first, because you can devote a
concentrated fortnight sometimes, but a year is a bit difficult for a family
who are making demands.
You have a lot of distractions though, Julie. You teach and you're on the
Literature Board.
Yes, that's true. But I find somehow that, although I complain bitterly about
these distractions, I seem to need that pressure, because then I feel that there
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is so little time I've just go to make some time do to my fiction, and it's
when I'm under most pressure that I seem to get a story out. It may need
reworking and so on, but somehow, I suppose, part of my brain demands a
break and that's the way I get it.
Can you tell me something about your work on the Literature Board.
One of the really worthwhile things on a personal level is that you get to
meet fellow writers from other parts of Australia whom you possibly
wouldn't meet otherwise, except at writers' weeks. You are also aware of
what's going on in the literary world - who is being supported, the kinds of
projects being encouraged. In more general terms I find being involved with
the Literature Board both exciting and a bit humbling, exciting because I'm
one of a team that is responsible for the Board's policy making process. In
the course of all that, you become aware of the needs and expectations and
concerns within the community as far as literature is concerned and you try
to address those needs and concerns. It's also humbling because the whole
process, especially making decisions about grants, affects a lot of people's
lives - individual writers, for instance, for whom receiving or not receiving a
grant may make an enormous difference, not only to their careers, but to their
actual lives. And community groups may find their cultural growth suddenly
stimulated as a result of a project funded by the Board. On the other hand
without support it may simply wither. It's a bit awesome making that sort of
decision and I think it's important that this kind of power is used responsibly
- that we never lose sight of our constituents.
Are there disadvantages for a writer of being on a Board like that?
I don't know that you would call them disadvantages exactly. Certainly it
takes time and there's travelling, but that's also a bonus. There's also a lot
of reading to do, a lot of material - but it makes you more informed about the
literary world of Australia.
Do you still go to writers' workshops and conferences - continue to work on
"professional development" as it were?
Umm ... I try to go to conferences occasionally. I haven't been to a
workshop for personal development for some time - I've been giving
workshops quite a lot, but I think the teaching process works both ways - that
there's a tremendous amount of personal development just from interacting
with other people who've got different ideas. I found my semester at
Murdoch University last year enormously useful from that point of view
because the course was structured in a way that was very challenging and
rather different from what I'd previously been doing, and I found this a great
opportunity for further reading and for working with other people,
particularly young people, but also people from different backgrounds and
different writing experiences.
What is your approach to teaching writing?
One of the things I try to do when I'm teaching is to open up new
experiences in reading for my students so that they can consider alternative
ways of writing. I try to get them to discover their own voices through the
writing of others. I'm not concerned with imposing sets of "how to write"
rules - that won't make a writer. Instead I want them to perceive things in
an honest way, in a way that may reflect their particular vision, to look for
incongruities and to juxtapose ideas so that what they write becomes fresh, so
they are not simply recycling tired ideas in conventional ways. Flaubert said:
"Art is not about recognition, it is discovery."
How does that find expression in a class?
Well, I like to try and throw something at them that acts as a bit of a catalyst
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and gets them going, because I really believe, particularly with fiction, you
are writing the Self. Now I don't mean this in a strictly autobiographical
sense, but whatever you write has to come from somewhere within - it's
either observation, memory, reflection, dreams or imagination. Otherwise
you're writing a totally artificial, contrived sort of piece that may be very
thoroughly researched but lacks soul - soul more than heart even. I do
believe it's got to come from within and I try to get my students to
understand this, but I also try to emphasize that you don't simply write down
a real memory as it happened. That's autobiography, and fiction is different.
I know the edges are blurred between fiction and autobiography, but I think
there has to be a conscious attempt to transform, to transcend the factual
reality of an experience and move it into another dimension.

PAUL HETHERINGTON

Berryman, Jarrell, Roethke, Lowell

They lived a story of doubt and drunkenness
and yet, in each, a determined stepping away
from the humdrum saw them find at last
the poised and wrestled truths of language.
They fashioned their art out of the brittle self
but, finally, how many were listening?
In the after-war dark of deep uncertainty
they spoke their own uncertainties too well
and knew no easy message of a right
that could be cherished as redemptive beauty,
waiting into pain and dissolution,
holding to themselves a failing hope
for a different destination than
this bitterness, this galling America.
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PAUL HETHERINGTON

Seurat's Bathers, Asniers

They sit, or loll, on the grassy bank, in calm,
for ever extracted from their partial time.
One shouts loudly what we cannot hear,
wading, half-submerged in the luminous
shimmering blue of the changeless river's surface,
suspended from all hope, and all ambition,
and the fiancee his gaze still searches for
who promised a picnic only yesterday.
The man in hat, companioned by a dog,
has left his work and dreams how he will make
another life in far-off Italy.
The light is a bright haze, trees are still
as if no wind has touched them, and the yachts
with taut and graceful sails seem to hold
a consistency of wind that does not reach
even to the boy who dangles legs
into the blue. Remote, exotic bathers,
past and future fallen from their livesthis grass will hold its oddly abstract green,
and smoke will rise from graceful, distant chimneys
to hover in a patch of breezeless air,
hardly even noticed, through all time.
As if sculptured figures, they must wait
for something unexpressed to enter them,
unlock familiar poses, to age and die.
But this arcadia cannot release
and the pure, eternal suspension here contrived
is a lapse from all that could refurbish themother would-be swimmers, other hours
to enter, the rising shout to die away,
the late fiancee suddenly to arrive,
breathless with the cause of her delay.
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ANDREW BURKE

Winding The Clock Back
for Charlie

i)
It is gone yet you bring it all back.
That grey matter in our attics
replays old tapes: how the garden Earth
flew as I drove like a demon
Maserati Number 7 - one extra push
I pass the Lotus. We rest at the pits
for a character change. As 'Grand Prix'
magazine's ace photographer
I rest my box Brownie on a sandy rise
to lift a caterpillar off the track.
Last night's rain has pitted
your backyard raceway so your are
out there now repairing it by hand
you must bring it back
flat and smooth.

Days were longer then I measured them
with a pencilpine's shadow
as it turned about my home block.
Nostalgia is the perfect weather:
I plant a tree in my grey matter
to bring it back as I hear you say:
"Gentlemen, start your engines."
ii)

Deep in night's quiet
I lay by the radio in awe
as the Aussies battled for the Ashes.
Your uncle Ray recorded every ball and run
on intricate score sheets ball after ball
flew over the Indian Ocean to become
hieroglyphs in pencil powder. I closed my eyes.
Someone carried me to bed with Ray Lindwall
still bowling in my head.
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Weeks later
we saw 'Highlights from Lords'
grainy jumpy film at the Saturday matinee.
In these Tv days we see instant replays
of any controversy and question
the umpire's eyesight and integrity
before the next ball is bowled ...
Bad news good news all news is old within hours
iii)
You bring it all back
as you bowl against our wall
you do the commentary the roaring crowd
and the umpire The game unfolds
I see your bowling at Lords
with me shouting from the boundary
your mother sewing beside me
and Ray
borrowing a score pad from St Peter

The Bird Catcher's
Song
A Salt Anthology of Contemporary Poetry
Edited by John Kinsella
Salt Issues 3/4 $18.95 (includes postage)
P.O. Box 202 Applecross 6153. W.A.

70

WESTERLY, No.2, WINTER. 1992

ANGELA SEWARD

Esperar

There is a tapping at the front door to the flat. Fingernails scraping on wood. The
girl is asleep in a bedroom halfway down the tiled corridor. At the front of the flat
the French windows are open above the street; the sounds of voices and traffic have
been drifting down the corridor all morning and have been incorporated as soundtrack and substance to the girl's dreamings but this tap-tap has an intent and a
tenacity that is insistent. She wakes up.

Fingernails scraping on wood.

She rolls over in the bed, listening. She bales one ear out into the air free from
the nylon sleeping bag. She wants to hear what will happen next. She is warm in
this nest and her head still groggy with absinthe and sleep. Will one of the men
answer it?

Silence.

Tap-tap.
She rolls onto her back rustling as she goes. The ceiling is there above her,
spattered with blood. And over there, the shards of glass framing the holes in the
panes of the bedroom door. Everything is as it was and outside in the corridor there
will be blood on the walls and in the front room, where she realises the sounds of
the neighbourhood are loud, there will be blood there too and the remnants of panes
of glass.
She thinks to herself "I'm awake, I'm not asleep ... and I was dreaming about"
And it's not the landlady at the door, not the duena's style, a quiet tap-tap. No;
more likely Maria come with her scraps asking for fair exchange.

She remembers the verb.
WESTERLY, No.2. WINTER, 1992

71

ESPERAR: expect, hope. V tr: stay, wait.

She heaves herself up to sitting on the bed and wriggles bare shoulders out into
the air. She unzips the sleeping bag from the inside, careful not to catch the
material in the teeth of the zip. One catch and you're stuck before breakfast and the
coffee needed to clear your head.
She thinks to herself that this is a strange place and these are strange events she
is caught up in and there is a strange old woman knocking at the door and she is
about to answer it.
She does not write about her life in letters to her parents, she tells them about
places and food and customs. They would only worry, they would panic and they
would be too busy to listen to how she was discovering that people live. That
people are alive. There is blood on the ceiling and it stays there and the duena
doesn't like it and makes a racket on the landing. But that's another story
altogether.
Where are the men she wonders, shoving bare feet into the legs of her jeans.
And a shirt. Need a shirt for Maria. Bare feet will be okay, for Maria, not the
duena. The duena requires shoes. Jesus hope it's not that bitch playing a trick.
She calls out that she is coming and the big squares of terracotta are cold on
her feet.
It is Maria, the Photographer's friend. Joan said the Photographer found her in
the gutter and took her in. She is dark skinned like a gypsy, short like an
Andalucian; both count against her in this country. She is always dirty and smelly
with grime and sweat and greasy hair and the urine she's let splash on her stockings.
She is warm delight and a toothless smile and lavish with praise whilst remaining
forever polite. That is Maria.
"Good morning my beauty, good morning my young queen. May the good
God be with you both in the day and in the night" Maria is holding an orange in
the palm of her hand. She is standing in the cool stone darkness of the landing,
almost shadow, almost invisible, but there is this orange, more square than round,
floated on an outstretched arm into the diffuse light of the doorway and for an
instant the grubby gift sparkles like a jewel. On a velvet cushion. With love.
She comes in good faith and with a sense of her craft. The girl will fetch the
wine-skin gladly. The old woman does not have to ask but of course she will. For
along with the orange and the greeting, the question is also a part of her integrity.
It makes her whole. It is she who is queen.
"Have you some wine child? A glass of wine for Maria and here, here I have
brought you your breakfast. There's no need to go out, not now little one, the
morning is good but this fruit is so much better"
The girl melts. With her Maria Theorem she predicts the predictable but how
rich is the real thing, this poetry that comes out of the old lady's mouth. She cannot
predict this melting, cannot predict how Maria's words will suddenly make her
smell flowers. She is happy in the no-windows, no-stove, no-fridge kitchen where
she has gone to find the wine-skin. She is happy as she pours the red wine from
the skin, watching the thin stream fall in an arc from the plastic nozzle and fiJI the
glass; happy that now, at the end of the twentieth century, in spite of all rhetoric to
the contrary, where the good spirit still survives the words still carry that spirit in
them. And the story is flesh full of words whatever they've done to History. Here
was a kindred spirit at her door and if only she could speak like that... Out Loud.
The girl stops the thoughts, reins herself in ... whoa there you'll be off and god
knows where it will end or when ... give Maria her wine, take her orange, this is a
transaction ...
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"Look Maria, is that enough? No it's no trouble. It's nothing." The women
swap prizes and smile, open shy smiles in the doorway. The girl is pleased that the
men are out.
The girl stands, bare-footed smiling at the peasant woman all dressed in black.
Black cardigan, black skirt, black stockings, black shoes, black scarf. The woman
in black smiles back. The girl begins to feel awkward.
She tosses the orange. She throws it out of her palm a foot into the air, flips
her hand and catches it on the backs of her fingers. And again, in reverse.
The orange is soft, rotten soft. Predictable. Probably from the bottom of a bin
on the Calle Fernando. Rotten but not blue. A beautiful orange. Oranges don't go
mouldy these days they rot from the inside. She thinks it's because they freeze
them. So the consumer can have oranges forever. The Consumer. Is Maria a
consumer or a lover? Or a wreck?
Stop it. Ask her about the kitten.
"Maria, you know Joan's little black kitten?"
"Que? Que dice Usted?" She leans her scarved head forward as if she hasn't
heard but would like to.
"The little kitten we can't find it. Have you seen him?"
No. NoNoNo. She is shaking her head. "Haven't seen him. Haven't seen him.
"She is moving backwards towards the door that opens onto the roof. She bends to
pick something up from the ground, a handbag.
The girl is distracted. Is it the old woman's movement or something more
peripheral? ... She snaps her head round to look back over her shoulder. The
corridor is empty. Her back prickles, a feeling of the darkness on the landing closing
in on her and Maria still there but darker now, in the shadows. Hang on, wait,
listen, something peripheral yet significant... could be just William on the balcony
all this time and now ... The split-seconds. She waits. There is no-one in the
passage. Hesitates .... no sounds inside the house. She decides that she must be
jumpy. And after all there's this hang-over from the absinthe. The wormwood
sends you mad they said. Don't be ridiculous, more distractions, like everyone
down at the bar last night pretending they're either Rimbaud or Verlaine.
Distractions. Come on, where's Maria?
Maria is ready to go, hand bag under an armpit, glass of wine raised in
salutation.
"Hey Maria, if you see him, the kitten, come and tell us won't you" The girl's
feet are cold on the tiles.
Maria is nodding and shaking her head and saying "Adios, Adios, Adios" the
way the country people do. Like an echo on the wind. The girl is barely noticing,
her feet are cold and she rubs one lot of toes over the top of the others kindling
warmth. Never mind, she thinks, it was just a thought and there's no harm in
asking. She is disappointed that it came to nothing. Maybe that's where the men
were, out looking for the kitten.
The roof door opens, sunshine blinding bright rushes in filling up the dark
space; there is a bang when the door gets caught by the wind and slams against the
stone wall. There is a square of blue sky and clothes flapping on the line and Maria
is a silhouette in the doorway, her skirt billowing with the washing, forehead, nose,
pendulous breasts. Then she is gone. The door bangs shut. Hard. The girl is really
blind now, in the dark again her eyes are dancing with golden colours. She
squeezes the lids shut and sees red, then purple, then black. Opens them, blinks to
make sure and yes this is normal. Shadows.
She turns back into the flat, slaps the door shut with the pads of her toes and
the latch clicks gently. She surveys the blood on the ceiling. Whatever did happen
here?
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In the kitchen she thinks about coffee. She has to go out for it, there's no gas.
No stove in fact.
Under the shower she wonders about their manner of saying Good-bye. Three
times Adios. How the song of it says much more than a single good-bye. As if the
words also describe a multiple regret at parting and a reticence to make the final cut.
And separation requires gravity, emphasis and does not occur in the instant but
evolves over time and distance.
Well time is distance.
She laughs with her head slung back and chin pointing at the shower-rose. So
this is how she comes to her understandings of physics - under water and with
metaphors of parting. CRIKEY MOSES as her grandpa would say. Or GET OUT
OF THAT BLOODY SHOWER!
Anyway she enjoys, as she rubs the towel between her legs, how some
Spaniards say AdiosAdiosAdios, she enjoys the repetition and she likes the feeling
in her own mouth and the string of syllables unravelling into the space between
bodies.
Her tummy rumbles. Again she needs to listen to the rest of the house. As if
for no reason. There is no sound. No-one home.
Walking the corridor again she decides against churros and makes a pact with
herself: The Cafe Con Leche Will Be Hot No Matter How Many Times She Has
To Send It Back.
In the cafe she sits alone at a table near the plate-glass window. It is a big cool
cavern of a room with sawdust strewn across the red concrete floor. The tables are
round islands piled high with rickety bentwood chairs.
The place is empty. Still. The barman is outside on the street, scrubbing the
pavement with a stiff-bristled broom. From time to time he takes an iron bucket full
of steaming water and sloshes a soapy tide across the bitumen. Does he know that
his movements so regular with function are like a dance to her? His name is
Amadeo and he comes from the east coast. He shouts to her that he is cleaning the
pavement.
She shrugs her shoulders, raises her eyebrows, pushes her lips into a downward
tum: all at once, shaping herself into that gesture of Mediterranean resignation to
fate and calls "ES IGUAL!" It doesn't matter. AI the same (to me). It's equal?
Translation is not her forte. She flounders at the boundary, in the movement from
one state to another. It is easy for her to be in one or to be in the other. Like she'd
been there all her life. Like a native. Ask her to compare the two or correlate or
move between and she would give you awkward, literal translations that belied her
knowledge. Even to herself.
Her vision settles into the streetscape. She is happy enough to wait. In this
part of town there is no hUrry. That verb again: ESPERAR. Wait. Hope. Expect.
Yes, she'll wait. Across the street someone has abandoned a lounge suite. A couple
of armchairs and a sofa. What's the word for armchair? Never mind. The sawdust
on the floor reminds her of the butcher's in Napoleon St. How she wanted to be a
butcher, with a great big cleaver and metal hooks. And carcasses. And a sleek
sharp blade that cut so fine you couldn't see it. And a name like Mr Chop. It was
the feeling of the cold dead flesh in her fingers when she packed the sausages, rump,
blade bone, chops into the fridge tray on Saturday mornings that had converted her.
Not the shiny accessories. Not the fake green grass in the window. Not the
sawdust.
Not here. Somewhere else. Here something is tapping at her. Like fingernails
scraping on wood.
"You're disturbed, grumpy" she says to herself. "Something's happened,
something's stuck somewhere inside. Find it."
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But when did it happen?
She is too self-guarded and thus prone to embarrassment to actually speak to
herself aloud, at least not in pUblic. Instead she lets the thoughts flash around her
head in snatches of unfinished sentences and the quick movements of her eyes, side
to side, up to the right, are the only traces of the event.
(Things that happen but are hidden from view. Secrets. If you know the signs
you can find the way there. Silently. Privately. Just listen to yourself, follow your
nose. Without knowing that you know.)
Only winos and crazies talk to themselves in public. It makes you too
vulnerable. Like that man over the road asleep in the armchair. Mouth open, eyes
shut, head lolling. He's vulnerable. Though his limbs are stiff, legs like pokers,
held in place - those legs are under attack.
Another man is perched on the arm of the sofa, carefully peeling an orange.
With a knife he cuts into the skin making arcs from one pole to the other, forming
sections as he goes.
The girl is mesmerised by sunlight hitting the orange and the knife and the
fingers and thumb separating off ellipses of peel. Perhaps she will buy oranges at
the market on the way home. She remembers the orange left on the window-sill
next to the shower. She remembers Maria.
Maria, all in black. Who's she mourning?
Amadeo is clattering around at the back of her brain. Upturned tables, chairs,
it's a racket, he's skidding in the sawdust while she's chasing a train of thought....
"Hey, foreigner, wake up! How do you want your coffee? You want doughnuts?
If you want doughnuts I gotta go out for them." He has smiling eyes standing there
in the middle of the room, broom in one hand, bucket in the other. He is smiling
at her, just the eyes, the rest of him almost expressionless but whispering to her
gently: don't worry about me I'm only working. The chairs are upright now,
standing on the floor four to a table.
"No doughnuts but give me coffee with milk and very, very, very hot."
Veryveryvery very hot he sings to himself. "Don't you worry stranger,
Amadeo'll make it so hot you'll bum your tongue."
She does not believe this. Or the Spanish have sensitive tongues. No, she has
already decided that men in this country have a peculiar obsession with teats and
babies' dummies. They hang in giant shapes from the roof beams in the bodegas,
the miniatures litter the gutters and she remembers the sight of the middle-aged
telephone linesman sucking wine through the rubber teat of his baby son's bottle.
No, the coffee won't be hot, it will be tepid. She has already decided that this
national nostalgia for the breast is a phenomenon.
It is the spluttering of the milk heating that opens the window in her head. She
tosses out all judgments in the instant. The hole gapes black. The scrape of the
stainless steel jug on the zinc counter unlocks the image. She remembers how the
darkness closed in behind her and on the landing how the figure bent over.... .
the moment before stretches like a spine .... .
A sound emerges - it's a cry but muffled. The thin tiny cry of a kitten.
Maria's handbag.
It's a prison.
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JEFF KLOOGER

The Grave-Digger
for Richard Neville and Peter Greenaway

What's life without showbiz?
Just the same dull trip
to the marketplace, day after day,
work eat fuck shit sleep
whatever the order or combination
comes to the same: boredom
and the grave.
What's your poison? the barman
prompts, thinking to numb
and make a little in the bargain.
Upstairs, the lights bum out your eyes;
downstairs smoke blinds you; and everywhere
money chokes the cash registers
and the wallets of fat, greasy men
with hands like spades and eyebrows
like insects. Everything sells:
lust, hate, beauty, hope, and
love. Death sells, too.
In the street, in school-yards, in backrooms,
at the comer shop; in pastel shades
of plastic technology or wrapped
in silver foil, it's loaded, cocked, and
ready to go to work.
So who am I to buck? Just another
sucker, ripe for pleasure.
Compunction or no, I admit
I get off on a little
havoc, now and then, just a little
razzle-dazzle death
to start the heart and set
the skin crawling. Life's obliging
in its pale, unsatisfying way.
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A twisted wreck, a crushed
freeway, a drowned boy:
such gifts fall regularly from
the morning paper, and I make do,
though never truly thrilled, never
gripped in the way reality
grips and changes. All I ask
is to be served no counterfeits:
no bones erupting through skin,
no acid-baths; no bare-chested,
muscle-brained maniacs
punching holes in plasticine flesh
at 1000 round a second - I've seen too much
to be fooled by such tricks
and too much to be satisfied
by a literal portrayal. I've seen
flesh melting like ice-cream
in the jungle and dead eyes
staring from living skulls; seen a man
shove a gun in his mouth
and blow the back of his head out
- so what?
Above all, don't shit me
with body-counts - after Auschwitz
everything is a disappointment. In the end
it's only blood and death, history
and t.v. - just another day,
another grave to lie in.
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SHANE McCAULEY

Strindberg Taking His Last Walk, April
1912
There had been more than enough
To render into drarna, but with this
Protagonist there was not much to say,
Little to complain of.
Fog, roses and medicine to round out
A life. The 'Titanic' spectacularly sinking
As his own orchestra of doctors
Played him into death.
He looks determined enough in this
Last photograph, hands wedged
Into overcoat pockets, black-hatted;
A man walking into his future,
Cold buildings receding, distant
As old conversations.
Here he has learnt to play chess with pain,
Is skillful in anticipation. Long, long
Nights have shadowed his face.
The last white breaths are being expelled.
And even the smallest, most commonplace,
Of comedies must lie like a baby
In catastrophe's arms.
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SARAH ROSSEnl

A Man Answering the Description

Through the dead locked door a single eye bulges. A film of moisture slides over
the surface. The verandah light splashes yellow on the brown centre.
Inside, a little girl screeches, "Who is it Mummy?"
Her limbs are an untidy tangle inside her mother's stance. The mother frowns
as she sees herself step backwards and catch her ankle in the sprawl of toddler. She
captures the fall in slow motion - watches her knee splinter. The baby on her
shoulder bounces on the polished floorboards and lies silent. The little girl's mouth
opens wide with the fright before the scream.
"Don't get under my feet! It's dangerous."
"B-but who's there Mummy?"
The man is described as being 18 - 20 about 183 cm tall, with a slim
build and collar-length, wavy, blond hair.

Her eye in the door blinks. The face outside is unfamiliar and there is
something cruel about the mouth. Strange. She normally finds a full mouth
attractive in a man. He fidgets with a tin, fingers the slit. There is a dog on the
label. The toddler presses her nose against her favourite green part in the stained
glass panel. The baby burps and the mother drags her T-shirt over her unleashed
breast. Outside, the tin rotates in his hands.
"Come in. Come in. Open it Mummy."
"Be quiet. He just wants money. Money for stray dogs."
The man outside notices the eye in the door for the first time. He regards it
coolly through frost blond eyelashes. The mother partially opens the door to tell
him that there had, only last week, been someone around collecting for animals.
Instead, she shrugs to adjust the baby at her shoulder and says, "I haven't got time.
I'm half-way through feeding the baby."
Police believe the man watches his victims and checks security around
their homes before making his moves.

He scans the rectangle of her that shows in the doorway. The little girl's head
squeezes in beside her thigh. A round nappy and baby feet press against her
shoulder. Breast milk soaks through her T-shirt.
He stares at the erect nipple.
"I'll come back when you're finished."
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The mother unhooks the toddler's fingers from the fly-screen door handle.
"Don't bother."
"These animals are starving on the street," he says, glaring at the baby, "Not
well fed. Not looked after."
He holds the tin up to her face and shakes it.
The mother slams the door. Shut. She hears the rattle of his tin down the
verandah steps and onto the road.
Since March last year there have been 11 attacks on women in houses
and nats in the area. Some have been raped.

"Creep!", she says and yanks her daughter's wrist for her to follow.
"What Mummy?"
"Come on. It's time to pull the curtains."
"But Mummy."
"Quick."
Several victims have reported that their assailant was naked when he
entered their homes through unlocked doors and windows.

The baby cries as they jog around the house checking windows and pulling
curtains. The sliding door to the back yard is open. The mother slaps it shut and
locks it. She glances at the comer of the security wire that the cat gets through.
"The baby wants his milk Mummy!"
"Let's change his nappy first. Ok?"
The baby smiles at her on the change table. Instead she sees a full mouthed
smile. A cruel, lecherous smile.
"Make him smile at me too Mummy."
The little girl pushes up the comers of the baby's mouth.
"Ow!"
The mother sucks a bubble of blood from her finger tip. She wonders how
dangerous nappy pins really are, rips open a new packet and drops two new pins
into her pocket.
"Get your fingers out of the baby's mouth!"
She herds the toddler back into the family room and resettles them all back in
the rocking chair. The baby's mouth warms her nipple. The little girl slides from
her lap and picks up the book that has fallen to the floor.
"Whazitsay Mummy?"
The mother flips it over and reads the title, "My Looks Caress."
She shudders and fiddles with the pins in her pocket. Two collectors from the
same charity in a week? Never.
"You finished feeding that baby yet?", he sneers, wearing the cruel, lecherous
smile.
He was wearing a red checked shirt and had a wind cheater wrapped
around his stomach.

She casually takes the nappy pins from her pocket, opens them, and holds them
very close to his face.
"Take your tin and go to hell before I stab your leering eyes out."
This makes her chuckle nervously. Absurd.
The woman woke when she felt the man touching her and saw him
gesturing with one hand for her to be silent.
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The Siamese cat weaves toward them and rubs his cheek against the rocker's
curve of cane. The toddler lunges for him and squashes him against the floorboards.
His meow sounds squeezed out like a human baby being strangled.
"Let him go!", the mother shrieks, "This minute."
A baby was asleep in the same room.

The toddler lets go of the cat and squeals to make him run. The mother props
the baby back on her shoulder and says, "How would you like to sleep in my big
bed tonight? You lucky girl, a special treat, then in the morning when you wake up
we'll all be in the same room."
SEX ATT ACKER STRIKES AGAIN

The mother stares at the photograph of the man with the tin in disbelief, rips
out the newspaper article and races into her bedroom. She stands by the bed and
listens to the nasal snore and pause of the toddler, the snuffles of the baby, hears the
quick exhalations of her own breath, the purr of the refrigerator in the kitchen, the
faint rumble of traffic outside.
The telephone gleams on the bedside table.
The police have released a computerised identikit of the man and
appealed for anyone with information about him to come forward
immediately.

She rounds the bed and lifts the receiver, waits for the dail tone but hears only
the unmistakeable sound of coins being rattled in a tin.
*Newspaper references are from the article by Norman Aisbett, "Sex Attacker
Strikes Again." The West Australian, 4 May 1991.
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DAVID SUMNER

All The Courtesies

The sky is shrouded, and death observes all
the courtesies, phones long-distance to say
he's dropped in on relatives, darkly hinting
he would like to visit me. Playing dumb,
I send flowers and make a small donation
to cancer research.
Not easily put off, he mediates a peace
between my brother and me. We haven't spoken
in three years but now swap snapshots
of our children. No one could miss
the family likeness.
Moved by death, someone offers to cut
my grass, and most of my neighbours
bring food-so many casseroles
I can't eat them all before they spoil.
Finally, death persuades all myoId lovers
to write "Sorry to hear of your loss" on cards
lightly scented were their perfumed wrists
rest while composing sorrow.
Released by death, this sympathy floats
out of darkness, a beautiful moth beating
away the black air-I hear it now, powdering
the window as the telephone rings,
bringing maybe a local call, death in town
or down the block, but I can't answer
for the life of me.
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REVIEWS
Julie Lewis, Olga Masters: A Lot of Living, St
Lucia, University of Queensland Press, 1991,
$16.95.
One of the most disappointing features of the
recent Australian literary scene has been the late
arrival of Olga Masters' distinctive voice
followed soon afterwards by its silencing by her
early death.
Her part comic, part sombre
studies of family and rural life from the 1930s
won many readers who were attracted not just
by the historical 'feel' of her stories and their
penetrating sociological insights, but by her
intimate understanding of the complexities of
relationships, the emotional undercurrents of
family life and the covert and overt play of
power within its confines. She found rich
resources in writing of lives and places which
were superficially simple, poor and confined,
probing their far from simple depths and
exploring their variety of confinement, their
defeats and victories. Interpreting elemental
situations in an unillusioned but compassionate
and drily witty way, she had much to say about
motherhood, sexual and other forms of betrayal,
deceit, corruption, loss and grief.
Julie Lewis's biography, Olga Masters: A
Lot of Living shares this quality of surface
simplicity and inner complexity. Lewis shows
the same blend of sensitivity and toughmindedness, sympathy and detachment, careful
research and readability which mark David
Marr's far more massive study of Patrick White
and, without attempting to correlate the two in
terms of achieved difficulty, it seems to me that
the Lewis/Masters combination has been as
productive and fortuitous as the Marr/White
one. Biography is a genre more prone to failure
and disappointment than most others, but the
major achievement of Lewis's ostensibly unsophisticated narrative is to tap the inner nature
and qualities of her complex subject, and to
communicate this inwardly known personality
with mingled restraint and generosity; by the
end of this moving and honest interpretation, the
reader has an impression of Masters as a
powerful, complicated, colourful individual who
was both in tune and in conflict with her role as
the mother of seven. Homeliness, an adjective
which seems to have stuck to Masters even after
she was accepted into the ranks of the literati,
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was both part of her myth and mask of self.
Lewis defines the major qualities of Masters's fiction as 'warmth, lacking of pretension,
ironic insight, a voice to be trusted, dramatisation of character, humour and tension' and
perceives within her studies of motherhood an
'underlying irony in the perception of self and
the roles mothers choose (or have been conditioned) to play'.
These were apparently
personality traits as well and it is Lewis's
sustained sensitivity to the tensions, self-conscious and unconscious ironies and contradictions of Masters's approach to life, children and
writing which makes her biography so compelling.
Perhaps it is a tribute to Lewis's
credibility, her similar creation of 'a voice to be
trusted' that numerous reviews have focused on
the life rather than on the story of the life, but
this is to pay scant attention to the subtle skills
which have shaped this book.
It is only
superficially simple and plain-spoken for Lewis
constantly interweaves fiction and fact, using
the fiction to illuminate the life and vice versa.
Thus, if she elucidates the impact of well-stored
memories of childhood, the gritty retention ot
minor incidents, transient moods and situations,
the ruthless quarrying of disparate resources
which is the mark of every good writer, she
occasionally suggests the influence of contemporary difficulties and problems on writing
which is ostensibly set in the past. This is never
heavy-handed, and remains open to subsequent
interpretations, but it is nevertheless often
convincing. Master's first story, for instance,
may reflect a conflict between lack of recognition and guilt, while undercurrents of her
anxiety about her youngest, heroin-addicted son
and grief at the loss of a grand-child 'darken the
themes of Amy's Children - Amy's decision to
abandon her children, the grief of loss, and the
possessiveness of motherhood with its ironic
implications' . These specific suggestions of
connections are rare, however, and more generally Lewis is content to insinuate the complicated network of phases of experience, the
mingling of time-layers in Masters's quest for
integration and meaning:
What Olga Master was doing in 1985 was
somehow connected with what she was
doing in 1935. 1940 or 1954, linked to
memory, conscious or unconscious. Fact
slides into fiction and the meaning of the life
becomes implicit in the fiction.
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Lewis's mingling of biographical fact and
authorial fiction and her constant criss-crossing
of times and places complicate the apparently
simple chronological structure of her account, as
her frequent refusals to speculate on motives or
to highlight what is speculation act as subtle
qualifiers. Meanwhile she quietly interleaves
another story, the story of her own quest for her
biographical subject by means of letters, interviews, reminiscences, radio archives. Whereas
another biographer might have made a subjective, dramatic narrative out of the research
journey itself, Lewis prefers objectively to inject
the results of research into key moments; thus
we see Masters (largely negatively) from the
point of view of students whom she encountered
as a writer in residence, or (poignantly) from
that of her children, or her children's friends, or
(either uneasily or admiringly) from that of her
fellow writers, or (hilariously) from that of an
early lover from Cobargo, disgruntled that his
significance has been overlooked.
This is not a definitive biography and indeed
Lewis herself often writes as if this is a first
opening of doors through which others may
soon follow. Nevertheless, she has provided at
least part of an answer to the key question about
Masters: why, notwithstanding the seven children and the constant moves as a teacher's wife,
did she leave her creative life so late? Masters
herself was often quoted as maintaining that her
children were her finest books, a remark which
has the appearance of maternal diplomacy, an
appropriate statement for the social construct of
mother, implying perhaps concealed frustration.
Lewis's analysis reveals, however, that Masters
meant exactly what she said, that her extraordinary and restless creative energy found as
satisfying an outlet, perhaps an even more
satisfying outlet. in mothering as in writing.
Certainly, the one was a natural progression
from the other as far as her emotional life was
concerned, and Lewis has given a particularly
convincing picture of Masters's 'driven' energy
which fuelled all her activities from cooking to
writing, and which made her impatient with the
rigidities of small town life. And it is one of
the ironies of the book, possibly an unintended
one, that just as mothering had its periods of
intense frustration and even imprisonment,
writing had its cramping consequences after
Masters took on the public persona of prominent Australian author. But this biography is
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not just a biography of Olga Masters, and
indeed one of its additional attractions is that it
is incidentally but vividly a general history of
working-class Australian life, especially the life
of women, from the 1920s depression.
It is unfortunate to have to conclude on a
negative note, but the quality of Lewis's
biography is hardly supported by the quality of
the book's physical production. The cover,
paper and print of the book are bad enough but
this third-world poverty is compounded by
numerous errors, repetitions of phrases from one
page to another, mis-spellings and careless
instances of proof-reading which would have
appalled Olga Masters herself.
Joy Hooton
Gig Ryan, Excavation, Picador, Sydney, 1990,
$12.95.
Gig Ryan's is a unique voice in Australian
poetry. It is one steeped in the perceived
impressions of a street counter-culture, but one
that in fact directly reflects a larger consciousness. Ryan's influences are probably far more
conservative than the casual reader would (like
to) think. Homer, Virgil, and Keats come to
mind, though this is not blatantly so (allowing
for give-aways like "On first looking into
Fairfax's Herald", "Penelope", and "Achilleus").
The verse structure itself is a hybrid, a paring
back of sound as direct inflection of tone. With
her darkly rich ironic flair for observation, Ryan
undercuts, outplays, is both restive and dramatic. She allows a line to run for its own sake,
but will cut it dead without warning.
It is Ryan's variation, or modulation, of
line length that most intrigues me. When she
ends a line it is usually with a wallop (a word
that sound-wise would fit quite comfortably into
the Ryan vocabulary), even when the narrative
demands a continuity. These are poems of the
page which I imagine could be performed
extremely effectively. The sharp, even vicious
rhythms speak from the throat rather than the
chest - the breath is not so much driven by the
diaphragm as dragged across the vocal chords
into a bitter atmosphere:
Sorrow's old classic taste
washes out my mouth
The rain spiders lurch in the window's black
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strip
I tame my back with drugs
Phoney extroversion brought him home
but now coming down, like a saint
his sharp Lucretian body jerks up the stairs
Love's pillage
Love's Pillage

Or, take the poem "Wind", with its comparative
breakdown of artificial constructs in rhythmic
patterning.
Throughout the collection there is a lifting
of myth ex-voto - extremus: a vow to the
necessity of the collective spirit, almost extemporaneously. In the lustful intensity of suburban
angst these dedications are tossed off but with
an acute dedication to structure: the irony of
what is said, how it is said, and why it is said.
These poems are blunt, to the point, but, on the
surface, allusive in methodology. Take the
brilliant "Penelope":
I'm law if this is waiting
I watch the videos of dead
the wraiths of love limit
like car-sickness
Being eulogized, they slide into the horizon like
a coin
The world get out of it
and goes to bed.

There is something of Ai's portraiture in
Ryan, even if it's verbally tinged with the peaty
We have
richness of a Basil Bunting.
"Napoleon", the character in "Method", in
"RIP", "Achille us", and numerous others. The
poem "His new voice" gives an impression
that's something like trying to visualize Hunter
S. Thompson coming to grips with his chauvinism. As with the circles in Dante's Vision of
Hell and Purgatory (there is very little Heaven),
we move at a constantly changing pace as we
recognize figures, lose others to the mist.
Ryan constantly deals with notions of roleplay, the power struggles of lust, love's acquiescence to the territorial status quo (despite
subcultural twists):
She counts her ex -husbands
who gorge themselves on sorrow
I kiss his face's fad goodnight
You should've let me drive you Yank Tank's
myriad of dents and panels
but instead you give me care
and in my head his kit reforms
to pack death in choppy bed and squall.
"Tripping Out"

or
WESTERLY. No.2. WINTER. 1992

Sunday's bad. Why do you bother
in love with his cool black cadillac
but not his tiffs he chuffs out
his smooth tinny whispery gossip
His tum table low-key body.
"Too Bad"

Here, one is reminded of John Forbes's maxim
from a 1974 review of Geoffrey Lehmann in
New Poetry: "One of the reasons poetry gets
written is the allusiveness of words like "love"
or "beauty"; words used incessantly but almost
indefinable. For if you can't live content with
the newspaper meanings of such words, you
have to redefine them in terms of specific
relations or places ... "
Gig Ryan's irony is often self-deflating.
To mock is often the best form of avoiding the
devastation of exposure. Desire is dangerous
but impressive and irresistible:
I mean we both want boys
I look in the gutter
but I got stained
My breasts get heavy with desire
"Excavations"

and, more abruptly,
Sure, he comes round and does his heavy
breathing stuff,
his dumb desires articulate
his lot swivels on his finger
and behind his trivial accounts, his reproachful
angel
gags her wet clothes and puts up with it.
"Stint"

This poetry, rarely subtle, consumes you.
Lines like these from the poem "1965" remain
with you a long time after closing the book.
The blocked rivers trailing the glaciers
The army's fear like a slowworm
eating away at my parents, my sisters, my
brothers.

John Kinsella

Heather Grace, Heart of Light, Fremantle Arts
Centre Press, Fremantle, 1992, 143 pp. RRP
$14.95.
In the past, novels set north of the 26th Parallel
of Australia's western third, have, on the whole,
celebrated the toughness, the challenge and the
overwhelming need of a male protagonist to
subdue the land, defy the weather and ignore or
exploit the Aborigines. Occasionally a writer

would attempt, through fiction, to redress earlier
wrongs, exposing injustices and misconceptions
about the land and its Aboriginal inhabitants.
But they were men's tales mostly, told from a
In general, women were
male viewpoint.
peripheral if they appeared at all in these novels,
and were slotted into one of two categories "damned whores" or "God's police", (stereotypes drawn from the title of one of the books
Julie, in Heart of Light, recommends to her
friend, Kass). Women too, writing about the
north in the past, settled either for exotic
possibilities, as in the case with Henrietta
Drake-Brockman in Sheba Lane, set in Broome's
multi-cultural melting pot during its pearling
days, or as in Katharine Susannah Prichard's
Coonardoo and Mary Durack's Keep Him My
Country, tended to romanticise both the landscape and black/white relations while offering
no solution except tragedy.
Heather Grace has attempted a different
kind of story, embracing but going beyond the
familiar realism that locked most of the earlier
novels in a time warp. Ambitiously attempting
several layers of meaning as well as two strands
of narrative and incorporating time shifts that
can be regarded either as structural devices or as
reflecting the mesmeric effect of a journey
through a wilderness, Heart of Light as at once
tough and sensitive, lyrical and hard-hitting,
romantic (in the best sense) and pragmatic.
These oppositions are evidenced in the two
protagonists, Julie and Kass, the balance shifting
as each discovers new aspects of self.
Virginia Woolf said that when a woman
finally wrote a novel in which "two women are
represented as friends" she would "light a torch
in that vast chamber where nobody has yet
been".
Certainly there have already been
powerful stories written about friendships between women - Joyce Carol Oates' Solstice, and
Adelaida Garcia Morales' Silence of the Sirens,
for example - yet what makes Heather Grace's
novel unique is that apart from exploring
friendship, she also explores the landscape of
northern Australia and its significance in relation to the inner lives of her principal characters. She has rewritten the north of Western
Australia through a woman's perception while
also revealing the transforming power of friendship.
Julie is a feminist from Melbourne, employed on a northern cattle station as cook.
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Feeling drawn towards Aboriginal spirituality
she regards herself as an outsider. "She is
outside the group, can never belong." She is
also seen as an outsider by many of the white
community, because of her independence, her
manner of dress, and her alignment with
Aboriginal concerns. Kass, on the other hand,
waiting for her man to tum up, and lacking any
self-esteem is governess to the two station
children. "I don't know who I am," she says.
Towards the end of the novel Kass has cut her
hair and wears it in spiky tufts and Julie has
abandoned her jeans for a skirt.
These
apparently superficial changes are an indication
of the effect each woman has had on the other.
No longer locked into rigid categories of
feminism and femininity, they become simply
female.
The structure of the novel is based upon a
kind of duality too. There are two journeys
going on, one an undercurrent that surfaces
intermittently as a counterpoint to the other
which is the story of everyday life on the station
and in the nearest town. On the deeper level
fragments of the journey the two women make
deep into the gorges also offer insights into the
way landscape and language can reflect feminist
preoccupations. "Here the ye\1ow rock begins,
the golden grevillea flowers, ready for brushing
lips over, breathing in, glisten a nectar thick
with bush bees". The sensory implications are
potently female. Occasiona\1y the repetitive
accounts of landscape - of boulders, gorges,
clefts and waterholes - while visually stunning,
seemed a little overladen with images like
"smooth pink sweeps", "the fat white moon"
and "dark horizontal fissures".
There are indications on this journey of
earlier visitants ... a baler shell far from the sea,
two fragile coolamons holding blackened tins
bearing Department of Defence signs, cave
paintings, handprints. Julie acknowledges a fear
she cannot explain and "the dark looms" while
Kass regrets that she was born three hundred
years too late and with the wrong colour skin.
The cover, from an aerial photograph by
Richard Woldendorp of Kimberley country in
the wet - "as the plain rises the town disappears
into a vase horizontal yawn of mudflats" shows a red-top road like an artery, severed
where it has been breached by floodwaters.
And the title, which suggests a parodic alternative to Conrad's search for meaning in Heart of
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Darkness, affinns a different kind of solution
than despair.
The wet is the catalyst that tilts the
relationship between the two women from
initial hostility on Kass's part, through reluctant
acceptance to deep friendship. Julie and Kass
stay on the station as caretakers while the
owners holiday down south.
They spend
languid weeks, sapped by heat and the oppressive steaminess of the monsoon, while keeping
the station in order and discovering the magic of
the landscape. At first the experience is idyllic.
"Some days there is a gold and silver fan
of cloud from a stonn to the west. Other days,
chinks gleam iridescent blue in the purple, red
and magenta swirl above them... At night
clickerbeetles flick themselves across the floor
and fireflies spin, blinking, snared by webs.
Green frogs drum lovesongs in the drains ... "
But it also becomes a testing time as the
power breaks down.
"There is fuel everywhere in the shed. The
line has broken and drained four hundred litres
of dieseline onto the cement. They struggle
with drums of fuel for two hours to refill the
overhead tank". The water is cut off, mould
grows on the walls and the women get high on
pethedine and alcohol. They face the necessity
for reappraisal as each confronts her inner
needs.
On the realistic level, Heather Grace's
mimetic skills work very well. Her scenes of
station life - the weekend barbecue, as "the
ringers laugh and play in a loose-legged sprawl
around the carton of beer, challenging one
another to arm-wrestling bouts", the day to day
maintenance around the homestead, and everyday exchanges of life in the nearest town as
Julie takes work as a housemaid at the Saltwort
[motel]. " ... she bullies the linen trolley between
rooms and runs back and forth with a vacuum
cleaner. Spray, wipe, a heave and a ho at the
bedsheets ...
'For chrissake, stop for a fag,' says Rita."
- are totally credible.
The shift between outer to inner worlds is
one of the fascinations of the novel. I was a
little uneasy at times about where the journey
the two women had embarked upon would lead,
and that in escaping the immediate world of
town and station life, Julie and Kass would
become lost in the literal and psychic landscape
through which they were travelling. But the
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novel is resolved in a way that evolves naturally
out of what had gone before. Together, the
women have made an individual journey and
each has discovered a meaning that is right for
her. Each finds her own centre and accepts the
other's difference. During this search for self,
for origins, for a commonality that defies race
or gender, there is magic of a kind as the novel
probes the nature of collective guilt and
suppressed racism based upon fear. Julie is
taken to the point of confronting this "other"
within herself - her fear of "the dark" which has
She
compelled her to make the journey.
becomes the rock on which she lies,
"Drawn into the earth's core, she is the
earth, spinning around a huge white sun, a small
white rock in an ocean of endlessly repeated
white rocks with their farflung pebbles spinning
It is a
about them forever and ever... ".
revelatory experience enabling Julie to acknowledge her right to be different, and to accept the
possibility of reaching similar destinations by
alternative routes. She embraces her whiteness
without apology, able to let the past go, and
with new insight to get on with living.
Heart of Light is a brave and challenging
novel, written with an honesty that is powerful
and disturbing.
Julie Lewis

The Penguin Book of Modern Australian
Poetry, eds John Tranter and Philip Mead,
Ringwood, Penguin, 1991. RRP $19.95. John
Kinsella, Eschatologies, Fremantle Arts Centre
Press, 1991. RRP $14.95, III PP.
According to its back-jacket-blurb The Penguin
Book of Modern Australian PoetlY 'offers a
challenging view of "early modem" poetry'.
This challenge is articulated in the anthology
nowhere as clearly and as vividly as in these
lines from a central text in the editors' reading
of Australian poetry":
It is something to be at last speaking
Though in this No-Man's-language appropriate
Only to No-Man's Land.
Set this down too:
I have pursued rhyme, image, and metre,
Known all the clefts in which the foot may stick,
Stumbled often, stammered,
But in time the fading voice grows wise
And seizing the co-ordinates of all existence
Traces the inevitable graph
S7

And in conclusion:
There is a moment when the pelvis
Explodes like a grenade. I
Who have lived in the shadow that each act
Casts on the next act now emerge
As loyal as the thistle that i,: s~ssi?n .
Puffs its full seed upon the mdlcalIve aIr.
I have split the infinitive. Beyond is anything.
('Petit Testament', p.lOO)

Buried by the guardians of literature and law in
1944, and dug up half a century later by Tranter
and Mead, 'Em Malley' is very much alive and
kicking. The reading and writing practices used
to marginalise the 'Em Malley' poems - the
claims they were parody, pastiche, joke - have
become part of contemporary poetry. McAuley
and Harold Stewart's monster remains as unruly
and irrepressible as ever whereas much of what
its creators composed in their own 'voice' has
'faded' out.
'Petit Testament' reveals that 'the ... voice
becomes wise' always after the event. It calls
attention to its own textual origins, directing its
reader to one of the foundation texts for the
'voice' in Western poetry, the vigorous fifteenth-century 'Le Testament' of Fran~ois Villon,
which anticipated the later exploitation of the
poem as a vehicle for self-expression, a practice
developed notably by the Romantics. 'Truth'
and 'intensity' (of emotion or imagination)
became crucial criteria, and were taken as
qualities of a 'voice' identified with the 'self' of
the poet. To put it in this simplistic form sho~s
up one of the contradictions within roma~ti
cism: pursuing truth and the self the rom~tIcs
located them in the voice, a trope and fiction;
the self dissolved back into discourse.
Twentieth Century poetry has struggled to
work free of the romantic impasse, and in their
selection Tranter and Mead trace this struggle in
Australian poetry. 'Em Malley' didn't need to
be told that the self was a creature of language;
it was hardly possible for him to exist otherwise. 'Strange Metaphors', from John Kinsella's
third book, Eschatologies, indicates how appropriate 'Em Malley' is as a central figure in
modem Australian poetry:
Collapse is wild with symmetry.
..
and mechanical savants move WIth artlslIc
hands - making poetry out of the angry
expressions of car grills.
(p.71)

A poem like 'Strange Metaphors' understands
what 'Em Malley's' first readers (McAuley and
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Stewart) resisted: that in writing life and art are
always tropes. In 'Petit Testament' the 'ai~' !s
'indicative', a reflex of grammar even as It IS
suggestive, or commanding of what is notlanguage. The poem ends without closur~,
offering the open invitation:
'Beyond IS
anything'. It encourages the reader to play fast
and loose with the rules, to 'split the infinitive';
suggesting possibilities which as they are
posited in opposition to its terms are therefore
all the while contained within the discourse of
the poem itself.
'Em Malley' questioned the role of poetry and
its relation to a readership, upsetting the notion
of self and poetry which were gospel even for
such an avowedly 'anti-romantic' as McAuley.
Wordsworth's prescriptions that the poet should
be 'a man speaking to men', and that poetic
diction should be 'the real language' of ordinary
people have been fundamental to Australi~n
poetry since Harpur, and as the PengulO
anthology shows have been shared by modem
poets as unlike as Hope, McAuley, Wright and
Murray.
'Petit Testament' wants none of this. It was
written not to uplift the spirit, or to inculcate
high moral seriousness, but to puzzle, entertain
and fool. Hardly able to claim an integral self,
it was freed of the spectre of sincerity; needing
no endorsement from its readers, 'Petit Testament' abandons the romantic myth of the
'general reader', and chooses to speak 'in this
No-Man's-Language appropriate/Only to NoMan's Land.' Wordsworth admonished that
'Poets do not write for other Poets alone,' but
for common readers. To which 'Em Malley'
might well respond by joining in the lau~hs ?f
his tormentors, if he were not preoccupIed 10
offering texts for specialist readers who enjoy
puzzles, allusions, abrupt tonal and idiom shifts,
and who can entertain obscurities.
Tranter and Mead's anthology highlights the
poets who have benefitted from 'Em Malley's'
testament, those who have been aware of the
romantic impasse, the non-representational postmodernists and experimentalists such as Tranter
and Mead themselves, John A. Scott, John
Forbes, Gig Ryan and Kinsella. But in offe~ng
its own reading of the history of AustralIan
poetry the anthology distorts or prevents many
other possible readings. The editors's own
allegiances absorb their attention, and obscure
what other perspectives might reveal. NumerWESTERLY, No.2, WINTER, 1992

ous writers are short-changed or by-passed.
Various traditional prejudices are cooked up
once again in a familiar poetic menu of white
male, modernist, and urban. The anthology
itself bears the contradictions which its reading
uncovers: the coruscating prose of the Introduction blurs, confuses and evades important issues
and definitions. The anthology is clearly a
response to institutional, educational imperatives. Where it outstrips its market competitors
is in its selection of the experimental and young
writers like Kinsella.
'Strange Metaphors' exemplifies some of the
strong features of Kinsella's work to date. I
pick up the poem from where I left off earlier:
... The drinks
waiter steps in just in the nick of time
and offers a vision of a sturgeon sailing
through flaccid waters driven by an ambient
wind, getting no further than the length
of its entrails. The clean-shaven makes
a cameo appearance, the grey barrel suit
setting the forget-me-not off perfectly.
After all, we are poets, and have got to be
able to make sense of this. Look! Quickly
the wedge-tailed eagle takes leave of its
broken body - to time to waste, it's a long flight
back to the Nullabor. ....

There is no way this can be read as selfexpressive. The poem resists any reader's
attempt to petrify it around a unified voice or
self. People become functions within an image
of theatrics. Appropriately the human figure is
off-stage, so that we are not even sure how
many figures there are, whether the 'cleanshaven' and 'the grey barrel suit' are two people
or one; all we see are the style or clothes,
making a joke from the adage that 'clothes
make the man'.
Sooner than read a sermon from this the
poem directs our attention away: 'Look!' The
'indicative air' of which 'Em Malley' spoke is
everywhere in Eschatologies. Yet curiously the
more the language directs the reader 'to look'
the less it forces an omniscient authorising
overseer upon us. The cumulative effect of the
imperatives undercuts referentiality. We cannot
'look' at anything other than the poem itself, so
that 'look' shifts into metaphor where we 'see',
meaning read, interpret or understand.
As part of its rejection of the poetic of selfexpression, 'Strange Metaphors', following 'Petit
Testament,' declares itself a fiction dependent
upon earlier fictions. To conclude the poem:
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And, great joy, the day
is ours - watch Ashberry dip into a hint of Rilke
and lodge himself delicately amongst our words.
Though let's be wary and not display the trophy
yet - somebody at a distant table is suggesting
that there's more than a hint of ghost writer
about this, that strange metaphors have been
forced to do their captor's bidding.
(p.7l)

The pronoun in the phrase 'our words' refuses
the self an entry just where we might have
expected it and in implicating 'us' remakes the
point that reading is another act of writing and
vice versa: 'there's more than a hint of ghost
writer/about this'.
Kinsella's best poems are characterised by
rapid jumps of tone and idiom, of the kind
exploited by 'Em Malley'. With no interest in
the stable voice, Kinsella foregoes the purity of
diction which characterises modem romantics
who write out of the vernacular. He freely
ransacks the whole word-hoard, admitting no
decorums, forbidding nothing, exploiting expressions like 'great joy, the day is ours'
(patently not 'the real language of men') and
phrases as disparate as 'mechanical savants' and
'the nick of time'.
Eschatologies is demanding poetry. But
Kinsella offers many rewards to his readers; he
has a sharp eye and wit, and a control of sound
'quantity' the equal of any contemporary poet.
I suspect Eschatologies may provide a pivotal
book for this young writer, enacting, without
fully realising, development from a desire for
closure and unity toward a dazzling instability.
Kinsella can embody a vivid sense of place, and
may be tempted to develop into a kind of
Robert Frost with a post-modem hat. Some
poems are perilously close to philosophical
allegories from the cracker-barrel.
Several
succumb to the urge to find a sermon in the
stones. Other poems are confident enough in
their wit and elan to realise that satisfaction and
justification is within the poems themselves. A
stronger book would emerge with rigourous
pruning. Certainly at 111 pages this collection
is over-generous. The 'Lilith' sequence has
been published separately, and adds little to this
book.
As his inclusion in The Penguin
anthology suggests, and as Eschatologies shows,
Kinsella is an important poet to watch: 'Beyond is anything'!
Lawrence Bourke
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Alan Alexander, Principia Gondwana,
Fremantle Arts Centre Press, 1992 , $14.95.
Your signature's a compass wheel
four spokes of stone divide:
The Swan, Strabane, directions home
are difficult to find.
Four points of light where the stones converge
record your gain, your loss.
Through poetry, my friend, you've found
the Southern and the Celtic Cross.

The above is a dedicatory verse 'for Alan
Alexander' at the front of Anthony Lawrence's
latest book. Alexander's gain and loss is having
two heartlands; our gain is having Alexander
revise our experience of our land.
To my mind, the essence of poetry
predates writing. Those that see poetry merely
as symbols on a page are missing an essential
ingredient: song.
May Swenson, American
poet, once said "Poetry is not music, but it
sounds as it goes." This is possibly true,
however for my taste poetry that ambles too far
from the dance loses its spell.
This rambling preamble comes from reading so much Australian poetry of late that does
not rise above the standard of good prose
through its flat sound. Having set my stage I
will now state my case in praise of Alan
Alexander's Principia Gondwana, a beautifully
produced book with a lyrical sound true to its
subject.
Many of the poems celebrate the raw yet
graceful natural elements of the south west of
Westem Australia, around and in towns like
Albany and Prevelly, and up the face of Bluff
Knoll and Torbay Hill. The poet's historical
research colours the lyrics with narrative and
character, with allusions to Abraham Harsum,
falsely accused convict who spent his days in
employ at Magitup; James Drummond, colonial
botanist; and Richard Spencer, resident Governor of the Albany District in the 1830's. "A
word is a keyhole into history".... Here are
words with the song of humanity in them, an
ancient music linking a pre-Christian tongue in
Ireland to the immense chord of music in
Gondwanaland before the continent split asunder. It is this music that sings our spirits up
rather than the lexicographer's hemp trying to
lash the poet's words down with definition.
Playful as all active imagination must be,
alive as all true art is, the majority of these
songs link man, his environment and his history
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in that place. Ocean, rock, tree, bird, all
weathers, and fellow man, both Aboriginal and
early European settler, neighbour each other
here in a very physical language that creates its
own plateau of being as the collection unfolds:
but my words are far too flowery when my
simple duty is to point you to his song:
I love to meditate on Gondwana
where the kangaroo and the antelope
were sisters before the continents parted,
and the slow rock, resting, became a head,
and the green fern became a woman.
Inward sun, the melody which sees.
(from "Salute")

Because Alexander is Irish-Australian he
uses many words which are infrequently used in
our everyday lives, presented in a syntax that is
uniquely his - "The town's birthday gets
underway/in a glee of government," for instance, is not the language of the evening news,
yet the event is simple enough: Albany's
birthday. Alexander's basic trust of humanity is
apparent in his love of community, the commerce of words and emotions between citizens
of all ilks.
And Nature's ways are also
celebrated:
Inside the Sound and its harbour
water slaps serene. Mud smells consummate
Nature's untidy courtships.

This poem, "Town at Night", ends with another
Alexander aphorism: "Thought must lengthen
in the heart." Song and meaning are again
inextricably intertwined here, as in traditional
Gaelic songs.
Hist, man. The sheep are bleating

Hist, reader. A poet is singing.
Amongst his melodies, like a superb
librettist, Alexander catches and refreshes colloquial sayings: "Make no bones about it", "bat of
an eyelid" - almost cliched in another environment, these phrases have their physicality
restored simply by the poet's exact use of
language around them.
I perhaps focus too much on the Irish/
Australian mix in this work, for it is not the
only influence I feel beneath the skin of these
words. Earlier works have given me the clue
that Alan Alexander has also studied some
Spanish surrealist writers like Vallejo and
Naruda, and from this font has come his
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audacious crafting of such lines as:
A street flew past on a horse of air.
I am waiting to put on
foliage, Lord,
You have ribbed and taken me
into the presence of death,
The dream is a seed in a warm nest
which is the garden:

This element adds greater variety of language
and grammar to the lyrical harmony sustained
by this master craftsman, It is through his
melting pot that innate and inculcate influences
fuse to transcend the mere meanings of words.
Confidence is hard-won in this publishing
quarter, so I believe an immense act of integrity
and commitment to his art brought these poems
to this high pitch of creativity. The bleak
moments referred to in some of the poems times of estrangement from his love, times
when his 'gain and loss' were keenly felt - do
not swamp the poet with despair, but sharpen
the edge of his lyricism by whetting the blade
on the underside.
This is Alan Alexander's fourth collection
of poetry, and a masterwork it is. I don't wish
to stop the poet's pen but I would suggest that it
is time to start work on a Selected Poems. Such
a collection could be a joint Irish/Australian
publishing venture, for this poet is a major
lyricist and his work's regionalism is one of its
universal strengths.
Just now a mosquito landed on a poem in
my open copy of Alan's book, looking for
blood. He might just draw some from this so
human song.
Andrew Burke
Tim Winton, Cloudstreet, McPhee Gribble,
Australia, 1991. 426 pp, $19.95.
Cloudstreet is a powerful exploration of the
miraculous and divine in ordinary people's
lives. It is about life as a gift and about the
goodness of life. It is rich in humour, though it
accurately charts grief, loneliness and pain. The
characters are exceptionally well drawn. They
speak with voices that are real and the story
unfolds in settings so familiar to Westem
Australian readers, and so vividly realised for
readers elsewhere, that the vast content of the
book holds together with an extraordinary sense
of truth. What you remember, after reading
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Cloudstreet, is not only the characters and the
little and heroic events in their lives, but the
sense of symmetry and wholeness that Winton
conveys about their existence. Cloudstreet is a
novel of great ambition, great beauty and huge
convlctlOn. That it connects with readers is
demonstrated by extraordinary sales - forty
thousand copies in Australia in the first ten
months after publication. It has won critical
acclaim, with a Banjo Award in this country
and a Deo Gloria in Britain.
The storyline is slight. Two wounded
families come to a wounded, unhappy house in
West Leederville beside the railway, in about
1944, and live side by side in it for twenty
years.
Shattered by separate tragedies and
apparently different in every other way, they
rebuild their lives and gradually come to terms
with themselves, each other, and the house.
One family, the Pickleses, believe in luck.
Conventionally shiftless, except for the daughter, Rose, they leave life to take care of itself.
The other family, Oriel and Lester Lamb and
their six children, are hard-working, Godfearing battlers, whose lives have been tom
apart by the drowning of the family favourite
and the failed miracle of his partial recovery.
The Lambs of God, people call them. They
believe in work and family and the nation, and
struggle to regain their belief in God.
The Pickleses come from Geraldton.
Cloudstreet is their house, willed to Sam by his
cousin Joel, whose hotel was built with his
racetrack winnings. It's a quirky irony that
Joel's unexpected death proves lucky for the
Pickieses, (giving them a home and also,
indirectly, bringing them the Lambs), when
their luck had seemed to depend on his
generosity while he was alive.
Sam is a
compulsive gambler who has lost so badly and
consistently that the family is dependent on Joel
for board. While Sam works on the guano
islands off the coast, his wife Dolly works in
the bar and spends afternoons with an American
Catalina pilot in Room 36 of the Eurythmic
Hotel. Dolly drinks more than she should, is
good-looking and restless.
Her affairs are
wretched, matching how Dolly feels about
herself, but they do provide a nervous sexual
edge to living. Of Sam and Dolly's three
children, only Rose is developed as a character.
Passionate, attractive and uncompromising, Rose
has a fierce strength that propels her out of the
91

fatalistic Pickles ethos and allies her, ultimately,
with the person she most resembles, Oriel
Lamb. For the Pickleses, the house is an
amazing stoke of luck, a godsend, for Sam loses
all the fingers of his right hand shortly before
Joel's death, and it seems he may never work
again.
The Lambs come to Cloud Street as
tenants. They remain tenants, to the Pickleses'
great good fortune, but they also become
successful shopkeepers, (with a delicatessen in
their side of the house), and expert makers and
sellers of the best ice-cream in Perth.
They are poor, though not so poor, as
Quick Lamb points out, that they really needed
to patch their pillowcases with old pyjamas.
With three sons and three daughters living, the
Lambs are steadfast believers who count their
blessings until Fish, "the funniest, happiest,
stupidest kid", drowns at the age of nine in the
estuary at Margaret River.
Lester and his eldest boy, Quick, actually
drown Fish, in their frantic attempt to save him.
In a haunting account of the disaster, Winton
has Oriel, on the beach, see her husband and the
two boys apparently walking on the surface of
the water, until the awful instant when the lamp
goes out and Fish is gone. Finally retrieved, he
is brought to his mother, who beats the water
out of him and the life back into him. But Oriel
cannot bring back Fish's soul, and not all of his
mind has come back.
For the remaining twenty years of his
earthly existence, Fish, the narrator of the novel,
lives as if "stuck somewhere ... half in and half
out". He has to be tethered whenever he is near
water, and all he yearns for is the "Big
Country" he saw in the moment of his dying.
He does not recognise his mother, cannot seem
to see her, and eventually Oriel leaves the house
and lives in a tent in the yard.
There is great vibrancy and immediacy in
Winton's writing. It is prose that resonates with
allusion, and with the flavour and music of nonconformist hymns. It pulses, too, with a sense
of the vast inclusiveness of human existence.
But the novel's narrative point of view, the
language and the tone also work to strengthen
its structure, its assertion of symmetry and
meaning, and in a real sense, this is how
Cloudstreet carries its own conviction.
Much of the novel's important action - the
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scenes where the characters themselves understand something momentous is happening, or
some new and deep connection between them is
being realised - takes place on the river or its
banks. Winton has an extraordinary gift for
evocative description and for conveying a sense
of doubleness, too. We see this repeatedly in
his writing about the river - the Swan at
Nedlands foreshore, and between Crawley and
Fremantle in particular - and in the wheatbelt
episodes of the novel, where the country is
imaged as a sea of wheat, over which the
injured rooshooter Quick sees Fish, rowing in
an orange box. It's on the river that Rose and
Quick first really see one another, after years of
living in the same house. It's on the river that
Quick and Fish make the journey that bonds
them forever and it's where important truth are
spoken. Oriel and Quick go prawning and
speak together as adults for the first time.
Lester and Quick go out in their boat, "a whole
river of time" before the younger man, and the
talk is of life, of what matters, of what it means
to love. The layers of meaning, the special
significances of words, dreams and actions, are
given force by the potent symbolism of the
river. The people Winton writes about are
mostly unaware, or only dimly aware, of their
significance. Like us, they live with only the
slightest sense of the greatness of the adventure
they are in. But the greatness keeps breaking
in. An image from Four Quartets - "The river
is within us, the sea is all about us" came often
to mind, the first time I read Cloudstreet, for
Winton consistently uses image and allusion to
create a sense of the unconscious doubleness
and continuous flow of creation: The river, the
people in it, the people who are it, the life that
infuses both.
There are moments in life - the birth of a
child, the experience of love, the experience of
near death - when we are intensely aware of
life, of connectedness, and the extraordinary
force of the universe that moves through us.
What we see in Cloudstreet is a pushing out of
the edges of this sort of realisation. Miracles,
signs, intimations of the life beyond abound.
Some are beautiful, some grotesquely funny.
Ordinary people experience them and the telling
is so vivid it commands acceptance. Characters
glow like 60 watt light bulbs. Stars fill the
river. Quick comes face to face with himself on
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a bush road. A pig speaks in tongues. People
share dreams, or one person's dream becomes
another's memory. A fish is caught that yields
mint-new coins with the year of Fish's birth on
them, and he wears them round his neck when
he returns to the water. A black man appears at
different, distant points along the same remote,
country road, and knows where Quick lives,
though they've never met before. A black man
flies out of the sun on the day Fish dies and is
at the river when Quick's boat sinks beneath its
weight of fish. The pig and the black man seem
to be guarding Cloudstreet, guarding Oriel,
when a murderer prowls outside her tent. The
ghosts haunting Cloudstreet are pressed out
through the walls by the power of love.
Winton's characters are ordinary people
who are heroic in exceptional ways. They
believe in believing, even if they don't always
understand how or what to believe. They
survive the ordeals of fire and water, the death
of children, the loss of parents, the loss of faith,
love and belief in self. "I want my country
back", says Oriel.
Winton writes with a
dazzling purity of vision about these characters
and about the mirroring and symmetry of their
experience. But he achieves something else and
it confirms his seriousness as a writer interested
in more than the lives and relationships of
individuals. Great literature challenges us to
understand the values of the society we live in
and the tensions between these and the values
we live by as individuals. Part of Cloudstreet's
greatness lies in the way it confronts the reader
with the difficult issues that don't go away, but
involve us generation after generation in a
search for moral consistency.
This is a great, beautifully written, intricately constructed novel, about the power of
love and the deep interconnectedness of all
things. It is about life as a gift and about how,
through love, we connect with others, with the
infinite, and with the infinite in ourselves.
Marilyn Anthony

The Penguin Book of Modern Australian
Poetry, ed. John Tranter and Philip Mead,
Penguin Books, Ringwood, Vic., 1991, pp.
xxxii + 474, $19.95 pb.
In principio Kenneth Slessor (born 1907), EuroWESTERLY. No.2. WINTER. 1992

nostalgic for Nuremberg and Albrecht Di.irer;
and some 450 pages later, just before a doublecolumned index looms up to signal that our
revels now are ended, the anthology accommodates John Kinsella (born 1963), one of whose
poems concerns a severed head found by a local
beachcomber. It turns out to have belonged to
the legendary Orpheus, whose orphic powers
once entranced the cultured apes of Europe.
What should an Australian poem-comber do
with such flotsam? Have it smoked like salmon
to preserve it, or cast it adrift again to haunt
poets in some other country settled (videlicet
colonised) by Europeans?
Repatriation may well be the politically
correct way of disposing of foreign artefacts in
Australian museums, although not necessarily of
foreign boat-people on Australian beaches. But
it would be difficult to implement as a policy in
the case of overseas bric-a-brac in the musee
imaginaire of Australian poetry even if you
wanted to, which John Tranter and Philip Mead
clearly do not. Indeed, there's a fair bit of
smoked Orpheus in The Penguin Book of
Modern Australian Poetly, and the aroma is
particularly noticeable on the premises of such
well-known retailers of the product as A.D.
Hope and Peter Porter. Seeking poems strong
enough to hold their own in a modem
movement with an international cast, Tranter
and Mead have been correspondingly uninterested in a myopic nationalism which expects to
find the Australianness of Australian poetry
represented thematically as bush and generically
as ballads.
The editors view the modem from the
vantage-point of a post-modernity informed by
post-structuralist critical theories that question
various conventions of the anthology as a genre,
notably the scrupulousness with which it attributes authorship to its constituent parts. The
Penguin anthology's boldest concession to the
post-structuralist view that subjectivity is merely
a discursive effect is therefore its inclusion of
the poems of "Em Malley", a textual brico/age
put together by James McAuley (also represented here in his own write) and Harold
Stewart (one of the refuses). As a poet without
qualities, "Malley" did not write, but was
written, and consequently "his" poetry instantiates the anti-agential claim that a poet is merely
poetry's way of reproducing itself, as a hen is
an egg's way of having an egg. "I am lived/by
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who knows what", declares Chris WallaceCrabbe, momentarily conceding his biological
destiny as a "gene's blind way/of making
another gene". Nevertheless, the poem which
includes these words is signed "Chris", not
"Gene", and it is Chris's publisher who authorises the reprinting of it by Tranter and Mead.
Because critical theory is still at odds with the
law of literary property, this paradox is writ
large in the Penguin anthology as a whole. Its
phantasmal project is to represent, in all its
biodiversity, the textual traces of a modem and
anglophone Australian poetics - composite and
multivocal, inflected by the politics of gender,
race and ethnicity, and articulated by feminist,
post-colonial and multi-cultural critical theories.
The law of copyright, however, prevents it from
acting on Paul Valery's advice and dispensing
with the troublesome and modem bondage of
authorship. Because of this legal imperative to
name names, attention is deflected inevitably
from poetry as an ensemble of linguistic effects
to poets as primary producers of such ensembles. Consequently, as soon as the Tranter/
Mead anthology is immersed in reviewage it
becomes vulnerable, like any other anthology,
to factional squabbles about who's in and who's
out, of which the up-market simulacrum is the
problem of canonicity.
Like that fabulous Shavian beast, the
Chesterbelloc, the Trantermead exhibits a split
subjectivity. For most of the time it is modishly
(Mead-ishly?) mindful of its own historicity,
and aware that its irruption into the Australian
literary scene has been prepared for by a
thoroughgoing political critique of aestheticising
reading and writing practices. Odd, then, to
come upon presumably Tranterite traces in the
opening remark (so reminiscent of the tranquillised fifties) that the best thing poetry has to
offer is "the enjoyment of a complex and
intense aesthetic experience" - as if the "aesthetic" were a singularity that transcends historical contingencies, and all readers would find the

94

fusion of modernist complexity with Romantic
intensity equally pleasurable. Fortunately, this
reactionary view is countered in the last
paragraph of the introduction, which, by promising us "an abundance of textual pleasures"
instead of some ideal aesthetic experience,
upholds in its pluralism the anthology'S revolutionary endeavours.
Instead of fetishising critical theory, Tranter
and Mead assume that the issues it raises are as
pertinent to poetry written here in Australia as
Over There where most of the theory originates.
This commonsensical manoeuvre is guaranteed
to induce apoplexy in any theorophobic
Australianist who still seeks to mystify by such
words as "genius" or "talent" the materialities of
textual production, and to conceal the politics of
textual reception in a connoisseurship of "taste",
for which, an imperious proverb insists, there is
no accounting. Tranter and Mead, by contrast,
acknowledge that influential anthologies such as
their own aspires to be are put together by
literary politicos with interventionist agendas,
rather than by self-styled exquisites who see
themselves, preposterously, as harbingers of that
mythical readership, posterity.
So if you discover that your favourite
poems (especially those written by yourself or
your mates) have been omitted from The
Penguin Book of Modern Australian Poetry,
don't despair: their time may well come in
some other cultural formation than the 1990s,
when the mead has ceased philippicking, and
his co-editor tranters no more. Meanwhile, why
not take this anthology in the spirit in which it's
offered - that is, as a studio of modem writing
practices rather than a mausoleum of Indisputably Great Poems - and be thankful that Tranter
and Mead have put together such a provocative
collection for less than the price of a couple of
visits to the movies.
K.K. Ruthven
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ADRIAN CAESAR teaches in the Department of English at the Australian Defence Force Academy.
MARION DIXON is a fonner highschool teacher and law lecturer, now working as an independent
legal researcher and writer in Perth.
STEPHEN FORSTER was born in Sheffield, England and now lives in Tokyo, where he edits Printed
Matter. His first collection, White Birds, is due to be published this year.
FRANCIS HEALY - is presently researching a thesis on the Southern Tasmanian Lesser Striated
Short Tailed Red Throated Reed Warbler. As the species is extinct, and no specimens seem to have
survived, the work is proceeding slowly.
PAUL HETHERINGTON's first volume of poetry, Acts Themselves Trivial, was published in 1991.
He is editor of the National Library of Australia's journal, Voices.
JOY HOOTON teaches English at the Australian Defence Force Academy, Canberra and is the author
of Stories of Herself When Young (1991) and one of the authors of The Oxford Companion to
Australian Literature (1985).
PAT JACOBS is a writer of short fiction and biography. A biography of A.O. Neville was published
in 1990 by Fremantle Arts Centre Press.
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studying for a PhD in Social Theory at La Trobe University.
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Books.
JULIE LEWIS - is a writer of short fiction and biography. Her latest book is a biography of Olga
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SHANE McCAULEY is currently teaching with TAPE and Edith Cowan University. Three books of
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1986 by Twelvetrees Publishing Co.
DAVID SUMNER was born in England and now lives in Oregon. He holds a Masters degree in
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GRAEME WILSON - was born in London, has lived in Hong Kong and now lives in Devon,
England. He has published translations of Asian poetry in Westerly for many years.v
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