








Poetry, and indeed that study itself, show that there was a ‘communal “struggle” to
articulate the so-far unarticulated’ (112). This common struggle indicates that there
is something to try to represent, a shared geographical reality which different writers
have come against and responded to over the years. These writers show how
referentiality can function in literature as at least a working convention, and,
furthermore, that concepts and percepts are not determined by the signs used to
convey them. Writers can modify or extent the descriptions provided by earlier
texts if the texts do not correspond with what the writers perceive, although, as
Bernard Smith has shown, this modification is part of an often painfully slow
process of revising traditions. The ability to test and modify texts rather than always
having to replicate them, enables Elliott to have fun at the expense of Robert
Southey, for instance, where in his Botany Bay Eclogues Southey describes a place
which for him exists only in literature, a place

.. where for lowing herds
And for the music of the bleating flocks
Alone is heard the kangaroo’s sad note
Deepening in distance.

In The Ash Range the reproduction of texts and perspectives impresses upon us
the reality of the region and the practical efficacy of the conventions of
communication and representation. It also explodes the prejudice that only ‘now’
can people see the land ‘as in itself it really is’. The early quotations reveal
someone expressing a full attention to place even when speaking of ‘field” where we
would say ‘paddock’; it is not that we have awoken to the ‘paddockness’ of things,
but that the word has become loaded with cultural associations, and these
associations, not the land, have changed. What enables Duggan to incorporate this
kind of material is his place in history, including the literary history which provides
the models for his books. Duggan achieves a curious balance in that The Ash Range
shows us a Gippsland that is inextricable from the writings about it that become its
history, while it also shows by implication that the region exists independently of
those texts.

Through his selection of various documentary sources Duggan shows how
characteristics of behaviour can become established, repeated, taken up and
enforced. In Book 11 he chronicles the great bush fires of January 1939 when 68
people were killed, for instance, and quotes the following report of the destruction
of the historic (ironically named) Golden Age Hotel:

The third storey of the Golden Age got on fire just underneath the spouting
on the top floor. Peter Ryan’s schoolmaster had to get out the window.
Washington was also in the Hotel, and he said he’d go below, so he went
down in the cellar where all the grog was kept. Two fellows had to go down
and get him out. (244)

After this picture of laconic coolness in the face of general havoc, Duggan continues
to quote from the reporter’s account: ‘Later even the cellar caught on fire, all the
bottles and everything burst, it just left nothing...” The way the quotation hangs on
the ellipses suggests the writer’'s awe at the power of the fire, a power which
Washington was lucky to escape. There is also the suggestion that the anonymous
reporter has enough of the shrewd canniness of the Gippsland Scottish pioneers to
be impressed with the fact that Washington turned to good account what would
otherwise soon be destroyed.

A picture or a palimpsest is built up of various qualities which have struck Duggan
as characteristic of his region and its inhabitants, both in the traits which the

Figure 4. Anonymous, ‘Getting Out!’, Streetwize Comics, No. 14, p.17.
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Gippslanders want to see in themselves and those which they feel must be exorcised.
This insistence upon regionalism and history separates The Ash Range from the
tradition which forms the basis for Elliott’s The Landscape of Australian Poetry.’

The Ash Range is not a nationalist poem, but it is a public one. With no claim
to describe all Australians, Duggan gives, from his personal involvement in the area,
a multi-layered account of a specific people and a region, and of how the people
have made use of - and sense out of - the region. The people emerge, as rugged,
quirky individuals, with a Calvinist sense of election, and a fiercely conformist view
of themselves as normal - despite their idiosyncrasies. They are not, however,
stereotypes, as though a biscuit-ring stamps out ‘the Gippslander’. Identity is more
like Duggan’s sense of history, fluid and mobile, and yet there are relationships and
patterns as, occasionally, unlooked-for eddies and repetitions come to the surface.
While the geography of the region - the mountains, rivers, forests, and so on -
influences the people, it does so through their documented responses, and these
reflect cultural, economic and psychological factors.

The confluence of human and geographic is exemplified by the great fire of
1939. The unseasonable temperatures, the drought, the inaccessible wooded terrain,
all contribute to the disaster; but people started at least some of the fires, and what
Duggan records is the many and varied human reactions such as terror, pragmatism,
awe, and even a studied nonchalance, rather than the fire itself.

There is, of course, one person behind the collection, editing, and even -
Duggan confesses in a note - rewriting the historical sources. For all its generous
inclusion of documents, The Ash Range is a personal revision of a regional history.
Again it is a matter of seeing the constituent parts not balancing (and balancing out)
so much as inter-relating. Speaking with Vincent Buckley Duggan commented:

I don’t entirely keep myself out of [The Ash Range]; there are stretches where
the voice is my voice, and this voice says things that are quirkily opinionated.
But I would tend to use this voice as a component, and I wouldn’t want
to put too much emphasis on it. I have never really regarded myself as being
particularly important; it’s just another part of the whole.

The text reflects the regionalist and the region, while suggesting the intermeshing of
the two whereby the idiosyncratic self is a component, ‘another part of the whole’.

Rather than dodge being identified with his region, Duggan indicates how he
himself - with his wild ambitious scheme to write an epic about a people and a
geography - is another aspect of the Gippslander. He closes Book 6, which is titled
‘Remoteness’, with a newspaper report where remoteness slides from the geographi-
cal meaning (which the book has been exploring) towards quite a different set of
implications - cultural, and psychological. The report, dated precisely (obsessively?)
12/12/1884, reveals the tyranny of ‘the whole’ as it dictates its own history, legislating
against variance, enforcing conformity, silencing the eccentric voice:

A man named Duggan was arrested by Constable Richardson at Grant a few
days ago under the Vagrancy Act. He is somewhat silly and labours under
a strange hallucination, viz that there are but six men on earth who are to
go to Heaven, and that he is included in the six. He carries with him a
map, a geography, and a grammar in his swag, together with a bucket and
five billies. He has been in the Beechworth goal upwards of five years off
and on for vagrancy. It is strange that a man of this kind has not been
committed to an asylum before now. Constable Richardson proceeds to
Bairnsdale with him on Monday next, where he will present him on a charge
of lunacy. (163)
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NOTES

1. This essay began life as a paper given at a session subtitled ‘Australian Landscape and
Australian Identity’, held as part of the 1992 York Australian Studies Symposium.

2. See Delys Bird, ‘Gender and Landscape: Australian Colonial Women Writers’, New Literatures
Review 18 (winter south 1989): 20-36; also Kay Schaffer, Women and the Bush: Forces of
Desire in the Australian Cultural Tradition. Cambridge: CUP, 1988.

3. See The Jindyworobaks ed. Brian Elliott (St Lucia, UQP, 1979), pp. xxii-xxiii; also p. Ixiv.

4. See Derek Wright, ‘Chthonic Man: Landscape, History and Myth in Coetzee’s Life & Times of
Michael K’. New Literatures Review no. 21 (summer south 1991).

5. For a discussion of a ‘mapping poem’ that anticipates many of Duggan’s concerns and interests
see Carol Franklin, ‘An Australian Eclogue Book: Ethel Anderson’s “Squatter’s Luck™.
Southerly 52, No. 1 (1992).
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WOLFGANG WIRF

Family on Canvas

Six o’clock, six thirty - seven.

At seven thirty she says, trying for brightness, “We’ll eat now, we won’t wait
for Dad.”

Three serves on the table, the fourth place empty. She slides his serve into the
oven, an inverted plate sealing it.

At eight thirty, she is towelling Suzy while Lisa chatters and spatters toothpaste
on the basin.

At bine she flicks their light-switch - “Goodnight, goodnight, goodnight” - and
shuts the door.

She showers quickly. Brushing her hair, she pads naked up the passage to the spare
bedroom. She pulls the curtain shut, turns on the light.

It is her studio. Her desk is covered with sketchbooks, loose sheets of paper,
drawing implements, pencils poking out of an old Three Bean Mix Tin. An empty
easel straddles a jar of brushes.

Against the wall, canvases are stacked three and four deep. Water dripping
from her half-brushed hair, she studies one of the paintings: a group of black
elongated figures shifting their nomads’ camp under a heavy sky. With drooping
breasts a woman stoops to life a child, a man with dusty skin has just turned
away.Then from a drawer of the desk she takes a clipboard, a biro, a small
notebook, a packet of blank envelopes.

She turns the light off, closes the door gently, carries her things down the
passage to the main bedroom.

In bed she arranges pillows behind her, props the chipboard against her knees, and
begins to copy a name from the notebook onto the first envelope.

She pauses.

Beside her in the double bed is the empty space her husband has not filled.
She pictures the door opening, how he will enter, find her in bed with a list of
names, imagine himself cuckolded by a pile of invitations.

She sighs and gathers up her things, swings her legs back out of bed.

At the table in the living-room, dressed again, she settles back to it, folding the
invitations to fit inside the envelopes. These she seals and addresses.

Not many blank envelopes are left when she hears his car pull up in the
driveway.

His engine roars a high-pitched outburst and then winds down to silence in the
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night.

A car door slams. She writes a name on another envelope. The invitations
must be in the mail tomorrow. His footsteps are unsteady on the gravel. She picks
up one of the pieces of paper - You are invited to attend the opening of an exhibition
entitled ‘Families on Canvas’ - and slips it into the envelope. He rattles the back
door before he gets it upon. She closes her eyes. He slams the door. She opens
her eyes, presses the envelope flap down, looks up.

He stands by the door, a small, dark man, with one hand still on the doorknob.
The slammed door echoes in her ears.

“Ooh, sorry about the door. The girls, they’ve gone to bed, have they?”

“It’s nearly twelve. Of course they’ve gone to bet.”

“All right, all right. No need to get snooty.”

She gives up, bends back down to her work. He crosses from the door to the
table, grasping its edge for support. The table rocks, her pen squiggles. Careful to
betray no exasperation, she slides the spoilt envelope aside, unobtrusively begins a
new one.

“I’m glad you’re still up anyway,” he says with a drunk’s anxious enunciation.
“I’ve got some real good news. I’ve got a job.”

She freezes.

“What sort of job?”

“Bloody hell, aren’t you even going to look at me? A job! You know - a
job!”

She looks up. Pub fumes choke her: smoke, beery breath.

“Do you want your dinner?”

“Dinner? Dinner? We haven’t got time for bloody dinner! We’ve got to
pack.” He fumbles for tobacco in his pocket. “Anyway. I ate at the pub.”

She jumps up to get away from him, marches into the kitchen, pulls the oven
door open. She snatches a potholder and hauls out his dinner. Flinging upon the
window, she hurls his food off the plate as far as she can.

Standing in the kitchen doorway with a puzzled expression, he watches her
rinse the two plates under the tap.

“What was all that about?”

“You didn’t want your dinner. Let some stray dog pick it up.”

“Silly bitch. I would have enjoyed that for breakfast.”

“Look, I'm tired. I think I'll just go to bed.”

“But for chrissake, didn’t I just tell you we’ve got to pack?”

“Shh. You’ll wake the girls.”

“Bugger the girls. They can help. Listen, don’t you want to know about this
job?”

“All right.” She feels tired, worn out. But she leans back against the bench.
The lip of stainless steel is cold in the small of her back, surprisingly soothing,
calming. “Tell me.”

“Not very bloody excited about it, are you?”

“I am. I'm just - very tired. Go on. Tell me.”

He props himself against the kitchen doorjamb, owlishly peering into his
tobacco pouch.

She had expected trouble but now, trouble seems less frightening than usual: it
is late, she is too exhausted to care, the sink’s cold metal presses firmly in her back.
The girls are asleep, her thoughts have been focused on her exhibition, and he ...

He seem small, doddering, inconsequential, an irksome drunk.

Not to be taken seriously.

She watches him roll a cigarette, irritated by the way he passes the paper over
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his tongue before sticking it down with a satisfied grunt.

“All right. This job. Caretaker on a cattle station. Just talking to the owner’s
son in the pub. Bugger-all work. Just meant to live at the homestead, keep the
bushfires out, pump the bore once a day. It’s paying a hundred bucks a week, and
there’s nothing to spend it on. Kill a beast when you want, grow your own vegies.
Sounds good?”

With a flourish he flicks his lighter and sets the flame to his cigarette.

She stares at him.

Not to be taken seriously.

Yet - he believes himself!

Through her mind reel images of single parenthood - Parents Without Partners get-
togethers in community halls alongside football ovals, the Social Security cheque in
the mailbox at the end of the path under the frangipani tree, herself helpless beside
the car with the bonnet up. No, he’d take the car.

“When are you leaving?”

He looks at her with astonishment.

“When am [ leaving? What are you talking about? We’re all going - first
thing in the morning. I’'m going out now to tune the car. It’s a four hundred mile
trip. We’ve got to leave early. You should be packing.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.” She spins round and lifts the plates from the drainer.
“Go and have a sleep. You're talking rubbish.” She opens a cupboard and stacks
the plates.

He arches his back to push himself off the door-post.

“What’s ridiculous about that? You’d have all the time in the world to paint.
I thought you’d be blood pleased!”

“Of course it’s ridiculous!” She wipes the sink down rapidly with a sponge.
“Have you forgotten the girls? They need a school.”

He waves his arm.

“‘Course I haven’t forgotten them. There’s a radio. School of the Air. 1
checked. Why don’t you just trust me? You never trust me any more, you ever
notice that?”

She throws the sponge into the sink.

“You’re drunk. Go and have a sleep. Sober up.”

“No, but listen, think about it! Wilderness living! A new start! Let’s just try
it for a couple of weeks!”

A couple of weeks.... Now it comes clear: her exhibition opens in nine days!
“Why don’t you”, she suggests, watching him closely, “take a run down there and
check it out yourself - for a couple of weeks?”

“Oh, that’s no use,” he cries, and hurls his cigarette butt at the bin. It misses.
“Look - ““ he pleads, and she, expecting temper, shouting, swearing, is surprised to
see him get down on his hands and knees, searching for the butt. “Look, I can’t
decide for you!” He speaks scrabbling frantically for the butt as if only finding it
could wipe his slate clean. “Just come with me to check it out - “ From the floor
he looks up at her.

“I am not going anywhere until after my exhibition. Here’s your butt.” She
flicks it at him with her toe.

“You bitch.” His voice is soft. His knee clicks as he rises. “You bloody bitch.
Put yourself first as usual. Can’t give up your selfish little game.”

“Oh, crap! YOu know who’s the selfish one around here!”

“Oh, nice going.” His hands tremble as he rolls another cigarette. “Push the
blame straight onto me. As usual. Even though you’re the one that’s on this ego
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trip, wants her picture in the paper, her name up in lights!”

She turns on him suddenly.

“And haven’t you done everything in your power to thwart me? Like letting
my VW run out of rego? Like not paying the phone bill? Just when you knew I
needed transport and the phone to organize the exhibition! And now this!”

“Bullshit! I don’t want to stop your exhibition! In fact - your deal with the
gallery was cheap fees if you did the organizing. All right, instead, let’s take your
paintings in the morning before we leave and let them organize everything. And /
- “ He plunges his hand into his pocket, withdraws it clutching money. “I’ll cover
you against the higher commission. Here. Take the money. Take it right now!”

He shakes his fist, bristling with bills, in front of her face.

Recoiling, she bangs against the sink. “You”, she says, wonderingly,
perceiving it with genuine surprise, “are so frantic that you’re offering to pay me
money to keep me from the opening of my first exhibition!” Suddenly she is
shouting, contempt making her incautious: “Well, forget it! I’'m done with letting
you push me around!”

He drops his cigarette onto the floor and grinds it to powder under his heel.
His fists ball up.

Pivoted on the moment, they stand opposite each other, and then fear betrays
her anger and her intent to triumph.

I've gone too far! I've gone too far! pulses through her head, and she spins
round to run though the doorway. He lunges at her, her blouse tears, he crashes
against the sink, she runs, escapes the kitchen, flees down the passage, knowing he
will pursue because she is fleeing. She reaches Suzy and Lisa’s bedroom, bursts
through the door, slams and locks it, collapses against it, supports herself against it.
If only I hadn’t turned to run! She looks at the beds. Suzy is asleep, Lisa is sitting
up in bed. Her eyes look enormous in the dim moonlight coming in through the
open louvres.

The door vibrates with his banging on the other wise.

“Open up, bitch! Come out and face me, coward!”

She runs to the beds.

“It’s all right. He’s drunk, but everything will be all right in the morning.”

“Coward!” he bellows. The line of light oozing under the door is broken by
the two shadows of his feet. “You hear me? You’re a coward, a nothing! Full of
poison and too piss-weak to come out and face me! A nothing!”

She kisses Suzy whose eyes are opening in confusion, then runs to the window
and slams the louvres shut, locking each bank. She returns to the beds, squats
between them.

“Don’t worry. Everything will be all right in the morning.”

She puts her arms around Lisa and Suzy. The banging stops. The twin
shadows under the door vanish.

She stiffens, her arms tighten around the girls. She hugs them tight, shuts her
eyes. She can see him in her studio, stooping to her paintings, can see the kitchen
knife poised to plunge, the long blade entering point first through the taut skins,
angling in, slitting with its edge, shredding her canvases.

She squeezes the girls’ hands, runs to the door. One hand is on the knob, the
other grasps the little locking lever. Her ear is pressed to the cool painted surface
of the door. She can hear nothing.

If he is silently slashing her paintings now.

Her hand falls away from the lock.
He has hit her, has hit the girls. He is small but fierce. Her eyes sting. She
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leaves the door. Her children look up at her.

She crouches between their beds again.

In the driveway beyond the louvres, the car door creaks open. In the
anticipation of hearing it slam, the engine roaring, wheels spinning in the gravel, she
feels relief. But when the silence continues, she realizes he has gone to the car only
for the bottle stashed in the glovebox.

She is watching the girls’ faces relax with drowsiness when his voice,
thickened again already with the new shot he has given himself, intrudes through the
louvres.

“And don’t think I don’t know what’s going on, why you’re trying to make it
big: you can’t wait till you’re too good for me, so you can junk me - / know ... “

She bunches the pillows against the girls’ ears.

“I’m getting the car ready now, you hear me? If you want to put yourself first
and break up the family, that’s your decision. I'll be ready in the morning.”

“Go to sleep,” she tells the girls. “School tomorrow.” Oscillating back and
forth, the fan ruffles their hair in turns.

The car bonnet creaks outside. She hears him swear as, perhaps, he barks a
knuckle when a spanner slips. Though the glass louvres she can see the beam of his
torch swing wildly through the air. She hears the series of grunts he always gives,
caterpillaring on his back beneath the car.

The girls are asleep. From their wardrobe she fetches blankets to spread out on
the floor. A bundled up jumper will be her pillow. It is hot, but she does not want
to take her clothes off.

After she has prepared her bed, she goes to the window. Silently she opens
one bank of louvres and peers out.

Under the silhouette of the mango tree black against the watery glow of the
moonlit clouds, she sees the car. His legs protrude from under it, feet first toward
her, heels together, toes apart.

On the blankets on the floor, beyond reach of the fan, beyond reach of sleep,
she feels the night grow hotter, closer, darker. The moon no longer glows through
the clouds. She hears the first growl of thunder.

She picks herself up and stands by the window, peering into the dark.

At first the black night plays tricks on her eyes. Then in the dim light of a
distant lightning flash she sees him, stretched out as before, the spent torch beside
him.She leaves the window, moves to the door. Quietly she slips out, creeping
down the passage, into her studio.

Kneeling before the canvases, she runs her fingertips gently over their skins.
They are exactly as she left them.

She tips her head back, closes her eyes, takes a deep breath.

Something inside her that was poised to topple and break, is safe.

A gust of wind sighs and leans into the mango tree. The tree, off-key, scrapes
a fiddlebow branch along the guttering. Twigs and dead leaves clatter on the roof
like scattered wedding rice. Through its wide open louvres, the room breathes in
fresh air. She can smell rain.

Thunder rumbles. She gets up and moves to the window. As lightning flashes
she can see the car, looking useless with its bonnet yawning, and beneath the car,
the inert legs.

When the rain comes, preceded by cool blasts of stormwind, it is cold, hard,
furious, a whipping curtain torn by lightning.

As the backyard saturates and spills its surplus down toward the road, the
driveway becomes awash, and begins to flow like a river. In the torrent rushing
down the wheel-rut, his feet cut a wake glittering in the lightning. The water rises
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to the torch beside his knee. The torch moves with the current, catches on the
wheel, spins once, and then, afloat, sails bobbing down the driveway. The lightning
is constant, the thunderclaps shatteringly close.

She leaves the window and bursts out into the passage, heading for the back
door. He has left it wide open. Rain is blowing in. As soon as she is out under
the sky she is drenched. Her torn blouse clings to her skin, her hair sticks to her
face.

She is on her knees in the brimming driveway, water washing over her thighs,
rain bushing on top of her.

“Jim!” she bawls between thunderclaps. “Jim! Wake up! You’ve got to come
inside!”
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DOROTHY WILLIAMS

Silent Night

Passion having passed, we quietly sit,

my unsexed bitch and I,

and listen to the noises of the night.

The traffic’s far enough away.

Moths patter on the window where

out on the sill a grinning tree frog squats
and smugly gulps a wing.

A distant siren wails, and blares, and dies.

My bitch adores me.

Her trusting undemanding gaze

droops, to dream again.

Her gentle head quivers and twitches,
flanks heave, eyes unseeing

flicker and glance -

to what remembered past -

A startled magpie wakes and twice cries
and silences again. My bitch lies still.
Memory whistles up a train

of journeys never taken. The wind bears
announcements of the last night leaving.

In the weeping darkness, down in the pool
the small frogs twitter and sing, peeping
through floating fern that spreads

on the still water, loving and leaping,
round eyes shining up

at invisible stars.

Tiny creatures venture out of hiding;

seeds uncurl in the moist earth

and look for light to come.

My bitch lies dreaming of holes to be dug,
and stirs, and looks at me yawning.

With her head on my foot I quietly sit
and wait for the morning.
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EDWIN THUMBOO

Alphonso at Tea

“In part we grew from imperial dreams,

That mixed high spirit, grim ambition.

Friars attentive to the Book of God

Rode with hunters after prisms dancing

At the rainbow’s end. There was more, such as
Misleading silences in distant puffs of smoke
From musketry speaking against the single warrior;
Proclamations rolling down mountains to nutmeg
Seas; or the Captain who, in search of gold,
Settled for a lass, a princess of the tribe;

Us, in part again. Ava Maria. Such points

Of contact, ambiguous to say the least, revised
Sense of space, of self, of polity, adjusting
Histories, re-writing both ancestral memories...

As loins dispersed, translating through

The blood. East is East; West is West: one
Mother-touched, the other stiff upper-lipped
With doctrine. Caught between, we felt dual,
Interim, shaped by loam, fire and prejudiced
Bluster, a snap of fingers, whim and chaos theory.
Allowed B-grade posts, sikit atas, we found

A niche, a game of hide...and seek, the rules
Conducted pinko-grey from that half-way house
Across the Paadaang. What’s there in a name,
You well may ask, fellow traveller. Listen
Deep to van der Beck De Souza Cordeiro Ryan
Woodford Paglar Jansen Higgs Aroozoo Braga
Hochstadt Tessensohn Conceicao Balhetchet etc

Whose continental vowels genuflect,

Get anglicised O Antonio Joachim Faustino

All forebears at some remove, a network, all
On service in the provinces of Asia where hill,
Valley, swamp and shore appoint sunsets fit for
Paradise and stengahs. Yet the great braided,
Rooting, laminating worlds, half-orphaned,
Begrudged at times, fed incipient hearts
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With marrow from the sun, covenanted winds while
Observing degree of skin, what hangs in the family
Tree, fearful of shading out the line. But that

Has passed, passed. War, depression, dissolving
Empires caused sieving dispersals back

To ancestral lands and Downunder, chiefly

Perth, are again beginnings. To us early
Singaporeans, the first insiders, this is our

City, where the diamond of our days abides,

Where our children find themselves, complete, reach
For the sky. We move in your nostalgia, ceremony,
Narrative, your ignition and combustion; in your
Salt, water, earth, air, anticipating your further
History, and merging of the tribes as we start
Another hope, another vision, another journey.”
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CAROLYN LOGAN

Free Fall

Past men tending the empty hole in a street,
I walk slowly so I can listen.
Their voices are abraded by sun and wind.

I am at home with these voices.

The sun whirls and I fall away to that other voice,
half a world away.
Childhood, the questioning lilt.

A woman walks by,
hips stiff under the crimplene.

Her feet precede the little trundling wheels of her basket,
past the sunburnt voices around the hole.

Well, and I've left them too.
The softly deceitful women of my childhood.

I am a woman alone.

The men joke and again there is freedom in falling away.
There are messages in the trundling basket,
among the voices in the vanished kitchens of my childhood.

I follow the spiral to that question
posed by his voice,
echoing in the dim room
with summer beyond the blinds.

If here I find the answer, will it stop my fall?
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BARBARA HOLLOWAY

What Made the Sick Stockrider Sick?
The Function of Horses and Fever in
A.L. Gordon’s ‘The Sick Stockrider’

The establishment of physical presence, a tangible, commanding physical presence,
is the sine qua non of land-based colonization such as Australia’s. To generate self-
perpetuating feelings of success and security, every colonial discourse needed to
reflect physical presence back to the colonizer. However, nineteenth-century poetry
offered little joy in this respect, because Romantic aesthetics militated against
concrete self-representation in favour of the ideal. One of the explanations for the
notorious unpopularity of Harpur and Kendall was the charge that they failed to turn
British poetic idiom to voicing local Australian landscape. It might be more
accurate to say that the problem was their inability to represent the physical presence
of the British colonist in a form that ‘he’ recognised and desired. With that
possibility in mind, it is an interesting exercise to examine a poem that was an
unqualified success, and to ask what may account for its popularity. Starting from
my point that an expression of physical presence was vital to colonial representation,
I suspect that popularity may result from just this sense of physical presence,
providing a form of subjectivity for the reader or listener. “The Sick Stockrider’ was
pre-eminently the most popular of a popular writer’s work, embodying a profoundly
assured, relaxed possession of the self and of the land. I will suggest that this state
of possession emanates from every possible source in the text, not least the fact of
the speaker’s sickness. This paper asks: what are the meanings in the Sick
Stockrider’s sickness?'

Brian Elliott claims of Gordon that ‘he found the key which opened the landscape
to interpretation,’? but it would seem more accurate to say that Gordon’s poetry
unlocks individual male identity with images which allowed men not to relate to the
landscape, but to constitute themselves within it. ‘The Sick Stockrider’ is important,
not because it marks the moment ‘when the literature of this country took a new and
characteristically Australian direction,’* but because it constructed a subjectivity in
which, literally, the male subject had an ideological position from which to speak.
Mary Poovey suggests that:

a psychological narrative of individual development both provided
individual readers with an imaginative image of what identity was and
created a subject position that reproduced this kind of identity in the
individual reader.

‘The Sick Stockrider’ constructs such a physical as well as psychological narrative
of personal development within ideological institutions of colonization. Its imaging
of illness and the mortal body construct, paradoxically, security within the land.
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Such security is underlined by uses of place names, events, thythm and speech. It
has certain androgynous elements that make it perhaps less exclusive of women
readers or listeners than many constructions of colonial subjectivity.

The poem was the most famous of Gordon’s, and Gordon was the most
acclaimed of Australian poets until well into the twentieth century: ‘Gordon was
long regarded by the nationalists as Australia’s first true poet: they saw in “The Sick
Stockrider” the departure of Australian literature from colonial modes,” as Gordon’s
editor put it.> The poem was extremely well known, and its author was constructed
as a hero for his contribution to both poetry and nationhood. = Numerous
commentators attest to ‘“The Sick Stockrider’s’ currency from its publication onward,
as Judith Wright does:

... after his death it became so famous that drovers and boundary-riders all
over Australia could recite it.®

It offers a universalised male speaking voice, and it is the construction of the reader,
rather than that of the rider, that is so significant. Wright’s comment reflects this
construction: it is not that there was such a startlingly high population of drovers and
boundary-riders — there wasn’t — but that the reader/reciter is constituted as one,
and thus represented as in possession of the land. This the poem accomplishes in
several ways. It constructs historical continuity; it positions the reader in a uniquely
affirmative relationship to the cultural construction of the colonial enterprise. Its
ballad rhythm and verse structure reinforce the agency carried by the imagery and
narrative. Most importantly, its deployment of place, the erotic, and the domestic
inscribe physical presence firmly within formulations of desire about place. The
presence of the threatening Other, Aboriginal or Woman, is reduced to almost
neutral signs: the Aboriginal as a system of sign-posts, and Woman an all-
enveloping maternal environment.

The construction of place in ‘The Sick Stockrider’ can be shown to provide the
ground, literally, for the construction of bodily presence. It defines place by
deploying names. These names both convey function, and at the same time orient
the reader very precisely. In an immensely territorial text, italics are hardly
necessary to demonstrate the wealth of topographical detail:

The dawn at ‘Moorabinda’ was a mist rack dull and dense,
The sunrise was a sullen, sluggish lamp;
I was dozing in the gateway at Arbuthnot's bound'ry fence,
I was dreaming on the Limestone cattle camp.
We crossed the creek at Carricksford, and sharply
through the haze,
And suddenly the sun shot flaming forth;
To southward lay ‘Katawa, with the sandpeaks all ablaze,
And the flush'd fields of Glen Lomond lay to north.

Now westward winds the bridle path that leads to Lindisfarm,
And yonder looms the double-headed Bluff,
From the far side of the first hill, when the skies are
clear and calm,
You can see Sylvester's woolshed fair enough.’

The effect of such place names is to locate the speaking subject at every point not
only within the map constructed by the text, but within a detailed colonial history,
as well. All these names function as the indications of European possession. A
specifically Australian topography is invented by the deployment of Aboriginal
names: ‘Moorabinda’ and ‘Katawa’ are station names that convey the land’s
function and meaning for colonists. Stations, in turn, suggest a form of successful
possession of the land in a microcosm of British social order.
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The Aboriginal words in the poem have a greater importance than their small
presence may suggest. The appropriation of them as place names signals European
usurpation of the indigenous people’s power to speak. At the same time, on another
level, the ‘meaning’ of the Aboriginal words is concealed, they are signs without
their original referents. By such appropriation of the language, the details of the
process of dispossession are referred to but concealed by the absence of specific
meaning. Names may cover any history, but they expose as much as they conceal.

There are also the place names that convey a reassuringly British presence -
‘Carricksford’ and ‘Glen Lomond” — and the reassuringly functional — ‘the bridle
path’ and ‘Sylvester’s woolshed.” Unlike Harpur, and to a lesser extent, Kendall,
Gordon has not used the language of anonymous, idealised physical features that
was common to Romantic constructions of landscape. Thus Gordon’s construction
of place ‘antipodizes’ by inverting the Romantic poetics of the Sublime which ‘has
depopulation, an emptying of the landscape, among its goals.”

Gordon fills his landscape with specific place names, and thereby claims the
physical presence of a European population within the frontier. It might be called
a topography laid out for adventure, for it establishes a subjectivity defined by
action, as the poem moves into reminiscence of men free-ranging within a boundless
but secured land. The ‘wild scrub cattle’ and ‘bushrangers’ are a cross-frontier
invasion from the wilderness that is successfully and immediately controlled by
male identity. Intruders are chased beyond the frontier, as bushrangers, or enclosed,
as cattle. The frontier is also established by invoking British standards of
gentlemanly conduct:

There was Hughes, who got in trouble through that business with the
cards,
It matters little what became of him....*

The poem lays out a whole biography in terms of place as it is defined by event, a
rare historical structuring in poetry written in Australia to this point:

But a steer ripp’d up MacPherson in the Cooraminta yards,
And Sullivan was drown’d at Sink-or-swim'’

The naming of people serves the same function as the naming of places. It is
representation of a common identity, overriding differences of class or background
— Australian or British born, free settler or ex-convict — that added to the poem’s
power as a construction of secure identity. Identity is embodied in activity, in which
work and leisure are both pleasure. There is a gratification of desire in hard riding
and violent events conducted or viewed from horseback, accompanied by the rhythm
of the horse, so that pleasure and movement are inseparable from the horse.
Gordon’s elaboration of horse imagery is important to the construction of Euro-
Australian subjectivity. Elliott suggests that ‘...horses were so much a part of the
colonial scene that they are properly to be considered among the aspects of
landscape,”'' but they are more properly and accurately to be read as part of the
subject, not of the landscape. They are an enabling device par excellence,
embodying intention, movement and domination. Elliott himself goes on to identify
the precise point of their merging with the subject constructed in the text:

As to the complaint that he [Gordon] is excessively preoccupied with horses,
one should not make it without recalling their vital necessity in colonial life.
He made a genuinely poetic use of them by incorporating the very rhvthms
of riding into his verse itself."” (My italics.)

Precisely so. Elliott is right,"* and the rhythms of riding become part of the speaking
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voice." The movement of the horse-and-rider, embedded in the rhythm of the
poem, constitute pleasure in work that is active participation in suppression of the
uncontrolled and constitution of command of land through movement within it.
That horses were vital to the economic development of the colony, vital to
geographical expansion, and thus to the work of dispossession, gives them particular
ideological functions.

The power represented by horses is appropriated to the reader/speaker in both
the narrative and the rhythm of the text. This power was seen as a manifestation of
masculinity in texts other than “The Sick Stockrider,” as Sladen shows in an address
‘To the reader’:

... if resting in the Eden climate and primaeval solitudes of Australia begets
reflection, galloping through the glittering air with the sensation of
illimitable space must make the pulses beat higher in a man worthy of the
name: and one sees the fruit of both in Australian poetry.'

A decade after ‘The Sick Stockrider’ was published, Kipling’s poetry reached
Australia, to canonise the metres of movement, of both riding and marching.

The integration of historical colonial subject with agency in the horse, and the
construction of a topography of possession are, however, only two aspects of ‘The
Sick Stockrider’s’ effectiveness. The stockrider’s ‘sickness’ and impending death
have an ideological significance much greater than their muted quality in the
narrative demonstrates.'® Sickness creates links between the colonial condition and
several resonant constructions of subjectivity. Firstly, it insists on an awareness of
bodily presence, as John Wiltshire argues:

The body is normally merely enabling, transparent, taken for granted; it is
only when it becomes painful or dysfunctional that its workings become
disclosed to consciousness.'”

It is not, however, pain or dysfunction, which are minimal, that matter. Illness
legitimises drawing attention to the body. Illness connects with other languages of
being; it is somatic and culturally determined. The language of illness in ‘The Sick
Stockrider’ connects with other systems of cultural meaning to define the colonial
subject’s desired form of ‘presence.” The illness is thus not an allegory of any
deficiency in colonial society, as far as I can see. Instead, like the horse, as an
extension of the colonising body, illness is a textual device creating a condition of
cultural locatedness, and paradoxically, naming a condition of colonial well-being.

Firstly, it connects with the conventions of sentimentalism. The Sick
Stockrider is facing a ‘good’ death, and experiences no pain, which places him
within the conventions of moral purity. Absence of pain transfers to the listener
both within and outside the text. This is important, in the circumstances of minute
intimacy that the narrative and the hushed voice of the sick man construct. It leaves
a sense of continuing security in the landscape. The approach of death outdoors for
the rider also places him within the ideology of the explorers, who were repeatedly
constructed as heroes of colonial endeavour in selfless pursuit of higher good.'

Bodily presence is generated in the poem by blending illness, the individual
body, place, language and continuity. The illness is first identified by fever. The
heat of fever and that of the climate merge in an atmosphere of luxurious sensation
made specific to place:

Hold hard, Ned! Lift me down once more, and lay me in the shade.
Old man, you’ve had your work cut out to guide

Both horses, and to hold me in the saddle when I sway’d,
All through the hot, slow, sleepy, silent ride.

The dawn at ‘Moorabinda’ was a mist rack dull and dense,
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The sunrise was a sullen, sluggish lamp;
I was dozing in the gateway at Arbuthnot’s bound’ry fence,
I was dreaming on the Limestone cattle camp.
We crossed the creek at Carricksford, and sharply
through the haze,
And suddenly the sun shot flaming forth;
To southward lay ‘Katawa’, with the sandpeaks all ablaze,
And the flush’d fields of Glen Lomond lay to north."

Fever is universalised. The stockrider’s experience is ‘hot, slow, sleepy, silent,’
while, in similar terms, the weather is also ‘a mist rack full and dense,” the dawn a
‘haze’ ‘sullen [and] sluggish,” the sun ‘flaming,” ‘sandpeaks ablaze’ and ‘fields
flush’d.” In other words, human sensation is projected onto the land to suggest that
the body of place and of man have the same experience. This detailed imaging of

bodily presence — including retaining complete awareness throughout semi-
consciousness — had been lacking, and presents a new language of land-
appropriation.

In the final stanza it is impossible to tell whether phenomena describe sunset, or
fever, or a oneness of sunset, fever and stockrider’s /ife:

The deep blue skies wax dusky, and the tall green trees grow dim,
The sward beneath me seems to rise and fall;

And sickly, smoky shadows through the sleepy sunlight swim,
And on the very sun’s face weave their pall.

These representations of impending death hardly qualify the sense of luxurious
sensation, and are as significant as the narrative in constructing value for the
Australian subject within the ideological framework. What’s more, pleasure does
not end with life, and it is continuity, not closure, that is established in the
concluding stanza. Death does not end bodily awareness, which is instead
perpetuated in ongoing freedom and sensation:

Let me slumber in the hollow where the wattle blossoms wave,
With never stone or rail to fence my bed;
Should the sturdy station children pull the bush flowers
on my grave,
I may chance to hear them romping overhead.”®

The ‘station children’ ‘romping’ establishes continuity of the colonial presence,
obviously, but it can be argued that, vitally for successful colonization, there is a
sense in which the individual subject also experiences death as continuity, as
Georges Bataille outlines it:

It is my intention to suggest that for us, discontinuous beings that we are,
death means continuity of being. Reproduction leads to the discontinuity
of beings, but brings into play their continuity; that is to say, it is intimately
linked with death. I shall endeavour to show, by discussing reproduction
and death, that death is to be identified with continuity, and both of these
concepts are equally fascinating.”'

Bataille’s construction of death as continuity makes sense of the Stockrider’s illness
and death, and their place in the colonial endeavour. From the point of colonisation,
historical continuity is precisely what is lacking in a colony, and must be
established. In the structuring of a cultural ideology in the nineteenth century,
metropolitan British culture placed high value on the historical construction of place
as history and relic. The Stockrider stands for the inauguration of a continuity that
may be read as both individual and social.

Continuity is constructed by the individual subjectivity of the stockrider, historically
by the reminiscences of ‘the old colonial school,’* and by imaging of ‘the sturdy
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station children’ to come. Illness and death are thus represented in the poem in such
a way as to create an interfusion of self and place in the moment and in the future.
These are inseparable from the rider’s pleasurable bodily and psychological
sensations which establish a union with the very air that envelops him, with the
phases of the day, and finally with both the ‘unfenced’ earth and the human. This
‘primal continuity linking us with everything that is’® literally incorporates,
textually, both colonial time and place.

Such pleasure is partly imaged as the product of security, and security is established
from the opening lines. It exists between body and surroundings, and between
individuals. Representation of illness permits a statement of complete bodily trust
merging with the general sensuality:

Hold hard, Ned! Lift me down once more, and lay me in the shade.
Old man, you’ve had your work cut out to guide
Both horses, and to hold me in the saddle when I sway’d...

One of the most significant elements of ‘The Sick Stockrider’ is the fact that it is a
monologue, spoken at close quarters to a silent but named partner, Ned. The
speaking voice directly addressing the listener through the suppressed makes the
ideological positions constructed in the poem more directly accessible. The
monologue images little separation of the nurturing partner and the stockrider. The
one is within permanent earshot of the other, has shared the events of his life, and
place has common meaning for both. Implicitly, ‘we’ have constructed the values
and events described. The partnership of ‘Ned’ ‘overrides’ gender boundaries, and
Ned is ascribed the woman’s role as nurturer of the ill. In a construction of
homosocial fulfilment, there is no woman for whom to compete, except in
minimalised family connections. The repetition of name and sounds not only
suggests another system of naming, but that all women are in effect merely Woman:

Elsie’s tallest girl seems taller than your little Elsie then;
And Ethel is a woman grown and wed.

The presences and absences of Woman and Nature in the text are complex. It can
be argued that the stockrider’s illness itself constructs the presence of Woman, pre-
eminently the mother with ‘her’ accompanying train of enabling qualities. Illness in
Victorian texts is almost universally represented as facilitated by Woman tending the
sick-bed.* Usually, Woman is synonymous with home, and the sick-bed belongs to
the interior. In ‘The Sick Stockrider,” the sick-bed, (moving through place to the
rhythm of the horse) has these meanings of home and security compressed into it,
disseminating the presence and meaning of ‘home’ throughout the charted locality.
Place is infused with maternal presence in the atmosphere of security constructed by
the pleasurable bodily sensations of sickness merging with the physical sensation of
place. Nature is not directly named as woman, but is presented in terms co-
extensive with conventional representations of feminine presence, especially in ‘the
wattle blossoms’? and ‘the sturdy station children.””® An interesting case could be
made in psychoanalytic terms to suggest that the suppression of the maternal
represented a necessary point of entry of the subject into the symbolic order, that is,
into recognised existence. Such an argument may be highly fruitful to study of the
Australian colonial situation in that the lack of female figures in the dominant
culture is one of its defining features. Poems like ‘The Sick Stockrider’ are cited as
central examples of that absence.

The main point however, is the strength of bodily presence in ‘The Sick Stockrider.’
Iliness functions to construct that bodily presence, and the rider’s sickness constructs
meaning for the colonial subject by links through illness with other cultural
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conventions. The ‘benign’ illness renders the land benign, and makes it the site of
Home. In addition, the deployment of riders and functional place-names establishes
British male domination of the land, and makes Nature a coherent construction
suited to the dominant Euro-Australian intention. It was not simply the narrative of
masculine heroism that made ‘The Sick Stockrider’ so popular, but the strategies by
which it created a subject position that reproduced security and the agency of
heroism in the individual reader.
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Gallery).
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Bataille, 1962, 13.
In colonial poetry, innumerable poems by both women and men reinforce this point, for
example, Kendall’s ‘Orara,” or ‘Sigma’s’ ‘The Sick Bushman’s Lament’ Bathurst Advocate, (26
February, 1848):
Beside my couch no mother sits,
Nor sister with the golden hair
To ease my pain, or soothe my brow-
Or in my woe to bear a share.

Nor is she here, my own dear girl,
To whom my plighted faith was given....

By 1860s, the flowering of the wattle had become a sign for Australian womanhood and a
domesticated ‘Bush,” as surely as the rose signalled both Woman and gardens in English
literature.

There are other texts that make connections between illness, permission to enter language and
the colonial endeavour, for example Caroline Leakey’s Lyra Australis; or, Attempts to Sing in
a Strange Land (London: Bickers and Bush, 1854). Her Preface explains that many of the
poems ‘are a series of thoughts which were presented to my mind during a long illness in
Tasmania,” (v). She continues:

My English readers must know that the chapter is named after a house in which I resided for
a short time, and in the balcony of which many an hour of suffering was soothed into cheerfulness
and song by the pleasant voice of Nature, heard and seen in the lovely landscape stretching for
miles before and around me. (v-vi. Original italics).

This conjunction of entry to language justified by both illness and nature clearly performs an
ideological function within the control and freedom of the individual as subject.
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DEBBIE WESTBURY

Axeman/Whipbird

“Rainbow birds

riding the wind

... from the hot plains

a circumference of insects.”*

Jack’s up early

taking out spent wattle

with his axe.

It’s ringing up the gully

so that I come to the window
and watch.

Memories press hard

the dam wall

at my back.

I envy him the body’s quick release
from anger to revenge;

Fate’s own bright lethal wedge
hurled down

clearing the dead wood

that yields

again.

And again,

long before the dam walls fissure
and release even a trickle,

only the cracking of the axe
rings round us

till silence and expiation

fall with the wattle,

ascend with the whipbird’s call.
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The song he began

returns to him complete,

and answered,

before the last note leaves his throat.

* Quote from John Wolseley Collage called:
“Six visits to the almost unknown plateau
near Lillimilura Police Station Ruins

W.A. 1984-87"

RORY STEELE

Cured

The last white sheep stood stoic blackened by the smoke,
Mute monument to whims of God and acts of man endured -
Unbeaten track, drought, fire, overdraft insured,

With city salaries to stop us going broke.

We shot the philosophic ewe and neither spoke;

The house we built survived all right, it’s still unsewered,
And our orchard with its apricots not quite matured

Attracts sulphur-crested cockatoos. Next day we woke

To March flies’ drone; vague thoughts of bills obscured

The chores, the stocktake, sudden fencelessness, our charred
Marvelling horizons gaze back through hazy space.

That was three weeks ago. We have another place

Now which looks out over roofs, and has no yard.

Yes, we’re here for good. In our new flat. Totally secured.
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DOROTHY HEWETT

Owl

Driving all day

through the tingle forest
in a splatter of rain

at night

we turned off the highway
the white track

sloped towards a sky
scudded with cloud

a giant owl

flapped in our faces
covering the windscreen
with feathers

it sat in the headlights
dazzled

staring us down

for a long time

it stayed there

the boughs overreaching
the silence outside

then spreading its wings
it flew

under cover of darkness

later I saw him
lurching down

the one bleak street
of the town

the feathered legs
hidden in jeans

the fingers lopped off
to a claw

in the local sawmill
beak blue with cold
one eye blazing
under a limp felt hat.
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DOROTHY HEWETT

Yealering in the Mind

corrugated towns

smelling of saltlake water

old men in dirty flannels

with a growth of bristle

blue heelers nosing behind them
the iron rattles

as the train goes through
sundown swims in a giant ball
in a smother of dust

the Co-op manager

waters the sugar gum saplings

in pools of dark

outside the cool drink shop

the blacks and the poor whites gather
the silos shine

silvered in moonlight

the wheat ears glow

on spindly legs with wings

and a cardboard crown

the old woman

perched on a spring cart

steers a crooked wheel rut
out of town...
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JENNY JAMES

The Dinner Party

Clarissa and Justin pull up at the house. They stay for a while in the car talking,
to prepare for what is to come. They park under some gum-trees, because that is the
only spare spot in this street on the Upper North Shore.

The trees command authority. The gums are silent, because their place is
assured.

“Hmm,” says Clarissa, “so this is their new house. What do you think?”

Justin senses that she is ready to attack. He never knows things for certain, but
feels a vague uneasiness whenever Clarissa talks about other people. But because
they are engaged, he leaves his uneasiness alone.

“Looks O.K.,” he replied. “Could have chosen a classier suburb, though.”

“They’re lucky. They’ve got lots of money,” says Clarissa. Trying a second
time to pull Justin in.

“Yeh. And wasting it to live up here.”

Clarissa squirms in her seat. She is angry at Justin because of his inability to
bitch. He always cuts her short with humour. She never finds it funny.
Cheltingham’s one of the richest suburbs in Sydney, she thinks. Trust them to live
here.

Inside the house there is some excitement. There is a strong smell of apricot
chicken being blown around the kitchen. The ceiling fan blows the smells and
serviettes all over the room. It is a convenience that is inconvenient, like a lot of
other things in the Hennessy house. Outside there is a sizeable garden, with three
fruit trees, roses, and a vegetable patch. The outside lights are on, to show off the
fertility of the fruit trees. The moon is full and it, too, can light up the citrus. It
is not wanted. But it is powerful and will expose whether it is wanted or not.

Phillip, unaware of this power, is spooning apricot juice over the pieces he has
just turned. He is looking forward to dinner because they rarely eat well. He is
looking forward to company with whom he can open a bottle of wine. Or two
bottles, perhaps, if they remember to bring their own. Phillip will be angry if they
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don’t bring their own. It will force him to drink less, even though he has a cellar
of alcohol under the house.

The baby is crying.

“Suzanne, can you get it,” he yells. “And can you whip the cream for your
mousse?”

Suzanne owns the mousse because Phillip has a point to make. He has spent
all afternoon cleaning the house, watching his wife sitting and breast-feeding.

I’d rather have sore tits, than vacuum, he had thought.

Suzanne is glad that the baby is hungry. She thinks she has just heard Clarissa
and Justin pull up under the gum-tree. She will not have to verbally make a point
about how exhausting motherhood is. At least not initially, for they will arrive as
she is feeding.

The doorbell rings.

“Can you get it, darling,” yells Suzanne.

Phillip answers the door with spoon in hand. And juice over sleeve. It is
immediately obvious to the guests who the chef is, so compliments won’t head off
in the wrong direction.

“Well hello,” says Phillip cheerily.

“Hello,” replies Clarissa, “what a nice house.”

She hasn’t even seen it yet, and doesn’t really want to. Her body is squat, and
makes the lounge room look small. Her hair is pulled powerfully back, under a
floral headband. She is fat and flowery, but not yet to her fiance.

Justin jokes why on earth sell their pokey flat to live in a hell-hole like this.
Can’t imagine why. He laughs through his little round glasses, eager to make a
good impression on Clarissa’s friends. His vision of twelve months hence is the

present in which he now stands. He wants to like their house, and he wants to like
them.

“Where’s Suzanne?” asks Clarissa.

“Feeding,” mutters Phillip. “Come and see the vegetable patch.”

“So Suzie’s eaten before the rest of us, eh,” jokes Justin.

Temporary silence. Phillip makes a point of saying nothing. He uses stone cold
silence effectively. Although he resents his wife’s time spent breast feeding, it is his

prerogative alone to make comments.

But Clarissa laughs. Although she hates Justin’s humour, she wants others to
find him witty. She is going to marry an image, and is determined to tie the knot

48 WESTERLY, No. 1, AUTUMN, 1993



before she peers beneath the layers. She will feel safe in marriage, because Justin
is Catholic. Surely there’s no better guarantee than that.

They decide to see the vegetable patch. It is one of Phillip’s fail-safe
conversation pieces. Safe with anyone, really: greenies, gardeners, and/or bores.
Phillip is glad for the things to point at, too, because he feels uneasy under
Clarissa’s glare. The comn is a godsend. And he can pick off some ripe tomatoes
for them, because, after all, they did bring a bottle of wine.

“So what line of work are you in?” asks Justin, trying to make up with interest
what he’d botched up before.

“Agricultural Chemicals. I work down at Hamley’s. Great job, interesting
work.”

Boring as hell, thinks Clarissa. And God knows what he actually does.
Another one of those jobs that no one else can understand.

Phillip doesn’t ask what Justin does, but Justin volunteers that he works as a
chemical engineer. He is eager to establish an identity.

God, there goes that word chemical again, thinks Clarissa.

She manoeuvres the conversation back to admiration of the carrots before
things get out of hand. She thinks Phillip would make a good scarecrow, with his
big lips and greasy complexion. And she can’t wait to see what the baby looks like.
She hopes it will take after Phillip, although she jokes with others that she hopes it
looks most like Suzanne.

Back into the house they go. Clarissa leads the way, like a duck waddling
towards a pond. Towards a quagmire of sea-weedy conversation.

Inside, Suzanne has put the baby down into his cot of fluff. She softly despairs
at the stains on the pick sheepskin base, because they’d spent two weekends
choosing the cot’s lining. Pregnancy had filled the quiet Saturdays, with nausea and
shopping making the days go fast.

“Do you like our baby?” asks Phillip, as he would of a new carpet.

He is sounding aggressive, challenging his guests to put a foot wrong.

Clarissa oohs and aahs for an appropriate length of time. She is adept at being
socially appropriate, and in this situation senses secondary gains. To Clarissa giving
is like gifts. You are meant to get back what you give. And she is a great one for
investments in the future.

“Pre-dinner drinks?” asks Phillip.

“This motherhood business,” launches Suzanne, “it’s pretty damn tiring. No
alcohol for me darling, just orange juice.”

Phillip, very deliberately, attends to his wife first. He resents how breast
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feeding makes baby care look solely like a mother’s lot.

“G and T, or glass of wine?” he offers his guests. Phillip had already poured
their wine before they answered, in case Justin asked for juice, too. These Catholics
can be pretty straight, he thinks.

Justin readjusts the glasses on his nose. They are trendy, and he likes to draw
attention to them because they are one of the few changes he’s ever dared. The rest
of him looks like a giant, grey stripe.

“We’ve got holidays soon,” he bleats out, “and we’re heading down the snow.
Should be great.”

It is obvious he wants to talk about his skiing prowess. Manly and
adventurous, but not too radical. A very safe hobby to have.

Suzanne, with swollen ankles on a stool, does the honours. Sometimes she
feels so weary of life that she will oblige anything at all.

“Oh, do you ski?” she asks.

And off he goes. Glad of the opportunity to sparkle. Moguls, Thredbo, cross-
country skiing, crashing out exhausted at night. Obviously a person of vitality and
sense of adventure. Maybe a bit independent, too.

“It’ll be fun when we go,” adds Clarissa, to gain a reflection of fun onto
herself. She’d never skied, and hates the thought. She plans to buck out at the last
minute, with an aunt’s seventieth birthday or something like that.

God knows how Clarissa and Justin both think they are right for each other.
Clarissa, the travel agent, who loves going hither and thither courtesy of discounted
air fares for staff. Justin, who spends every winter holiday at Thredbo, and spare
summertime on the Central Coast. Clarissa, who crochets and spends weekends
putting bows in her poodle’s fur, whilst Justin watches videos. Although they both
live with their mothers. Funny the sort of common interests that attract you to the
opposite sex.

“The baby’s crying - do you mind if I bring him in here?” asks Suzanne not
caring whether they mind or not. After all, babies have to come first, so stuff it.

The son is back in the room, demanding attention again. Clarissa’s patience
wears thin.

She says, “so what have you two been up to lately,” - she pauses to cross her
leg - “anything?”

Christ, thinks Phillip, there it is again, total obliteration of parenthood. What
the hell does she think we do all day - stare at our toes?

And out loud - “not much, maybe parenthood makes people really boring.”

Good strategy, Phil. Attack with those inner conflicts, then you can pretend
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they’re somebody else’s issues, and not your own.

“The baby keeps us busy,” relates Suzanne. “Darling, why don’t you serve the
dinner.”

Suzanne has taken her ankles off the stool, and is now sitting upright, on the
alert.

Up they go to the table, as Phillip dishes out the chicken. No entrees for this
lot, not with prawns so expensive these days.

“Looks delicious,” says Clarissa, “take long to prepare?”

Having a vague recollection it was just a powdered soup packet and can of
juice poured straight over the chicken. But hoping she was worth more than just
that. Especially as there were no entrees.

“Really easy, actually,”
just....”

replies Phillip, laying it all on the line now. *“You
“Darling, I think they all need a bit more sauce,” interrupts Suzanne. “So
how’s your mother, Clarissa? Pretty well I suppose.”
Suzanne always answers her own questions. But it is hard to put Clarissa off.

“She hasn’t been that well at all. The heart specialist thinks she should have
the operation, but I don’t think it’s a good idea for a woman of mum’s age.”

“Good operation, though,” says Justin, seizing the chance to be technical.
“Amazing what medical science can do these days.”

Phillip is taking the opportunity to refill his own wine glass, whilst all the
others are still full.

“Well, she should have it then,” says Suzanne, weary already of the topic.

“She’s not as well as she used to be,” continues Clarissa. “I’m really worried
about her.”

“Out of hospital in ten days, I believe,” says Justin.
“More juice, darling,” says Suzanne.

The wine has started to go to Phillip’s head. He is working himself up to
being in a party mood, and wants to crack drunken, bawdy jokes like before he was
married. But he only cracks them with men, and Justin won’t take the bait. Justin
isn’t drinking. Phillip starts to tell the story about the day the woman at work with
large breasts wore a sheer blouse, and how it distracted everyone in the room so that
the production line stopped. Can you imagine it, a spray’s out of stock, and the
farmer asks his supplier why, and....

Clarissa laughs her silly little giggle, not because she is amused, but because
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she has enormous breasts herself, and likes to hear they are in demand.

Justin, the man, is conspicuous because of his silence. Clarissa would like him
to laugh, but won’t criticise such behaviour until after they are married.

Chicken juice has started to drip down Phillip’s chin. Grease and apricot nectar
slide from the corner of his mouth.

“Darling, you’re shocking everyone with your dribbles,” says Suzanne. She
likes to imagine that her husband has an untamed side to him, and often points it out
to her friends.

“There, is that better darling,” answers Phillip, after patting his jaw with the
paper serviette. “Can you stand to look at me now?”

Getting just a touch aggressive as the alcohol works its party trick.
The baby is now whimpering.

Because Justin had got his bit out about skiing, he now thinks he can say
anything.

“What’s black and blue and always wet?”

Silence.

“A baby victim of domestic violence.”

Big cheesy smile from Justin.

“Get it?” He is pushing uncharacteristically hard. For recognition of his soul.

“That’s gross,” winces Suzanne. She could happily say goodnight. Baby jokes
and apricot dribble are irking the centre of her being.

“Hardy-ha-ha,” says her husband. He only likes jokes that are at someone
else’s expense. He cuts into the chicken flesh severely, and the drumstick is pushed
off his plate.

Splat.

“So when’s your wedding?” Phillip asks. Viciously. With deliberate
inappropriateness.

“I’d like it at the end of August. But Justin’s mother wants it at the beginning.
We’re having the reception at the North Sydney Golf Club, with views of the water
and city lights, and...”

Suzanne is patting the baby’s back. Very loudly. To drown out these
unnecessary details that Clarissa bestows upon her.

“Actually,” interrupts Justin, “We’ll probably have the reception at the St
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George Catholic Club. My mother was saying...”

“It all works out in the end no matter where you have it,” barges in Suzanne.
Eager to impress that she’d been through that stage already, and that one day they’ll
understand that there are more important things.

Pat, pat, pat on baby’s back.

“I don’t want it in the Catholic Club. For heaven’s sake, Justin, getting
married in a nuptial mass is enough Catholic stuff for me.”

“Look Clarissa, it’s no big deal. Stop making a fuss about where we have it.”
“Your mother’s got control of the whole bloody thing.”

Clarissa’s elbows are now on the table. She wants support from Suzanne and
Phillip. They aren’t buying into this argument, it is too much fun to watch.

“Whatever your mother says goes. Our wedding’s just going to be a
celebration of your mother and your priest.”

“Don’t be ridiculous Clarissa. That’s absurd.”

Where his mother and church are under attack, Justin shows his mettle.

“Darling, it’s time for your mousse,” says Phillip.

“Can you get it, darling, the baby’s got wind.”

They both want to stay for the argument. They don’t get out much these days,
so home entertainment is most convenient. However Suzanne is hit by a wave of
social adeptness.

“Let’s both get it.”

They disappear into the kitchen to whip the cream.

“Suzanne’s put on a lot of weight,” hisses Clarissa. “She’s always tired, never
has any energy for anything.”

It is safer to attack her friend, than her fiance, to whom she was not yet
married.

This new direction of offensive is too much for Justin.
“I’m moving over to the couch,” he says.

In the kitchen, the mousse has set. Soft blobs of cream are being piled on top.
Suzanne is a specialist in mushy deserts.

“How could she marry him,” says Phillip.
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“He’s so tiresome,” Suzanne adds.

“A Catholic teetotaller, nothing worse.”

“Under his mother’s thumb, as well.”

“But so’s Clarissa. Maybe they deserve each other.”

“Clarissa’s put on a lot of weight,” replies Suzanne.

Suzanne slumps around the kitchen, dragging out the time spent away from her
guests. Little things have always tired her easily, like whipping cream and washing
up. Her mother was often around, helping her wash floors and scrub baths. It was
really too much for Suzanne.

“Well, they’d better appreciate all this effort,” she pants through her nostrils.

“This will blow Clarissa up, darling. I told you we should have got a dining
table for five.” Phillip laughs loudly, because it is his own joke.

“Let’s bring the mousse out on that serving tray Clarissa gave us for our
wedding present.”

“Ugly bit of board,” Phillip says.

Behind the kitchen door, Clarissa’s cheeks are burning. She had got up to
practice her social graces, and offer to help with desert. Through the crack of the
door, she has seen soft blobs of cream being spooned out, and had heard all of their
conversation. She hurries to her fiance’s side, and is just starting to tell Justin what
she heard, when the mousse arrives.

With delicate silver spoons on an ugly little tray.

In crystal desert dishes.

As if that can make up for what has been said.

“This is great,” says Justin, jovial again.

“Lovely,” says Clarissa, who prefers a much lighter texture.

“Always turns out good,” Suzanne replies. “Darling, how about some music?”

On goes the Vivaldi, which they only ever play at dinner parties.

“So what have you got planned for the rest of the weekend?” asks Phillip.

“We’re very busy,” answers Clarissa. “Tomorrow we’re going to Justin’s
mother’s for lunch, and then his brother’s for tea.”

At least I go out and do things, she thinks, not like these two.
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“Do you play golf?” asks Justin.

“Not really. Tennis though,” says Phillip.

“We should all go out and have a hit sometime, eh Clarissa,” suggests Justin.
Ping- sounds Clarissa’s finger-tip on her empty mousse dish.

Ping- follows Suzanne’s.

Spoons scrape around for more chocolate and cream.

Vivaldi gives out a false sense of security.

With crystal dishes and chamber music, it is hard to know what to say.

“We must do this again,” says Clarissa. “It’s so good to see you both. What
about the fifteenth at my place?”

“Sounds good. We haven’t got anything on, have we darling?”

“No,” replies Phillip. “Anyone for coffee?”
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BRUCE ROBERTS

Seashells

She aches for something more than winter surf

incessant slap of sea on sand.

She waits for the touch that will take her,

take from her the longing

for love by heaped log fires

warming of raw bodies around boobyalla burns

or carry beyond the seaweed, the shellgrit line,

where tides grind the souls of dead sailors

and voices sigh gently, “take my hand.”

Comfort briefly in the ache for winter love,

love, love, love and hands which lift her dress above the swell,
draw her naked hips and cold-warmed thighs

to love continuous as the oceans against the land,

until she cries; “Enough! I have had enough!”

The hands do not relent.

Their coldness strokes her body, empurpled with their touch
and she aches that all this love should stop;

“Enough! Enough!” but the current cradles her

in its arms and loves her far from shore.

In this way she sees herself;

a coarse reflection in the sea,

her face for an instant, an eye, a limb,

a cellophane crackle-wrap jigsaw

of light on the crest, a mirrored trough,

salt sting in her eyes, burn of hair upon forehead,
her neck, her throat like dry seaweed;

the chaffing of limbs as she flails her lover,

the bruising caresses of water and water,

water and water, stroke upon stroke, kick after kick
and love like drowning, like a seashell roars in her ears.
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This is a peculiar light, she thinks,

down here where there are no naked arcs

down here darkness, black blood beneath sleeping eyes
and the dawn, a shiver of lids slowly opening

and dusk in the quiver of closing. A most peculiar light.

Beautiful. It enters her, held captive at source.
She is fine coral in candlelight.

Soft music plays in the flicker of the candle.
Down here candles burn forever.

ELIZABETH BENNETT

Pilot’s Advice, Master’s Orders

Whales beached, bleached-out bones to dry

On coastline cemeteries;

Humpbacks, Killers and Pilots

Who couldn’t kill or steer,

Bamnacles now bereft, flippers outflung,

Lost all lost and lapidary polished by the waves.

Brought by sea to earth, bound by stones,

By sand aground,

We pick our way amongst the bones:

Scrimshaw for lost sailors — those worms on waves —
Shore-shorn, worried by storms, worrying bones

To shapes seen but never believed.
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MEGAN SCHAFFNER

Winter Journey

Hissing sleet needles the fog,
and cuts a space between the houses,
threads the leaves and rimes the gutters.
And I must venture out today -

to fetch a cat -

black

as unseen snowclouds, cantankerous
as needle points of sleet that sting
my face.

I slink into the car.

On icy unfamiliar roads

the wheels churn the muddied slush.

I search the dusk-blurred map and mutter
street names above the brittle clatter

of icicles upon the roof.

The cloud rags thin, the sleet dissolves
in drumming rain. The blinded house,
deserted,

empty, hides a lurking,
clawing presence in the cellar -
to be transported through the murk
and rain, to fireside, warm milk
and comfortable laps.

She howls
despairingly when I reach home
and disappears into the night.

Past midnight, soaked and frozen, crunching
the piled sleet and crisp new snow,
I pounce ...

and bring the sodden bundle,
wet spikes of fur, a lashing tail
and eighteen flailing icicles
into the house.
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D.C. McLAUGHLIN

McAuley in Malley’s ‘Direr: Innsbruck,
1495’

It would seem that there is little left to be said about the Ern Malley hoax
perpetrated by the poets, James McAuley and Harold Stewart, on Max Harris’s
Angry Penguins group almost fifty years ago. Nevertheless, I want to pose a theory
about the introductory poem in ‘Malley’s’ The Darkening Ecliptic.! 1 shall argue
that ‘Diirer: Innsbruck, 1495’ can be seen as a statement of McAuley’s artistic
belief. In other words, the poem supports Western traditional art. A point to be
clarified before moving on is that I am highlighting McAuley’s part in the hoax,
because he was the self-confessed ‘holder of the pen” when the Malley poems were
written, as legend has it, during an afternoon in 1943 at Melbourne’s Victoria
Barracks. According to McAuley, he provided the continuity that exists in the
poems, while Stewart’s role was to cut in from time to time to break the flow of
imagery that McAuley developed.

Arguing the case for ‘Diirer: Innsbruck, 1495° as a statement of McAuley’s
artistic belief involves a process that is akin to following the twists and turns of a
peculiarly Australian ‘conga’ line weaving in and out of the international artistic
movement known as ‘modernism’. At the head of the line is Christopher Brennan
(with the ‘spirit’ of the Renaissance German painter and engraver, Albrecht Diirer,
ever-present).” Brennan is followed by principal characters of Australian art and
literature, such as Lionel Lindsay, Norman Lindsay, Kenneth Slessor and various
others leading to McAuley. Some of these ‘dancers’ are somewhat out of step:
Brennan is showing the way in his rejection of bush values for international themes;
Lionel Lindsay and his younger brother, Norman, are selectively interested in, but
largely opposed to modernism; Slessor can be seen to be eventually embracing the
mood of the dance; and McAuley is supportive of some aspects of modernism but
contemptuous of its apocalyptic, surrealist rejections of order and Christian values.

Brennan, although unknown outside Australia, is clearly part of the
international movement that gave rise to poets such as Eliot and Yeats. Kenneth
Slessor has stated that Brennan was ‘a massive man and a massive poet’. This
comment and other evidence of Slessor’s affection and admiration for Brennan is
contained in Slessor’s essay, ‘Chris Brennan’.’ In Slessor’s dismissal of the work of
Harpur’s successors until the publication of Hugh McRae’s Satyrs and Sunlight
(1909), it is also significant that he excludes the poetry of Brennan from this ‘mass
eviction’.® Meanwhile, we can take note of Slessor’s acknowledgment of ‘The
powerful spell that Lionel and Norman Lindsay cast around them.”” Slessor was
mostly under the sway of Norman, rather than Lionel Lindsay,® but the earlier
influence of Lionel Lindsay on brother Norman should not be discounted. Lionel
Lindsay encouraged Norman’s early writing efforts and became his ‘model’ for the
archetypal Australian bohemian. In this period, just prior to the First World War, he
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also guided Norman in gaining ‘direction’ in his drawing, which had reached a
creative impasse.” Lionel Lindsay’s debt to Brennan at this time was immense.
Their relationship, cemented through the Casuals Club, was one of pupil to teacher
with Brennan fondly referring to Lionel as ‘Lionello’. Brennan provided Lionel
Lindsay with the university education he had been forced to forego when he became
an illustrator. Through their joint interest in languages, and Brennan’s admiration of
German culture, Brennan undoubtedly stimulated Lionel’s interest in Germany’s
philosophical and artistic heritage, including his reverence for Albrecht Diirer."° In
1928 Lionel attended the 400th anniversary exhibition of Diirer’s work in
Nuremberg and purchased Diirer’s engraving, ‘Melancholia’.!’ In 1940 Lionel
Lindsay acquired Diirer’s etching, ‘The Knight’, and described this as his life’s
‘crowning glory’.'> We know that Norman Lindsay admired German artists, music
and philosophy above all others and that he wholeheartedly endorsed Brennan’s
attack on the Hun’s negation of German culture in ‘Chant of Doom’."

Slessor’s celebration of Diirer in his poem, ‘Nuremberg’,'”* pre-dates his
association with Norman Lindsay by a year or two and, possibly, stems from an
interest in his German background (his family’s name was originally Schloesser).
Nevertheless, the centrality of Diirer as a figure representing the ‘timeless’ traditions
of art for the Lindsays is underlined in Lionel Lindsay’s attack on modernism in
Addled Art.”® According to Lionel Lindsay, modernism undermines the foundations
of tradition because it is a flight from reason. Drawing is modernism’s bete noire
because it demands discipline. It stands at the threshold of civilisation because all
tool and weapon-making involves shaping, which equates with drawing. Correct
drawing is classic because it follows the shape of things. This is the drawing of the
Greeks of the great period, and of the Florentines, Diirer and Ingres. Its noble rival
is the romantic drawing of Michelangelo, Rembrandt, Daumier and Millet. There
can be no revival of art without a return to the discipline of hard drawing.'®
Examples of the absolute reverse of this are provided by Picasso’s drawings for his
work, ‘Guernica’. Picasso’s mural was intended as a protest against the bombing by
the Nazis of this Basque city in 1937. The result, in Lionel Linday’s opinion, is a
work inspired by the ‘Muse of Abortion’."” Similarly, Matisse’s ‘Nude Woman
Draped’ reveals its ‘slightness of drawing’, compared to Titian’s ‘Venus of the
Tribuna’. In modernism, we have an age which finds its happiness in ‘the pursuit
and capture of ugliness’.'®

Links with Brennan, Lionel Lindsay, Slessor and Diirer can be established in
the work of James McAuley. Brennan was immersed in symbolism, and McAuley’s
M.A. thesis on this topic was influenced by Brennan. This lends force to Docker’s
observation that McAuley’s early poetry descends directly from Brennan’s notions
of an essential humanism that transcends the mundane aspects of social and political
life." In Brennan’s view there could only be ‘one subject of all art and that is the
thought of Eden’. McAuley’s writings about Brennan support the earlier poet’s
ideas about poetry as an expression of moods which transcend generations, and
Brennan’s belief that poetry should carry on the functions of religion.’ McAuley’s
accord with Lionel Lindsay’s view of modernism in Addled Art is documented in
The End of Modernity: Essays on Literature, Art and Culture.** Once again, it is
Diirer who is quoted as a benchmark figure for McAuley’s notion of ‘perennial’ art.
McAuley observes that there is no way of explaining the act of mind that produces
timeless art, but a manuscript note from Diirer comes close to expressing this.
McAuley notes that it was Diirer’s belief that the process begins when the artist fills
his mind with the observation of natural beauty. From this point the work grows
and produces its own fruit.23 McAuley recorded his affinity with Slessor’s
treatment of Diirer in Slessor’s poem, ‘Nuremberg’. It was a poem which McAuley
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said he ‘always liked’.* McAuley embarked upon a ‘serious involvement’ with
Diirer’s art in the late 1930s.2 More than thirty years after the Malley hoax (1976),
McAuley admitted that a ‘come on’ poem was needed to head Malley’s, The
Darkening Ecliptic, and that Albrecht Diirer’s watercolour of Innsbruck furnished
the basic subject matter.?®

With this in mind, and especially considering the role that Diirer has been seen
to play as a continuing symbol of everything that is ‘pure’ and ‘timeless’ in art, it
is difficult to assign the balanced, reflective sentiments of ‘Diirer: Innsbruck, 1495’
to the ‘voice’ of McAuley’s ‘pseudo-inspirational’ and ‘irrational’ modemist,
Malley, even if it is from Malley’s imagined ‘middle’ period before his ‘advance’ to
full-blown modernism.”” The musings of the poem’s speaker on:

...the colourful spires
And painted roofs, the high snows glimpsed at
the back,
All reversed in the quiet reflecting waters

have been dismissed by McAuley as a not very credible assertion that Malley had
often experienced a vision of Innsbruck before seeing Diirer’s watercolour.”® This is
McAuley speaking in his later role of the critic whose concern is with what a poem
is ‘actually saying’ and whether it is ‘sensible’.® This is markedly at odds with
McAuley’s pronouncements elsewhere about poetry extending beyond the bounds of
logical discourse.”® Meanwhile, we know with absolute certainty that McAuley was
principally concerned through his collected writings to maintain the traditions of
Western poetry. Thus, it seems reasonable to consider that these values are
contained, at least unconsciously, in the lines of ‘Diirer: Innsbruck, 1495’.
Therefore, could it not be that:

..the colourful spires

And painted roofs, the high snows glimpsed at

the back,
[with the colourful spires and painted roofs
representing art, and the high snows symbolising
the mind’s ultimate realisation of art’s highest
purposes]
All reversed in the quiet reflecting waters
[of the poet’s mind in the antipodes]

can only be expressed in an avant-garde manner by a person embracing enduring
values or, in other words, someone such as McAuley? Thus, one can assume that:

...Diirer perceived it too.
Consequently, and even though he

...had read in books that art is not easy

[it is, in fact, easy in McAuley’s 1940s view,
because, if one adheres to the traditions of the
great artists]

...the mind repeats ... the vision of others [in

contemporary forms].*!

Hence, the poet (McAuley, rather than ‘Malley’) is, in his allegiance to
Europe’s great artistic traditions, even though he labours in:

... the slumberous heavy air,
[of a materialistic and philistine Australian
society],

a recognisable figure for:
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The black swan of trespass on alien waters.

[And we can observe here that McAuley has likened
himself in his essay, ‘A Small Testament’, while
noting the link to the title of the Malley poem,
‘Petit Testament’, to ‘a single cell of life in an
absolute dead desert’].??

Of course, my argument for the purpose and meaning of ‘Diirer: Innsbruck, 1495’
can never be proved beyond doubt, but it does explain the unity of the poem and its
lack of disruptive devices to break its flow by Harold Stewart.
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CARMEL WILLIAMS

The Kid

“Mum’s got an old fridge we can have,”

The boy twirls a St Michael’s cap through sweaty fingers.

It’s the only marriage proposal I ever get.

A summer mini is cold in July; I steal Dad’s old army coat to hide in. The elastic
in my knickers stretches and finally breaks one day in the baby department in
Myers. I step out of them and don’t look back.

The student doctors are the same age as me. Every month they prod and poke and
I get a PUBLIC PATIENT NO CHARGE sticker on my card. I'd like to talk to the
black haired one, but when I smile she looks away.

I start to bleed and they admit me, the kid isn’t due for two weeks. I lie at the end
of a long dormitory, I wear a white hospital gown that ties at the back but the ties
have come off. All the beds and the women and the gowns looks the same. White
sausages on a row of barbecues.

The woman next to me is greek, she screams with every contraction. A nurse walks
from a lighted cubicle at other end. *“Shut up you stupid fat cow, I'll take you down
when the time comes.” The woman doesn’t know english and starts to cry. “Wogs”
says the nurse and rolls her eyes, I grab the woman’s hand and hold it until she
goes.

The kid is born near midnight. The students are due at a party in the nurse’s wing;
they mill around the bed like resentful cattle.

They hand the kid to me in a blanket. He is all smeary. he doesn’t cry, just looks
confused. One of them flips back the blanket.

“Look, see he’s got all his bits, you can’t keep him here he’s underweight.”

The nurse picks the kid up and walks to the door.

“What are you going to call him?” she asks over her shoulder.

I yell back his name but she’s already gone.

They wheel me out into a breezeway, the sky is full of stars.

“Gunna be a frost I'll betcha,” says the orderly.

“Bit of a traffic jam down in public, be back to get ya in a while love.”

I lie in dried blood until dawn.

In the moming the boy comes, he’s wearing one of the white gowns. He holds out
a bunch of dead sweet peas.

“I came last night but they wouldn’t let me in,” he says.

I’'m home in four days. The kid stays behind, he’s still too small. The boy and 1
feel strange to be alone, the kid’s always been there between us before.

I express milk and take it in on the tram every morning.

The pump they gave me squeezes and splits my nipples and by the fifth day I can’t
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stop blood mixing with the milk. The sister in the nursery tells me I must be doing
it all wrong.

The kid gets put on a bottle.

The boy dresses the kid the day he comes home. The matinee jacket swings off his
skinny arms and the booties make his legs look like a duck’s.

“He’s too fine featured for a male” says the charge sister.

“Silly old bitch” whispers the boy. On the ride home in the taxi, he holds the kid
like he’s holding a bird’s egg.

We eat bread and honey for tea and watch the kid sleep. I climb on top of the
wardrobe and find an old school folder, inside is an essay, ‘WHY I WANT TO BE
A JOURNALIST’, I scrunch up the essay and put the kid’s name tag and armband
between the plastic.

The kid gets croupy then gets pneumonia, he’s in hospital for two weeks. I'm in
advanced stages of guilt.

“Wrap him up warm next time,” they say.

I wrap him up so warm he overheats and has a convulsion.

The kid and I make it to his fifth birthday. Along the way he gets twin sisters.
Who says God’s got no sense of humour? The kid and his sisters get a house with
terylene curtains and a backyard. The boy works two jobs and fourteen hours a day.
His hair starts to thin, and he turns into a man.

The kid gets a note sent home the first week of school.

“Not co ordinating with the teacher.” says the psychologist and looks at me. I look
out to the window behind her, out to the rich leafy suburb.

“You’re very young” she says.

I think about how the man will have to work weekends to pay her. She gives the
kid a toy; it is a piece of wood with shapes cur out, a hammer and small wooden
shapes to go with it. The kid begins to bang the shapes into the wood only none
of them fit.

The kid looks at me.

“They don’t fit” he says.

I look at the psychologist.

“It’s a clinical aid,” she whispers. “It’s to test his level of aggression.”

The kid heaves the clinical aid past her head and out the window.

She looks at me.

“You’re very young” she says.

The kid develops a creative streak. All the grade fours have to write a page on what
they do with their time after school.

“When I get home from school, I get bread and butter for my tea. We only
have bread and butter ‘cos Dad goes down to the pub all day and spends all the
money on beer. Mum locks me in my room after tea and I never ever get to watch
Star Trek or Doctor Who. I also have to do all the washing up while my fat sisters
watch everything they like.

I also get belted alot and am never allowed to go to swimming.

I never get any Christmas presents neither.”

“I realize that this may not be accurate” says the teacher, nevertheless the principal
has asked me to have a little chat with you and your boy.

“It’s about ... ah ... child abuse.”

I look at the kid, the kid grins.
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“It should be made compulsory,” I say.

The kid more than makes it through year twelve. 1 count the days to the graduation
dinner.

?Not in a bloody penguin suit” says the kid.

I plead; he promises.

The tangerine tux really stands out against the sixty two black ones in the photo.
The kid goes away to college. The first letter home comes with a student paper, the
papers tell you which bands are playing on campus, how to detect herpes, and where
to buy the best hash. I buy a copy of “YOUR TEENAGER AND DRUGS” and
write the kid a four page letter about it.

The kid writes back;

“On the money you send me I can’t even get high on floor polish, anyhow dope
stuffs your sex drive.”

I throw the book in the recycle bin.

The kid bangs on the doors and yells.

“Happy Ma’s Day”.

He throws a parcel wrapped in newspaper on the bed.

I unwrap it, and smooth out the paper to read with breakfast.

“Today the ‘West Australian’ tomorrow the ‘Washington Post’,” he says, noticing.
I hope so for his sake, not mine, Perth is far enough away.

I open the box, its a waffle iron.

“I wanted satin pyjamas,” I say.

“Hah” says the kid.

The man stirs beside me.

“I wanted satin pyjamas,”

“In your dreams,” says the man.

He feels for his glasses and squints at the kid.”What happened to the Eagles? Mob
the bloody wankers.”

I leave them to it, and shuffle into the kitchen. I hope I can get these satin pyjamas
to work, I'll make waffles and coffee the take the girl breakfast in bed. It gives us
a chance to talk and get to know each other better.

Besides; everyone needs spoiling when they’re pregnant.
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DOREEN PASCAL-MURRAY

Absolution

Instinctively she parked her car in her old spot, next to Len’s, partly under a tree.
Switching off the engine, she made no move to open the door. She hadn’t been here
for six months but had thought of this place daily, watching the clock and knowing
what would be happening at any moment of the day. She had heard the ringing of
bells, the shrieking of students and the tired drone of staffroom conversations.

This was the first time she had returned, although friendly colleagues had told her
how welcome she would be. Why not drop in for morning tea? We would love to
see you. A couple had phoned her when she had first retired. Keep in touch they
had said. We could meet at McDonalds for breakfast, one had even suggested. She
had phoned two of her friends occasionally, but she knew how busy they were and
how precious their free time was. In term holidays they had gone away to renew
themselves so she hadn’t seen any of them since she left. Now someone else was
retiring and she had been invited to the staff gathering which always accompanied
such events.

From the car park she looked at the buildings in which she had worked for nineteen
years. She could see the window of the office which she had shared with Joyce.
She could see the room where she had taught. She could see the girls’ toilet block
which she had patrolled as swiftly as possible every Tuesday and Thursday morning.
She could see the staffroom where she had been so cheerful and positive.

Life had been good here. Over the years she had eared the reputation of being a
conscientious, talented teacher and she had certainly enjoyed her job. She revelled
in the company of young people and was constantly surprised by them. Teaching
English meant that she was exposed to the ideas and values of sixteen and seventeen
year olds. In discussion groups and in written work they were fearlessly honest.
Some of their personal experiences had shocked her, but she had been proud of their
trust in her.

It had been impossible to guess what each day might hold in store, but all had been
interesting. She smiled as she thought fondly of the time her group of woodwork
students had turned the whole room back to front while she was out of the room for
five minutes. Her desk had been positioned at the back, the boys facing it, all
scribbling away silently, pretending that nothing had happened. Anything to create
a diversion from the writing exercise which they found so difficult, but with which
they struggled so gamely.
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Teaching had for so long occupied the largest part of her life. Working closely with
a group of people with whom she shared so many interests had provided her with
all the companionship she needed. Her decision to retire early had startled some of
them. She obviously enjoyed her work and had so much to offer. They couldn’t
imagine her not teaching.

She looked at her watch. It was time to be caught up in the noise and bustle of
morning tea. Locking the car, she dropped her keys into the handbag which the
staff had given her as a farewell present. It was really too small for all the rubbish
she carried around, but she used it daily.

Crossing the quadrangle she walked slowly, hoping to meet a friend, but classes had
not quite finished, two more minutes to go. She almost stopped before she reached
the staffroom door. She was afraid to go in; afraid of finding out that this was
where she belonged. They had been right when they had questioned her decision.

There were a few people already in the staffroom buttering scones and putting
biscuits on plates. Her entrance was greeted with welcoming noises. “You look
marvellous!” “You’ve lost weight!” You look years younger!” One young man
whom she had never really liked, even went as far as to say she had lost all the tired
wrinkles from round her eyes. They asked what she was doing with all her free
time, but didn’t wait for an answer. There was too much to be done.

Before the echo of the bell had died away the door was flung open and teachers
flooded in, most carrying books and students’ work. They made their way to their
special places, carefully reserving seats with their belongings before making their
way back to the rack of coffee mugs on the wall where each hook was named. Her
name had been removed. In its place was the name of a stranger.

Someone found her a visitor’s cup. She was angry to see her hand shaking as she
took boiling water from the urn. Everyone was greeting her, complimenting her,
saying how much they missed her, but she was feeling a quiet sense of separateness.
Sitting at a table with her friends she listened to fragments of conversation. The
topics were still the same teacher concerns, but she didn’t join in.

The Principal was warm in his welcome but hurriedly turned to the pressing concern
of the day, his farewell speech for Freda. She remembered his speech for herself,
six months ago, and felt vaguely that this one was very similar, wordy and
humourless. Freda stood awkwardly beside him, hands behind her back, eyes to the
floor, obviously concentrating on getting through this ordeal without making a fool
of herself.

She watched the pantomime, listening to the jocular cries of well-wishers and
joining in the applause as Freda unwrapped her English bone china dishes. She felt
embarrassed as she heard Freda fumbling her way through her thank you and
goodbye speech. It was much too long, too personal and barely audible to people
at the far end of the room. They began to talk. Others looked at their watches.

Suddenly the bell rang. Chairs were pushed back, people queued to hurriedly rinse
out mugs and replace them on their hooks. Freda, left alone, gathered up her gifts
and cards and prepared to leave. The visitor looked around the empty room from
which her friends had fled. Carefully she washed out the strange cup she had been
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using and left it on the sink.

Almost jauntily she walked back across the quadrangle, again deserted, to her car
waiting in the quiet under the trees. Unlocking the door, she slid confidently behind
the wheel and started the engine. The radio began to play as she turned the car
toward the road. It was a beautiful day and she knew where she was going. She
did not look back as she left the car park.

DENNIS DAVISON

Postmodern Theatre

In a blue-green spotlight
Three Sisters stand

Silent against a blank wall
While a ten-year-old boy

In tone-less voice-over
Recites the text:

“I'm in love with Vershinin!”
A familiar bearded figure
Among the audience

Coughs. It is Anton Chekhov.
He murmurs to Stanislavski:
“What ever happened to Method Acting?”
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ROD MORAN

Intimations

1

When the squall passed across the bluff,
and a sodden darkness folded

its indigo arms around the inlet,

the subsided-sea calm as dew,

agates of sound, each echoing

with the moon’s white silence,

tapped their metre on the corrugations:
zinc chords from Satie,

brine-tinged and cooler than ‘50’s jazz.
And that single bluesy gull-call,
pealing from the salty breeze,

phrasing all the world’s grief.

2

At mid-day the ocean’s ambience

is an enigmatic jade. On the beach,

a newspaper flaps like a stray flag,
flaps about my thin burnt ankles.

It contains momentous announcements.
The print bleaches to fragments of sense,
a frail Rosetta for a future dead code.
Evening, and I will navigate

back along the shifting sandy track,
feeling the wheels skid, night
spreading like a stain in my bones.
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NANCY LA MONICA

To Lose the Search

His diet is starving me.

I can no longer feed on his love.

I feel his arms loosen around me.

The storm is weathered in my heart.

I try and deny what I know is there.

I draw circles but the lines do not meet.

His grip is expressionless.

I’ll curl up in the dying fire

And in my own flames will die.

His body looks older than it is.

I watch the world wake up from my history.
Another page is about to be written.

I ride with the storm.

Reflections of what it was

Trapped behind the crack in my mirror.
I hear you calling for happier times.
The impossibility lies on my chest.
The treasure map is clear

But the gift no longer wanted.

My heart is heavy and too weary to travel.
It will travel to the grave,

Which he had once unsettled.

The skeleton is the same,

The flesh has been eaten.

Bury me once more.
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GAIL WATSON

The Dance of Shiva

I

It starts first in the toe of her right foot - an urge, or rather a compulsion to tap, to
respond to a rhythm and melody that she can faintly hear. She stands on the sand
looking out over the water, listening.

She begins slowly at first - the tapping followed by a gentle swaying of the
hips and the rise and fall of the shoulders, then the arms and hands begin moving
smoothly and freely. In the golden late afternoon light she moves faster, gathering
momentum, smiling and rocking, faster and faster. With eyes half closed she whirls
and dips, sways and turns around and around and around. She laughs out loud at
the sheer joy of the dance.

2

She has been sent outside to play. She skips up and down the path, dwarfed by
garden and yard. She wears her new tartan skirt with pleats and her glossy black
patent shoes with silver buckles ... her first shoes without laces. She stops and
begins a slow circle watching her skirt flare out as she turns. She gathers speed
until she is spinning like a top, spinning until the colours in her skirt blur, spinning
until she loses control and flies out over the garden and falls askew amongst the
dahlias.

She calls with surprise and fear for her mother who comes running.

“What’s the matter, what have you done?” her mother calls out.

“I was dancing and got dizzy,” she replies.

“You stupid girl ... just look what you’ve done to the dahlias. Don’t do that
again!”

Nor does she ... not for a long, long time.

3

All the girls in the class stand in a circle, shivering in flimsy cheesecloth
costumes which barely reach the knees. The costumes are pink with matching felt
slippers. When they walk the tiny bells on their toes tinkle. On each shoulder a
parcel of dove-grey bemberg is rolled up and fastened with a press stud, poised for
release at a given moment when the circle of human petals will change colour in one
gigantic floral dance. They are entertaining the Queen.

She is nervous about her movements, aware of her flabby, partly-formed body.
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She is certain to be the only petal to furl or unfurl at the wrong time. The eyes of
the entire audience, including family, will see her awkwardness and her ugly body.

4

The evening is almost over. The lights are dim. The band plays a low, slow tune
heavy with saxophone. Her feet gently move from side to side barely leaving the
floor. Her partner presses her hand to him and she can feel his erection against her
pubic bone. She is warm and moist and has a thirst for the movement to last
forever. He runs his fingers down her spine and she shivers at the thought of their
long walk home. She dreams of weaving around him, kissing, licking and learning
about love.
But this dance is forbidden, for the moment.

5

The windows of the car mist over. Just as well, she thinks, what would mother say!
She slides down on the front seat with bra undone, blouse unbuttoned and skirt up
around her waist. She breathes deeply and catches her breath as he runs his hands
all over her. Her back stiffens as he sucks her nipples.

She pushes his hand to that area which “nice girls don’t let boys touch ... not
before marriage anyway.” She unzips his trousers and reaches for his penis. It feels
as smooth as the finest silk. It reminds her of the sleep bark of her favourite lemon
scented gum ... the one she’s always hugging and stroking. Now she thinks she
understands her fascination with that tree. She stifles a laugh at the thought. He
asks her why she’s laughing and she tells him.

He says, “I’'m not sure whether I should be flattered or not ... I don’t mind the
allusion to size, but I hope there’s nothing wooden about my performance.”

They stop speaking as she slides flat onto the seat of the car and he moves on
top of her. He continues to touch her with gently probing fingers, when without
warning a sensation from a place small and deep inside her causes her body to shake
and quiver and arch in a dance which, although surprising and new to her, is as old
as time.

He joins her in her dance.

6

One short hour of labour and it’s done ... her childbearing is over. This is her first
son and last child. She owns her body again, once the breastfeeding is finished.
The baby is safely in the nursery. She lies on the bed enjoying the luxury of being
alone.

Outside the sky is dark. It has been threatening rain all morning, and during
the birth she sees lightning flashing and hears the first large splats of rain on the
roof. Despite the dramatic posturing of the heavens they offer no relief from the
heat. Perspiration rolls down her face and her legs stick to the sheets. Another flash
of lightning followed by a crack of thunder precedes more rain ... haphazard at first
then becoming steadier and heavier, the thrumming and drumming of ear shattering
rain. The windows stream with water. The world outside flashes fluorescent.
Gutterings fill and overflow. She lies listening to the raging of wind and sky.

One or two drops of water hit her first. She looks up to see where they’re
from. The roof above her bed is where a new addition joins the old building. The
one or two drops become a stream. Her hair drips and water trickles down her face
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forming drops on the end of her nose.

Still groggy from the birth she slides out of the bed and hops around in a
spreading pool of water which splashes up her legs. Her nightgown clings to her
body ... she deliberately stays in the wet enjoying the coolness as she continues her
little hopping dance. Up and down she jigs and laughs, calling out in a small voice
“Oh, oh, oh!”

She dances for the ending of the heat, for the birth of her child and for all life
old and new. She dances because she is a woman.

7

The morning is foggy, cold and still. No cars sweep around the bend in the road
and the birds are not singing.

She follows her son around the yard as he totters on unsteady legs pushing his
toy lawnmower across the grass. He walks stiffly on account of his thick corduroy
trousers and the heavy woollen jacket she has knitted him.

She wants to be doing other things ... anything except walking around this tiny
backyard in the cold. She should put out the washing. The fog must clear soon. “It
won'’t hurt to leave him, just for a moment, just while I get the washing,” she thinks.

She runs up the path at the side of the house and into the laundry. She wastes
no time in throwing the clammy washing into a basket before beginning her return.
She can’t hear the reassuring click of the plastic ratchet in his toy lawnmower. She
wonders what he’s doing. A fear needles, a fearful image flashes before her.

Then she reaches the corner of the house she sees the truth in the image. There
he is ... trapped head first in the deep and narrow pond ... his small red gumboots
sticking out of the water; his toy lawnmower on the other side of the pool where
he’s tried to reach for it. She dares not let herself think of his struggle to free
himself from the steep-sided pool. She dare not.

She drops the basket and runs to drag him from the stinking water where he’s
sunk, weighted down by the sodden wet woollens that she has knitted with love.
Her breath comes in sobs as she drags him, unconscious and blue from the water.
What to do. She panics and turns him on his front, pushing at his back. She panics.
She can’t remember what to do. Still panicking, she tips him up hoping the water
will pour from him, but he doesn’t respond. He’s blue.

She picks him up, cradles him in her arms and runs screaming towards the
front of the house ... to the road. The gate at the side of the house is fastened. She
fumbles, it won’t open fast enough. She screams and screams. The only sound in
the white empty fog is of her voice screaming from some primitive part of her.

And no-one comes.

She reaches the road, carefully places his body on the nature strip and begins
a slow dance around him, pleading for help. And still no-one comes. The houses
are empty, the street is empty. She is alone with her son who is blue and not
breathing.

And suddenly people come from everywhere, neighbours and friends from
everywhere. Someone begins mouth to mouth resuscitation; another puts their arms
around her. Everyone watches, willing the small child to respond ... and he does.

She stands limp and useless as a stranger, while someone else clears her son’s
throat and breathes life into him.

The wet mist clears soon, but not from her shoulders. The guilt clings like a
fog for many years ... and she never forgets the long slow dance.
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8

The kitchen is warm with the heat of the oven and the winter sun shining through
the window. The smell of bread baking wafts through the house and out into the
garden. It’s a smell to welcome the children home from school ... bread baking ...
the smell of mothering and nurturing.

She makes a coffee for herself and puts on her favourite recording of sixteenth
century dance music from Court and Village. The joyful sound of early instruments
matches her mood. She puts her coffee down and starts to move whispering the
steps as she practises her pieces, “heel and toe, and heel and toe, and heel and toe
together.” Her feet gather pace with the music.

The fast terpsichore is followed by a stately pavane. She hears the voice of her
teacher exhorting her to “hold your head high. Remember the peacocks. Glide with
head high, shoulders low and toes pointed. Tease with the ankle.” She closes her
eyes and dreams of a more graceful age.

The sound of the back door banging brings her back to the present while she
continues to dance in the past.

_ “Oh Mum, don’t you realise how stupid you look. I can’t stand watching you
while you dance.” Her son stands at the lounge room door disapproving. His sisters
join him.

“I don’t care,” she says. “Besides, you don’t have to watch.” But she stops,
removes the record from the turntable and returns to the kitchen.

A quick tap on the hollow sounding bread confirms that it is done. The
children smile as the feisty loaf slips from the tin.

9

The phone rings and her sister’s voice tells her it’s over. “She died just before
lunch. Don’t come back yet, there’s nothing you can do here. Your brother’s
arranging the funeral. The minister from his church will conduct the Service.” She
thinks of the irony. Her mother’s views on Church and religion were not
sympathetic.

She’s not sure what she should do. The long drive back to the city is out of
the question. She is too exhausted and angry. She is angry with her mother for
gripping onto life for so long, despite the pain and disease. She feels guilty about
the anger and about the fact that her mother died alone, away from home and the
family she loved. She brusquely tells herself, “We all die alone.” But the neat little
assertion does nothing to make her feel any better.

She hardens her heart and determines to go to the Dinner Dance, as arranged
weeks previously, and she does so, telling no-one that only this morning her mother
died, her mother whose whole life was her family and home, her mother whose love
made her feel inadequate.

So she goes out for the evening and she dances every dance with an unusual
vigour and lack of restraint ... and no one seems to notice the fury of her movement,
nor the redness of her eyes.

1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9
The orange sun kisses the horizon.

The breeze urges her
begin.
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She shimmers and ripples with the water.

She circles, swoops and dives with the eagle.

She flirts with the leaves in the banksias

Her body swirls like rock.

She dances until her tears fall as rain, and her feet
spin the sun out along the horizon

pushing it over the edge.

She glints and flickers, ebbs and flows,

and with intense effort draws the moon up into the sky.
She reels faster and faster,

until all her dances, happy and sad

are this one,

She vibrates until she is a bright white light,

until she and all are one.

She is the Dance itself.
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CONNIE BARBER

A Season Without Sheep
for Peter

Now the grass, (Fairy Grass, we called it.)
foams through orchids, flowery buttons,
surreal pinks and purple. Soft seed-heads

stain the ridges like dawn ankle deep.
This burgeoning on rock touches
wild abundance beyond the fence:

Fairy, Blow-fly and blue pincushions
haze the gully, throw cerulean waves
into the forest. Here, ridged rock once

flew such blue and gold, rippled flowers.
A knee-high wash of seed heads ran
back across the hills, beyond the road,

down the valley to the green land of granite
and creeks. Now the hills breed without sheep,
without the tread of fit ceremony.

A tide is flowing through roads and rivers of blood,
flooding soft tissues, threatening life.
‘I must not leave the land’ you say, pulling

an invasive week, ‘poorer than when I came.’
A few old wethers crop the homestead hill.
Grass and orchids have a last fling

braving a time when white bone
nudges red rock a gritty ash
flies into the forest. The black dog

rests its grey muzzle
against the verandah post
waiting for you.
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MARK REID

dead wood

at night its branches support the city as

xmas lights these mute incisions providing depth to
the flat presentation of tree the cut-out dark as the
electronic beep of an abandoned watch will

wake you at 2 am. acutely there is

life behind a single car joins

the dots of the highway in a shift of

breeze whole streets are both

erased & revealed & you are

smoking roll-your-owns on a battered verandah with
holes in the boards one foot on the railing you
are coming to grips with the house with an

old home that is new to you settling your

frame to the shape of the furniture reading the

wind in its eaves allowing its history to

contain you you snap the necks of

cupboard mice & raise babies in your sleep you
experiment with your possessions find the
configuration that suits (but some music for now) you
laden this kitchen with your tastes your cautious
dogs urinate in the yard but still from

time to time a friend will visit &

leaning across that railing extending a gesture toward
the old black wattle say

dead wood that one
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LAWRENCE BOURKE

Reading

The Visible World

Swaying seed heads conduct
the chant

of lawn mowers
as a post planted in concrete

four-by-two beheaded
slantwise and painted
orange means two people

like me and you
stand and wait
and one of us shifts out
of the way
as a column of ants
treks between cracks

to emerge in this world
Constituents beyond enumeration
in a cosmos bursting

with its own importance
are not innumerable
apparently but who
would credit it in the sun
waiting for a bus, watching ants
reconstitute the world
except the driver ~ who pulls up
looking like Jacques Derrida
about to do something

unmentionable

to the tender extremity of
his own

ticket or is it mine

that he reads and waves through?
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JOHN P TURNER

Tim Winton’s Shallows and the End of
Whaling in Australia

Whaling was Australia’s first major industry. East India Company ships returning
from India and China had reported a large number of whales in the Indian Ocean,
and merchants from England had already begun sending whale ships to test the
potential. The first fleet had seen humpback herds in the Indian Ocean and James
O’Hara recorded an incident with a whale in Sydney Harbour in 1790. With the
world demanding baleen for corsets and whale oils for lamps and candles, the large
numbers of whales in Australian waters provided substantial income for the first
settlers until wool took over as the major product in the 1830’s. As Herman
Melville pronounced in Moby Dick:

That great America on the other side of the sphere, Australia, was given
to the enlightened world by the whalemen. After its first blunder-bomn
discovery by a Dutchman, all other ships long shunned those shores as
pestiferously barbarous; but the whale-ship touched there. The whale-ship
is the true mother of that now mighty colony. Moreover, in the infancy
of the first Australian settlement, the emigrants were several times saved
from starvation by the benevolent biscuit of the whale-ship luckily dropping
an anchor in their waters.l

That great historian of whaling, Edouard A Stackpole, has reported that whale
ships with their wide-beamed holds were well suited for the transportation of
convicts in the early days of the new settlements. Four such vessels owned by
London merchants were indeed present in the Third Fleet.2 The temptation was
very great to turn a handsome profit with a whale hunt on the return voyage and
have the venture underwritten at government expense. The first whaling station was
established in Tasmania in 1806. In 1841 there were thirty-five whaling stations in
Tasmania alone.3 But there was great competition with ships from other countries
in these relatively unfished waters. Despite the fact that foreign vessels, as Melville
states, sometimes saved the new settlements from starvation, the colonial
government did everything it could to preserve Australian waters for British ships.
For much of Australia’s early history, the British competed with America and
France for control of the southern whale fishery. The Norwegians came at the end
of the nineteenth century armed with Svend Foyn’s newly invented harpoon gun and
pursued whales with “relentless havoc.” By the time a native Australian whaling
industry became active at the end of World War II, reckless practices and
overfishing had depleted the world’s cetacean herds. ~Whaling commissions,
international and domestic, put more and more regulations on the hunt; it became
increasingly difficult to make a profit and more and more whaling stations closed
around the world. The last station in the American lower forty-eight states (at Fields
Landing, California) closed in the 1950’s. The last land-based Australian whaling

WESTERLY. No. 1, AUTUMN. 1993 79



station, at Cheynes Beach near Albany in Western Australia, was forced to close in
the late 1970’s. The station is now a museum and tourist attraction, Whaleworld.

Tim Winton’s 1982 novel, Shallows, narrates a series of confrontations between
the whalers of a fictional whaling community and a militant ecological organization,
Cachalot and Company. Much of the plot is based on real incidents which occurred
at Cheynes Beach in 1977. One of the chief activists of the Canadian Greenpeace
Movement, Robert Hunter, has given a first-hand account of these events in
Warriors of the Rainbow: a Chronicle of the Greenpeace Movement.4 These real-
life, self-styled “eco-guerillas” came to Australia’s southern coast in order to draw
the attention of the world’s press to brutal whaling practices at Cheynes Beach.
Hunter maintains that their efforts were successful.

When we left..., we felt depressed, letdown, and exhausted. It wasn’t until
months later that the federal government bowed to the pressure that had been
generated by all the media coverage of the event, and ordered an inquiry
into whaling in Australia, the first such inquiry ever called. Public-opinion
polls had shown that feeling against whaling was running at something like
seventy percent nationwide. We had not directly saved a single whale -
yet, indirectly, we had precipitated a strong movement in that direction.5

Winton bases the superplot of his novel on three of the most dramatic episodes
in the confrontation, the failure of Greenpeace’s small boat engines, causing the
whalers to win the first day’s confrontation, the near-miraculous appearance of
dolphins in usually shark-infested waters, and the firing of a harpoon gun
dangerously close to the anti-whalers.

Winton’s novel is not the first to choose whaling as its subject-matter, of
course. Before the demise of their profession, whalers were for centuries heroic
men, pursuing the most awesome creature on earth, the Leviathan of the scriptures,
through a hostile environment with pitifully small and inadequate weapons.
Melville’s Moby-Dick is the great epic of whaling, a massive anatomy of nineteenth-
century American capitalism told in grand language and filled with larger-than-life
humans with Biblical names. While Melville wrote in whaling’s heyday, Winton
writes at the end of its centuries-long history. The action of Shallows takes place in
the fictional town of Angelus, Western Australia. Angelus’s confrontation with
outside eco-activists and the inevitable loss of its major industry is an apt vehicle to
discuss some of the major questions of the late twentieth century - spiritual malaise,
the failure of leadership, and the plundering of the earth’s resources.

In Moby-Dick, Melville opposed the two worlds of the land and the sea. The
land represented the comfortable, everyday world of reason and rationality, while the
sea was the wilderness of the imagination and the subconscious. For Winton, an
Australian, the land is a less comfortable and benign place. The Australian
continent is, for the most part, a harsh, unforgiving, inhospitable environment;
human beings must come to terms with it and adapt to its challenges. Founded by
marooned, dispirited, nearly-starving American whalers one hundred and fifty years
earlier, late twentieth-century Angelus manages a marginal existence at the coastal
shallows, the place where the sea and the land meet. Her citizens live and work on
this margin, and the town’s existence and livelihood depend on forays into the sea
to catch and kill marine creatures. They butcher them and break down their
carcasses for use by the inhabitants of the land. A kind of neutral territory between
sea and land, these coastal shallows are the central metaphor of the book. Here
humans swim and fish and butcher whales. It is also in coastal areas like this where
whales mysteriously come singly or in groups to die, willfully frustrating all human
attempts to redirect them into deeper waters, perhaps despairingly committing the
cetacean equivalent of suicide. Like Moby-Dick, Shallows has several “cetology”
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sections in which a wealth of information about whales is presented, helping to
enrich their operation as a symbol in the narrative. In one of these sections, possible
reasons for cetacean strandings are discussed.

“There’s a heap of theories, you know,” Mark said, scratching his chin. ‘The
echo-location faults are the most popular at the moment, like the whaletrap
theory. You see, when a pod of whales is moving north along a complex
coast with inlets and coves and deep bays they sometimes come into a bay
which is so deep and so big with a sweeping headland that in order to get
out again they might have to swim south for a distance. You know, exactly
in the opposite direction their migratory senses tell them to. Their whole
beings compel them to move north - to escape they must move south, they
get distressed, hesitate long enough in the swell which is often heavy - or
the tide - and they can get caught in the shallows.

‘Whales don’t operate their best in shallow water. Very flat, long, shelving
beaches are traps. The water is warm in the shallows - they like it - but
their sonar gets hazy in that kind of uniform terrain. They can’t identify
it properly, make mistakes, get frantic, they’re stuck.’6

The comparison with human despair in the novel is obvious: it’s hard to find one’s
way in a warm, comfortable environment where the usual goals are not clearly
visible. Civilization’s complexities, as well as its easy answers and distracting
retreats, provide perils for humankind. Many of the characters in the novel find
themselves in just such a situation.

The name Angelus, of course, is from the Latin for “angel,” and is the first
word of a prayer to the Virgin Mary which the Roman Catholic Church says three
times a day in honor of the Incarnation. Angels are messengers of God, the word
being a Latin translation from the Hebrew. For centuries, whales had been coming
to the coasts of southern Australia in large numbers at certain times of the year.
Thus, they serve as annunciators of the change of seasons and the passage of time.
Several times in the book they are called “God’s appointed messenger” with a
reference to the Book of Jonah (I haven’t been able to find the reference, by the
way). Indeed, ecologists regard disappearing species as a kind of warning signal to
the human race that we had better clean up our act before dire environmental
consequences almost certainly result from our brigandage of the world’s resources.
Winton underscores this theme with a quotation from Jeremiah, XII, 4: “How long
will the land mourn, and the grass of every field wither? For the wickedness of
those who dwell in it the beast and the birds are swept away” (p.60). Moreover, the
possibility of cetacean intelligence carries the implication that we must preserve
these creatures so that we can give ear to the apocalyptic message they may have for
us. As one of the protesters remarks, “...our future lies in communication between
the species, co-existence with the environment. Not in the follies of the past” (p.39).

Many other religious references punctuate Winton’s narrative. He works
numerous direct Biblical quotations and references to stories of Old Testament
prophets into his contemporary tale. The Biblical Jonah went to sea to be
swallowed by a whale in the first place in order to avoid God’s command to “Arise,
go to Nineveh, that great city, and cry against it; for their wickedness is come up
before me” (Jonah, I:2). When he was three days in the whale’s belly he was about
as far away as he could get from divine power, but God heard Jonah’s prayers
nonetheless, and caused the whale to vomit the prophet out on land so he could
continue his assigned prophetic mission to a corrupt civilization. The heroine of
Winton’s novel has a dream which is evocative of Jonah’s exile.

Her body propelled itself...onward to that space in the light where she felt
the beginnings of a vortex, farther, closer, then the long fence of ivory, and
she tipped forward into the cavity, tumbling, then dark. Twilight misted
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about her as she lay in viscous wetness. Gurglings. The slush had a bitter
gastric smell and she felt it beginning to burn. The belly of a whale, she
thought: this is the belly of the whale. She saw her hand, her knees, the
skin flaking, dissolving already; her hair came away in her palms as she
touched the crown of her head. Acid. A stench of bile. Standing, she
whimpered, took a foetid breath and stumbled forward towards the hint of
light that came and went. Lumpy obstacles caught her legs, ensnared her
feet; the way ahead was arduous. Forwards or backwards? she thought.
Mouth or anus? A wave of slush hit her from behind, knocking her to her
knees in a nest of entanglements and she saw they were limbs, grey-green,
rotted, half-digested, with white peeps of bone and sinew and partially
decomposed faces (pp.109-110).

These half-digested forms are other characters in the book, people involved in the
drama of the closing of the whale station.

Angelus is also a microcosm of Australian society in 1978. Here during a
meteorological (and, by implication, spiritual) drought, the last whalers pursue their
profession in the face of dwindling resources and outside pressure to quit. Much
like lumbermen in the American Pacific Northwest today, they cling desperately to
a fading way of life. A disillusioned German immigrant, dying of lung cancer,
Hassa Staats, owns the local “Spouter’s Inn,” the Bright Star pub. A millionaire
yachtsman, Ted Baer, actively sport-fishes for sharks out of Angelus harbor (the
waters in this area have traditionally had the largest and fiercest sharks in the world,
the whale pointer sharks, which seem to have been attracted to the waste from
whaling7). William Pell, a Presbyterian minister, near retirement, embezzles money
from his church to help undo several centuries of injustice to the local aborigines,
one of whom, a football star, dies of wounds from a racist contretemps. Des
Pustling, the scion of a Pommie family of relatively recent arrival (1932), is a real
estate developer who exploits everyone. His only goal seems to be the making of
money, and he is willing to play both ends of the whaling confrontation against each
other, assuming that he will gain equally by either possible outcome. His father left
him with a mission.

‘Keep an eye on this land, Desmond,’ his father had said with his polished
pigskin shoe up on the rail. ‘This will be the place to come to. Watch
these people. A lot of old dreamers squat out here on these banks mulling
over their lost years and fortunes - even their innocence, I don’t doubt.
They’re a useless lot, but restless at times. You’re best to leave them be
useless as they are now because bad times’ll see them itching....One day
you’ll change Angelus, son - you’ll make a permanent mark on it. If you
can’t change the name or the history, change the geography, move the town
away from itself. God knows, nothing will get them away from their houses
around the harbour with its stinking flats. It’s as though they believe the
Second Coming or the Loch Ness Monster will erupt from the harbour itself
and they daren’t move an inch...(p.129).

Pustling’s goal is to push the town further and further from the edge of the sea. To
obliterate the old, defining connection with the world of the sea. Significantly
Pustling, the villain of the piece, is sterile.

In contrast with the Johnny-come-lately Pustlings, the Coupar family has been
in Angelus since its very beginnings. Nathaniel Coupar, an American whaleman,
was marooned on the coast along with some others, in 1831. He lived, worked, and
raised a family in the Angelus area silent about his past but clearly deeply affected
by the horrors of his arrival in Australia. His son Martin, described as “A Coupar’s
Coupar” (p.72), tried a number of whaling ventures, all failures, and committed
suicide. The family name itself may come from the dialectical Scots word coup,
which means to overturn or capsize.

The modern representatives of the Coupar family, Nathaniel’s grandson Daniel
and Daniel’s granddaughter Queenie, are the heroes of the novel. Daniel, like
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Melville’s characters, carries an Old Testament name. A leader of the local people,
he has lost the family land in town and has been exiled to the countryside. He has
helped organize the farmers against the Pustlings. Daniel is connected profoundly
with both the sea and the land, and has come to take meaning from the yearly
migrations of humpbacks and sperm whales to the southern coast of Australia.

At school, boarding with the other farm boys, Daniel Coupar marvelled at
how dry and lifeless his textbooks rendered the world. He longed for
holidays and the freedoms of the farm, the hill, the sea, the intricacies of
dried watercourses, the deep occasional shadows of whales moving offshore
(p.71).

Daniel has very much the personality of an Old Testament prophet. He has
Daniel’s name but Jeremiah’s personality. His whole life consists of a complex and
difficult relationship with God and the Universe. Like Jonah when he refused to
carry God’s message to the Gentiles, Daniel seems uncomfortable with his place as
leader in Angelus. When William Pell, the Presbyterian minister, asks about the
state of his mind, body and soul, Daniel answers, “I reckon I’'m buggered on all
three. Me body’s pre-Great War, me mind’s worthless, and me soul - me soul’s
anyone’s guess” (p.90). Similarly, he has a sense of alienation that strikes me as
particularly Australian.

Ah, I'm a stranger here. This house, this town, this bloody body. But we
all are....Aliens. Sometimes I think the Abos thought they didn’t belong
sometimes, pining for their dreams. Damn you, I’ve come a long, long
way....Something’s going to happen, I can feel it right up my arse (p.78)

He is like the whale described in the “Cetology” section.

If a pod leader, for instance, gets into trouble, there’s almost a certain
stranding of the pod. They will follow him anywhere. Hundreds of them,
sometimes, on the beach. You can tow them right out to sea again and they’ll
go right back in. They just throw themselves up and die. Unless you can
kill the leader. Lately, it looks as though the only way to save the stranded
whales is to kill some. If you kill the leader and stop the distress signal,
you have a fair chance of towing the others out and having them regrouping
and moving on, with a new leader maybe. [ guess the bulls fight it out
(p.123).

Part of the problems of Angelus (as well as much of modern society itself) stems
from the uncertainties and spiritual malaise of its leaders.

Daniel is a great quoter of scripture in the book, mostly the Old Testament
prophets and, like Ezekiel, he dreams of dry bones and wheels within wheels. His
sense of alienation seems compounded by a lack of love. Near the end of the novel,
Daniel reads an inscription in a Bible his mother had written shortly after his birth.

A poor woman'’s gift to her son, the things she knows. Be a servant of others,
Daniel, and be a fool for God the Father. Remember Romans 13 and
remember I have loved you (p.197).

Romans, 13 reads, in part

...therefore love is the fulfilling of the law. And that, knowing the time,
that now it is high time to awake out of sleep: for now is our salvation
nearer than we first believed.

Later Daniel’s lament is “Why is it so hard to love? To be loved? To fulfill
the law?” (p.230). There’s a struggle between Daniel, the troubled but moral and
natural leader, and Des Pustling, the exploiter out for his own gain, as the head of
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the community of Angelus. Daniel represents the natural nobility of the whales
while Pustling, with his rapacious personality and his curious propensity for growing
new sets of teeth which force the old ones out of his mouth, represents the predatory
nature of the sharks.

The character most involved with the issues of love, and the one most likely to
find the answers to the problems of alienation and involvement, is Daniel’s
granddaughter, Queenie, the last of the Coupars. Significantly, she is a woman.
Perhaps her name is a reference to the Queen of Heaven, Ishtar, whom the Israelites
were worshipping in the time of Jeremiah. Also, of course, the Virgin Mary is
known as the Queen of Heaven. As the embodiment of femininity in the book, she
alludes to qualities of both figures. She, like Daniel, has a kind of double-life aspect
to her. Daniel remembers

Queenie swimming through bracken mimicking the sounds of the windmill
and the songs of the whales. She was an amphibian-child, skinny, shiny-
skinned, shimming through bodies of water and vegetation, she bore none
of the features of her mother who was dry and savage in her restlessness”
(p.58).

This amphibian nature is crucial to her position in the central, super-plot
conflict of Shallows. To a certain extent, she is caught between Angelus’s
inhabitants, who wish to preserve the town’s traditional livelihood, and the throngs
of outsiders who pour in once demonstrations against whaling have been started by
the ecological organization, Cachalot and Company. Queenie is a tour-guide for the
Paris Bay whaling station when a group of demonstrators begin their sit-in. Almost
without thinking, Queenie joins them, lying down in a pool of whale blood. But she
remains caught in between, defending the locals against the outsiders and the
outsiders against the locals.

Queenie’s marriage with Cleve Cookson, an out-of-work “journo,” is on the
rocks (or should I say, “in the shallows™?). They split up during the course of the
book, but get back together at the end, aided by the realization that Queenie is
pregnant with Cleve’s child. Cleve, who is described as “Daniel without the
background” (p.79), has found journals left by Nathaniel Coupar, the marooned
American whaleman ancestor of Queenie and Daniel. These journals contain hints
of dark and barbarous acts committed by the marooned whalemen - rape and
mutilation of aboriginal women, rape of a fellow crewman, and the eating of human
flesh. Nathaniel’s nineteenth-century piety causes him to identify the whale with the
devil, and almost deliriously swears “I will not eat the flesh of Leviathan.” Whether
he means whale meat or human flesh is not entirely clear.

After a hiatus of forty-four years, Nathaniel Coupar took up journal writing
once again to reflect upon what had been missing from his life.

Had I eaten the flesh of other men in an unholy communion, had I raped
native women and mutilated them, raped men of my own kind, tortured,
enslaved, cheated, besotted myself with drink - then would I be unworthy.
Where is my Blessing?...

My family have left. Forsaken me. Am I unclean? Where is respect? If
I am cursed, then let them be too. Angelus, the barren. Let them go there.
Eli, Eli lama sabachthani? 1 have done nothing wrong, and what others
do is their own sin, their own salvation, their damnation (p.229).

As I stated earlier, there are many parallels with the Coupars and the prophet
Jeremiah, who was an emotional, high-strung, tragic figure. J.G.S.S. Thomson has
written that the tragedy of the Old Testament prophet’s life

springs from the conflicts which raged within and around him - his higher
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self wrestling with his lower, courage conflicting with cowardice, certain
triumph struggling with apparent defeat, a determination to abandon his
calling defeated by an inability to evade it.*

But what is the answer to these questions? Where is the release from suffering

and the escape from guilt to be found? Winton’s Shallows is a book which raises
religious questions, but does not give easy answers. Queenie’s pregnancy with the
Coupars’ next generation contains some hope, and she seems to have found
fulfillment of the law in love by a reconciliation with her husband Cleve. But the
final, climactic moments of the book are ambiguous ones, with all the complexity of
Christian eschatology. With the coming of the rain signalling the end of the long
drought, Daniel Coupar goes into a kind of madness, slitting the throats of his
starving and emaciated flocks of sheep. The Cooksons witness the beast coming out
of the sea (CfRevelation, XIII), and are washed in blood

Sk

o~

Over the smacking rain, Cleve and Queenie Cookson heard the cries of the
whales and were suddenly awake. They lay still for some time, paralysed
by joy and disbelief, hearing the sounds come closer every moment as though
nearly with them.

‘They’ve come,” Queenie whispered.

‘Yes.” Cleve hugged her.

Rapid scalar movements, changes of tone, sounds of unmistakable emotion
came to them, and the Cooksons dressed and rushed outside with a torch
and ran down the wet sand in the rain and shone the torch and saw the huge,
stricken bodies lurching in the shallows. Queenie screamed. Surf thundered
and the night was images in torch beams. Masses of flesh and barnacles
covered the sand, creeping up, floundered, suffocating under their own
weight. A pink vapour from spiracles descended upon Cleve and Queenie
Cookson as they moved between the heaving monuments (p.235).
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REVIEWS

Philippa O’Brien, Robert Juniper, Craftsman
House 1992, 165 pp. $90.00 (Available through
Gomboc Gallery, James Road, Middle Swan
W.A. for $70.00).

“Drawing is the bones and framework of my
work: sometimes as calligraphy, but most
often as the underlying structure of the
painting - the guide to final surface
composition.”

These are Robert Juniper’s own words quoted in
a Catalogue compiled by Hendrik Kolenberg for
an exhibition of Juniper’s drawings at the Art
Gallery of Western Australia in 1980.

Philippa O’Brien has stressed the impor-
tance of Juniper’s drawing throughout her book,
and she reproduces twelve drawings in pencil
and ink. Altogether the book is illustrated with
forty four colour plates, together with prints, the
drawings, and photographs of sculptural works.
Added to these are compilations of bibliographi-
cal interest, lists of exhibitions, and other
records given in considerable detail. All this
will surely provide material for future research-
ers and art historians. What Philippa O’Brien
chronicles, in short, is Robert Juniper’s contri-
bution to Australian art assessed now. At sixty
three he must still have much to achieve.

It is interesting and, in my opinion,
pleasing, to find that, although the largest
section in O’Brien’s book is sub-titled “His Life
and Painting”, the biographical material is
subservient to the work. Juniper’s antecedents,
his early formative studies, and his mentors are
all adequately dealt with.

However, Juniper’s own family life -
marriages, children - is recorded economically,
and the artist himself does not intrude with his
opinions and emotions. Most of the quotations
from Juniper’s conversation that I have read in
this work and elsewhere, indicate a somewhat
reserved, off-hand and modest attitude to his
work which is, once might say, characteristi-
cally Australian.

In the long reaches of time it is the art that
is significant, not the artist, and what he makes
of those gifts which he recognises are his to use
and develop.  Readers who require more
personal insights can track them down in
Barbara Blackman’s extremely lengthy inter-
view with Juniper (1981) held in the Oral

History Department of the National Library in
Canberra.

Attention here is given to those mentors
from whom Juniper himself acknowledges he
has learned most. Early enthusiasms for some
established painters were aroused at Beckenham
School of Art, Ken, England, where Juniper
studied before returning at nineteen to Western
Australia where he’was bomn. He has had a
long and lasting admiration for Paul Klee. He
has mentioned John Piper, Matthew Smith and
Van Gogh as influences in his student days.
Indeed in his first attempt at an oil painting,
“Evening Walk” (1951), reproduced in this
book, the influence of Matthew Smith is
certainly discernible. It is a compelling work,
strong in its potential and individuality.

Swiss-born John Lunghi and European-
trained Elise Blumann were influential friends
early in Juniper’s career. Philippa O’Brien
notes the significance of the cultural emigr_s
from Europe arriving in Australia in the 40s and
50s and contributing to life in other Australian
centres besides Perth. “These were exciting
times in quiet little Perth”, she remarks. Rose
Skinner was yet another person of European
antecedents who was to have a very consider-
able influence on Juniper’s career. She was
founder and director of the Skinner Gallery in
Perth.

Fellow artist Sam Fullbrook, whom Juniper
first met in the 1950s, became a friend of long
standing. Juniper greatly admires what Philippa
O’Brien describes as Fullbrook’s *“‘audacity” in
paint, and his self-imposed discipline before
beginning on a painting.

Exchanges of ideas and experiences be-
tween people with the same aspirations are of
pre-eminent value. Juniper acknowledges his
good fortune in this matter. Another experience
of value, he has found, is to travel to some
completely different environment in order to
fully assess the individuality of one’s own.

In 1967 he visited Japan, finding at once
an empathy with the Japanese in the delineation
of space, and in decoration expressed in both
life and art. There was much to appreciate.
However, it was the return to Australia that
most enlivened him. O’Brien quotes Juniper:
“I suddenly saw Australia for what it is ... a
beautiful landscape. I really saw it for the first
time when I came back from Japan.”
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Juniper’s solution to the problem of paint-
ing the vast areas of Western Australian land-
scape and space was to take an aerial viewpoint.
“Placed in this setting” writes Philippa O’Brien,
“are various details, appearing arbitrarily like
fragments of memory. They are the artist’s
memories of the site, which are in turn the relics
of long passed (sic) inhabitants.... The land-
scape, like memory, becomes a museum of time
and fleeting presence.” Her comments on these
landscapes (several of which are reproduced in
her book) with their aerial viewpoint and their
moving evocations of past habitation, whether
Aboriginal or early colonial, are perceptive.
Traces of the influence of Paul Klee, of Japan,
and of Aboriginal art can all be identified.

Juniper has also been exploring the possi-
bilities of print-making and sculpture.  His
individuality is carried into both these areas.
His skill with drawing is evident in the prints,
and his enquiries into plant forms and light in
the sculpture. There is also a playfulness in the
sculpture not unlike the playfulness of Robert
Klippel in his use of found materials.

Philippa O’Brien’s study is visually and
textually satisfying and encourages a wide ap-
preciation of Juniper’s work. [t seems ungrate-
ful to carp about particular errors but surely
someone concerned in the making of the book
should have corrected the mis-spelling of the
name Katharine Susannah Prichard. And surely
someone should have avoided confusing “‘expa-
triates” to their disadvantage with “expatriots”.

Craftsman House published The Art of

Robert Juniper by Elwyn Lynn in 1986. It is
significant that a second work of evaluation six
years on is welcomed. This must be seen as a
tribute to Robert Juniper’s ongoing explorations
and achievements in those years. [t must also
be seen as confirmation of the value of Philippa
O’Brien’s study.

Rosemary Dobson

Geoff Page, ed. On The Move: Australian
Poets in Europe, Butterfly Books, Pbk 135 pp.
$14.95.

As if over-whelmed by the sense of occasion,
and seriousness of purpose, the nationalist
poetry anthology is typically a stiff, creaking
monster, that represses whatever play its con-

stituent poems might otherwise have, while
threatening the slim volumes with which it takes
its place. On the Move, a recent anthology of
Australian poems, could be in danger of being
shouldered off the book-shelves by such weighty
relatives, for as anthologies go it is short in
length (131 pages of poetry), modest in appear-
ance, and waves no national, generational or
ideological flags. It could be in danger ... but it
isn’t, because it is not the kind of book to stay
long on the shelf - quite simply, it is too much
fun to pick up and read.

Geoff Page has gathered Australian poems
on the theme of travel to Europe, written mostly
during the past twenty years, and arranged them
‘to suggest an itinerary which begins with the
impulse itself ... continues with the flight to
London, and thence through various European
countries and capitals ... concluding with a little
ironic introspection’. By cutting the selection to
suit the theme, Page is able to bypass the pieties
and customary readings of ‘big names’ or
‘canonical poems’. Like travellers themselves,
when the poems are freed from habitual
contexts they take on a new unexpected life.
Several things emerge. Not least a realisation of
just how good many Australian poets are.

In addition to representing established
writers - Campbell, Hewett, Dobson, Porter etc -
Page includes new and younger poets, like
Isobel Robin, who writes of a visit to ‘Freud’s
Back Yard’ and closes with the ironic observa-
tion:

There's no detritus here from dreadtful dreams:
the sanely waltzing Viennese
have whipped it stitf and baked it in a torte.

Moving away from the familiar topography of
peaks and plains, the anthology enables us to
read anew poems that have faded through
overfamiliarity (such as Les Murray’s ‘Vindaloo
at Merthyr Tydfil’). Even more importantly it
throws fresh light onto poets who for reasons
that are not necessarily literary have been
overshadowed on their home turf. In particular
On the Move has made me re-read with
increased pleasure and respect work by Peter
Kocan, Sarah Day, Margaret Bradstock, and
Martin Johnston, but none more so than Mark
O’Connor who reveals a real strength and
range, in particular in ‘From Wordsworth's
House at Rydal’, and "To Kill an Olive’.
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Like the characters in Murray Bail’s
Homesickness, the speakers in On The Move
reveal their orientation, biases and allegiances as
they confront difference. The colonial habit of
calling Europe ‘home’ was, for me, and I
assumed for most post-war descendants of those
who left Europe two or more generations ago, a
usage of characters interred in fiction, until I
came to Perth and heard it in a public speech by
a university administrator - which perhaps
merely confirms my point. So I was surprised
by Page’s analogy between white Australians
who ‘revisit [re?] ... Europe and Aboriginal
Australians who feel an even more intense need
to revisit regularly their own land’. Yet some
people represented in the collection clearly
shared something of this notion; for instance,
Robert Gray compares the Scottish sky and land
to Australian features, then out on the moor
finds ‘some genetic string plucked and vibrating
within’.  To bring out the changing relations
between Australians and Europeans an anthol-
ogy would need to begin with the colonial; by
collecting poems mostly from the last twenty
years, On the Move leaves that larger map still
to be charted.

The contemporary declaration of national
identity, or at least that of most of the poems in
On the Move, seems to be: ‘I am not European.
Nor is my English’, as Murray writes elsewhere.
Those poets not exploring what separates them
from the Europeans, are either making pilgrim-
ages (to sites associated with atrocities or loved
artists), or finding Europe an image of a post-
modern global economy so expansively accom-
modating in its liberal appetite that it annihilates
difference (these poems clearly predate the
resurgence of sectarianism and racism).

Beginning with the collection of new
unrelated sensations and ending with dismem-
berment, Homesickness presents the museum as
the image of a world governed by consumer
demand that fragments experience, re-producing
it in a range of commodities or facsimiles that
are always becoming redundant. The museum
is also central to On the Move. What else is
‘Europe’, the poems asks, if not a museum? In
‘Europe: A Guide’, John Forbes’ speaker asks:

Besides if you remove the art, Europe’s
like the US., more or less a dead loss

& though convenient for walking

& picturesque, like the top of a Caran

D’ Arche pencil case or a chocolate box
what do you make of a landscape that

reminds you of itself?

As in a museum the artefacts are dislodged
from history and politics; like tourists have done
ever since the Vandals came to Rome, the
writers take home their loot of images. But
these are not aestheticised so much as taken by
each writer and recycled for their own ends. In
‘At Haworth’ Anne Elder finds in the Bronte
cottage an extraordinary power within an
incongruously conventional and constricting life
and house. In ‘The Tombs’, Rosemary Dobson’s
speaker visits the graves of the great dead
because of what they might say about life and
death and, more particularly, about one’s own,
on which matter Lorenzo, the Duke of Urbino,
is imagined to answer, shrugging, rather like the
archetypal Australian: ‘Does it matter?”” What
John Forbes’ traveller picks out is Rococco
architecture which, ‘was meant/to be passed out
under, pissed, & it’s/aesthetically edifying to do
this.”  Diane Fahey’s speaker in ‘Sacred
Conversations’ (whose experience curiously par-
allels that of Forbes’ character), is seduced by a
Titian painting because of the insight it offers
into Dionysiac experiences.

In each case the image is relocated within
a new context. The practice of happily
plundering images might suggest a post-mod-
ernist trans-national free-market, but the poets’
use of their finds suggest a more culturally
specific context. As the examples indicate, the
writers are mostly sceptical of metaphysics,
preferring to find happiness in the present
world. And in referring meaning to sensation,
they highlight themselves as individuals dealing
with other individuals (alive and dead), and with
other creatures and forms.

This is not to repudiate general influences
but to reposition them. Distinguishing (and
unifying) these travellers from other romantics
is their speech with its mix of irony and
directness. In ‘A Jackeroo in Kensington’, John
Tranter notes how the ‘colonials’ bring a ‘brutal
turn of phrase’ and a love of ‘the glib, slangy
lingo’.  Diane Fahey, whose mythological
poems seem so ‘European’ when read in an
Australianist context, is similarly forthright and
wry: ‘I am tired of all those Saint Sebastians
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standing there/at the feet of Madonna or super-
saint’. Booking into Mr Bleaney’s room from
Larkin’s The Whitsun Weddings, Peter Kocan in
‘Bed & Breakfast’, unable to fit the appointed
mood of glum seriousness, breaks out:

So when I ask myself why I'm here,
What makes the excitement of it all,
The answer’s that what I really feel

Is the sly joy of being nowhere.

The love of directness is what Les Murray calls
‘a refusal to be relegated’, a recognition of
difference based upon an assurance of one’s
own position, a recognition which intrigues,
confirms and even inspires.

The poems are all about visiting Europe (the poets
are of European descent), and the anthology never
claims to be nationally representative - it omits
various social groups and poets who have never
been to Europe, such as Gwen Harwood. To
represent these voices would require a different
book, and would mean returning to the graveyard
of national identities. Avoiding that anthology,
Page steers past the lucrative and prestigious
educational market. But the modesty of purpose,
licensing him to include only poems on the topic
which surprise or delight, paradoxically, allows
On the Move to offer its own coherent picture of
Australian poetry.

The well-known rule of Critics, Reviewers And
Pamphleteers (Ass.) is that no review be allowed
to end without two quibbles. First, On the Move
is too short; this is manifestly a problem with the
selection from A.D. Hope’s ‘A Letter from
Rome’. Hope’s urbane Byronic meditation on
Australia and Europe takes a leisurely Cook’s
tour through its own genealogy to encounter a
primitive romantic power; here it is truncated to
a few stanzas that would excite no new reader to
search it out and discover its full emotional and
intellectual range. Six more pages and the
anthology would be many times the larger.
Secondly, with exceptions like Isobel Robin, the
54 poets are familiar names. This is no doubt
due to economics - overseas travel is a luxury,
and those poets fortunate enough to be subsi-
dised are established names, or new writers
awarded a major prize. Or it may be because
young poets no longer make the Grand Tour to
Europe but travel elsewhere.

Lawrence Bourke

David Bromfield, Identities: A Critical Study
of the Work of Mike Parr, 1970-1990, Nedlands,
U.W.A. Press, 1991, $75.00.

According to certain critics a monograph pub-
lished during an artist’s lifetime, with the artist’s
assistance, will inevitably be a work of decep-
tion. That of course presupposes the truth of art
in memorandum, dead art as fact.

Mike Parr’s work has always been about
life, life intersecting death, art in extremis where
the temporal tremble, the hiatus affecting art is

‘the artist returning to life.

In Parr’s own words “art shatters theory”.
His continual process of shattering, considering,
then reforming art as potential meaning has
given the author of this monograph the interest-
ing and paradoxical task of transforming what
are fundamentally the acts of an iconoclast into
something that is recognizable as an historic
grabbling with the ephemerality of identity.

Australian readers are no doubt familiar
with the supposed problem of identity. Parr,
according to Bromfield, is to some degree
personified by Australia, ““Australian culture and
history [being] an incomplete gestalt [which]
parallels his own experience”.

This parallel is essential to a reading of this
book, for Parr is defended and expounded as a
virtual romantic whose ego and viscera is in
constant conflict with the compulsive inadvert-
ence of human survival and the entrapments of
its systems. For him to be positioned as a
simulacra repeatedly shattered by his own
existence is to take up a stance which reflects
his art while seemingly imaging an impossible.

Parr’s art aims to confound art, to work
without an art-institutional tradition, to be a
body of its own. As Bromfield appropriately
points out he has attempted to do this by
starting from the ground-zero of performance
and systematically working away from, and
returning to, the essentialism of his being.

Though nowhere considered in the text,
this essentialism is the strength of Parr’s work
and the weakness of the book. Bromfield
records chronologically, historically in a manner
both at odds and strangely in sync with his
subject. Any reader would have to be naive to
accept this without some degree of scepticism.

If Bromfield’s claims are right, if this book
is indeed one of the first critical studies of
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Australian artists, then its construction of a
potential Australian art tradition requires serious
deliberation.

Little detrimental criticism can be levelled
against either the subject or the author without
seeming needlessly petty. There is no serious
problem with the issues of the text nor of the
documentary method. But the gibes against
certain sectors of the art scene, certain conserva-
tive and reactionary figures serve to strengthen
Bromfield’s and Parr’s perhaps questionable
stand as progressive, emancipatory and active
thinkers in opposition to the general mediocrity
and apathy of ‘conventional’ Australian art. Yet
their stand is unnecessary.

Or rather it is only necessary in so far as it
empowers action. One could consider the
general polemic of Identities as a model for
Parr’s work itself, its philosophy being the
circular ordering of action: proposal, perform-
ance, evaluation. If one retains this in mind, the
aspects of the book that might have seemed
unreasonably inciteful now become excitingly
optimistic. The artist-as-hero no longer func-
tions anachonistically but is instead simply one
possibility that is available for consideration,
optimization and, if need be, refutation.

In that light a great many art-historical, art-
institutional readings are facilitated with Parr as
a guiding light among his generation of artists.
That might underrate the works themselves.

The book itself is beautifully produced
with colour photographs from the films Rules
and Displacements Activities Part Il and Ill,
photos of many of the performances and
substantial excerpts from the Notebooks. The
quotations from /50 Programmes and Investi-
gations are also notable for their gracefully
profound poetic. Having read several of the
latter works, and being struck by their simple
intensity, I believe the question of whether or
not it is possible to supersede a work like 63 is
poignant.

63 :(in the evening as the sun is going down)
(at the edge of a vast lake)

(take three sleeping pills)

(get into a rowing boat)

(forget about the oars)

(cast yourself adrift on the lake)

Conceptual art for the most part has lacked
sufficient evaluation. Bromfield’s history has

undertaken to read and explain the work
primarily as a self-evolved entity where, as he
wrote in an article on Identities, every ‘“new
piece presents itself like a palimpsest”. Concep-
tual art is thereby seemlessly connected to
Parr’s early paintings, his late drawings and his
recent etchings. It might be possible to
legitimise all the work as conceptual, but that
would be too easy a solution. On this issue
there remain too many unsolved questions. The
notion of the artist shattering theory is both
credible and important. What then of the
historian smoothing and sealing the irregular
narrative of art? Has this historian acted sans
criticism? Is his disguised criticism functioning
as a biographer’s might - to preserve the
character and lose the person?

The artist of this text is reminiscent of
what Gide once said of Artaud: that he makes
you ashamed to go back to your life of daily
compromises. His life and work seem so
sensibly conceived that the reader is intended to
regard it as unashamed fact.

But the book’s real value is, for the better
or for the worse, its nature as impassioned,
unchallenged document.

Until the generation of artists of which
Mike Parr is a part produce a desired history
with all its necessary documents this work must
stand incomplete and alone with its actions
latent and its theory unshattered.

John Mateer

Gabrielle Lord, Whipping Boy, McPhee
Gribble Penguin, $19.95, 1992.

It took many weeks for me to find an approach
to review this novel, to respond to the conjunc-
tion of detective genre fiction and the details of
the truly terrible deeds in a world of men
against children and women. Was Lord’s
treatment of her subject simply gratuitous; what
did it say about child pornography and corrup-
tion, and current crime fiction? Was its fast
talking smartness inappropriately balanced against
the levity of the criminality, the victims, indeed,
the patriarchy?

Whipping Boy uses all of the classic
conventions of its genre as well as some of the
contemporary re-workings of the dick novel -
the emergency of women into the conscious,
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thinking world of the book, as agents of action
and change, a coating-over with feminist inten-
tion (which may be just utopian). Here, in a sea
of real dicks, in the middle of a porn racket, our
dick becomes a single parent, a woman who is
brainy and gorgeous and professionally capable
up to a point. Her flaw is her unresolved
childhood trauma, her inability to trust herself,
and with this she makes some real blunders -
both in her work and with her little son, Moses.
All of the baddies are goodies, and the goodies
baddies, but Cassie Meredith must learn these
lessons the hard way, through fear, beatings,
disillusionment, a raw and edgy experience.

It’s not that [ am too squeamish to want a
novel, an entertainment, to be about something
as serious and sickening, but I must admit that
the combination of action, the subject matter,
the solving of the crime and the psychologising
that is layered over the top of it all wore me
down and confused me.  Gabrielle Lord
certainly knows how to write a fast, action
novel about good and bad, but sometimes I
believed she was casting her net too wide: so
that everyone is clear-cut, even in their dis-
guises. Goodies and Baddies: and it is all about
Cassie beginning to learn to differentiate, which
is tied in with getting over her childhood
trauma, the abandonment of her family by her
father.

I followed its pace, and enjoyed its jolts
and turns, the resolutions of all of the strains of
the plot. What I remember being annoyed by
was a tendency to caricature, but this is an
annoyance rather than an important criticism. It
is a long novel, and Lord keeps a hold on her
material and numerous plot lines.

Whipping Boy is worth a read for all of the
questions it throws up about intention, about
how some subjects are investigated through
fiction, and particularly how morality and
humour are tossed around, and what sticks. |
suggest you read it for yourself.

Terri-ann White

Andrew Burke, Mother Waits For Father
Late, Fremantle Arts Centre Press, 1993. ISBN
1 86368 014 4.

Mainly have always lived in Perth
have mainly always lived in Perth
have always mainly lived in Perth ...

It is a difficult thing, if you are a poet at
least, to become a legend in your life-time.
Andrew Burke, Perth and poetry have been
together for a long time. One of the poetry
enthusiasts of the sixties and seventies, founding
member of poetry readings in this city, ready to
read, talk and share poetry with anyone, to read,
talk and share with poets, wittily but passion-
ately engaged, writing, teaching and believing in
poetry for everybody and anybody.

That sounds like an eulogy, and it is. But
it can also pose a problem. What we might call
the politics of poetry, its personality stakes, if
you like, are not the same thing as poetry itself.
It may in fact be a distraction from it, giving
rise at best to verse but not the thing itself, real
poetry. Besides, Perth is a small city. Don’t
we, those of us who read poetry, know all about
Andrew Burke, know what to expect of him and
have decided what we think about him?

The answer, this book suggests, is both
“yes” and “no”. Yes, in that, as always, there is
a compulsion here. But it is a compulsion not
just to perform but to perform in order to make
the kind of sense which poetry can make of life.
In his earlier poetry one sometimes had a
feeling that the wit, the game with words, the
neatly, often cheekily syncopated rhythms were
an end in themselves. They are here still but
the game this time is for keeps, for keeping self
and world in tune, coherent, if fluid in a
shifting, sometimes terrifying world where the
“lion of nothingness” may come raging round
the corner any time.

These are “confessional” poems, then, - the
epigram is from Berryman’s Dream Songs
about himself, family and memories of family,
marriage and ‘“‘the woe that is in marriage”,
children, gardens, pets, jazz, booze, unemploy-
ment, death and holidays “along the tideline”,
and so on. But this is the 90’s, not the 60’s.
The tone is different from Berryman’s or
Lowell’s, more elegiac and in a sense more
focussed - they are, after all, written by
someone who survived:

What might have been and what has been
Point to one end. which is always present.

What is present is the task, “to be, ach, how to
be”, as Conrad’s Stein put it in Lord Jim. So
discontinuity gives way to narrative, and to a
life which is made up of narrative. “We are
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forever telling stories about ourselves”, as Roy
Shafer remarks, and in this way these poems
may be said to be doing something quite
straightforward, even domestic - the setting is
suburban.

Only the incurable romantic, however,
ought to find fault with that. Most of us live in
the suburbs, after all. But getting into his
narrative stride means that Burke is now able to
juggle worlds and perspectives where he used,
often, merely to juggle words and so transform
the familiar. As Schafer goes on:

In telling [our] stories fo others we may ...
be said to perform straight forward narrative
actions. In saying that we also tell them to
ourselves, however, we are enclosing one
story within another ... On this view, the self
is a telling...

Additionally, we are forever telling
stories about others ... we narrate others just
as we narrate ourselves... Consequently,
telling ‘others” about ‘ourselves’ is doubly
narrative.'

The self here is also not-self in the spirit of
Rimbaud’s “Je est un autre”:

My head works like a
voice-operated
jukebox: my children
say a word or phrase
and I

sing a song.

So, the old-fashioned unitary self is written out
of existence as in “A Night At The Beach™

I know then all

they turn their heads

and smile as [ pass  my eyes
work like a movie camera

the dream its screen I sit

in the front row of myself.

But what emerges is more poignant, risky,
recognizable, but also powerfully interrogative.
“Mirror”, for instance, must trouble the reader
either way, believing or not believing:

I swim in a mirror
praying it won’t break

Praying in a mirror
God reflects on himself

Reflecting on God
I swim in a prayer
Burke knows what is happening here

... I am defrosting

from an air conditioned man to the poet I am. 1
am, I

Accepting the fundamental divisions within the
psychic life, selfhood and even in the world
about him, he is accepting what is, and not, as
our culture likes to do, trying to possess, remake
and dominate it. In this sense it fulfils Lacan’s
remark that literature is the unconscious of
psychoanalysis. The dreams here, many of
them nightmares, make sense as part of a larger
reality, a reality which speaks itself in speaking
him. “Last Words” is an example of this, what
the Zen masters might call “wise passivity”,
though it is not the least part of its achievement
that the poem combines these classical and
peacefully metaphysical overtones with the
image of a tape-recorder:

Play me forward
play be back

days fade
to palest grey

until a seed
of my seed’s flower

catches me in mid-aid
and 1 wake

to hear my first cry

In the past Burke’s poetry has had diffi-
culty in controlling its tendency to show off in
metaphor. But the mood is cooler here, more
metonymic as one reality flows into another.
This is as true of the city poems as of the
expansively lyrical poems about the southwest
in the last section of the book. One example,
from “Owl on Caddy’s Farm” will have to
serve:

Three yellow stones
dug out of earth
are stepping stones to the pond where
a moonlit tantra spot
grows in moss

Owl’s mind
owns this place

This kind of hallucinatory power has not
driven out the old wit however. “Whiskers”, for
instance, not only compares writing poems to
growing whiskers, it manages a shrewd com-
ment on critics and critical theory,

A semiotic critic might say
I use whiskers
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As a symbol for words
Everyday shaving the new crop
Keeping the obvious
What’s-right-under-my nose

As my tidy poems

Like a child’s seemingly blackest,
and his own repose,

and I would reply:

security and poetry are

n’t seeing each other

any more

they split up

some time before

post modernism

The imagination here is relational. That
means it is not dogmatic, since nothing is
inherently meaningful, being caught up in the
flow of things. But that means, of course, that
everything is in process. Contingency, irony and
solidarity, Richard Roty’s triad, rule. True, the
self is the one who knows, but it is also the site at
which one knows, on the way to somewhere
else, therefore, reminding oneself of Lacan’s
aphorism that the trade route to truth no longer
passes through thought but through things.

All this may seem rather cool. But this
knowledge of self is knowledge of loss. Desire
in a sense has lost its object, become part of this
movement elsewhere. But that is what gives
many of these poems their poignancy, empow-
ering their ironic understatement. But this
coolness means also that the poet is able to play
with large, even monumental themes, death,
love and its betrayals, even, echoing Rilke, and
Wallace Stevens, angels,

... the angel of reality

Seen for a moment standing at the door
Which is also, as Stevens goes on,

.. one of you and being one of you

Is being knowing what I am and know

the necessary angel of earth,
Since, in [his] sight, you see the earth again

Cleared of its stiff and stubborn man locked set
and, in [his] learning, you hear its tragic drone.’

At last, then, for all its autobiographical
pressure, poetry has become creative play for
Andrew Burke, the expression of a freedom that
is able to observe ironically what is most
painful as well as the most beautiful of
possibilities and still keep alive the hope of a
world which is larger, nobler and more gener-
ous. The fate of Narcissus is always a danger
for poets intent upon themselves. But the
discovery of this kind of inwardness, one which,

expanding outwards, takes the self along with it
has rescued him.

I have not said very much about the
musical virtuosity of most of these poems - Rod
Moran covered that in his review in The West
Australian. As someone who knows less about
jazz than he or Burke himself do, however, I
enjoy what I would rather call the polyphony
here, polyphony which reflects the pulsations of
the self here, the fluid movements, point and
counterpoint, which nevertheless return to the
solid bass melody celebrated, for instance, in
“Song for the Newborn™ which begins’

In the dark hours
you bring myths
to song

in a tongue sung
before time

and concludes with the command;

Listen how your
dawn birds
sing

Now sing back.

These are poems, then, about this kind of
singing back, though not in any kind of
complacent way - despite his Catholic child-
hood, Burke does not make a docile choir boy.
The world here is the one most of us know,
shadowed by wars and numerous of ward at the
private as well as the public level and bemused
by glittering deceits. But the mind and heart
that speaks here are hopeful and the nerves
made of optimistic stuff.* We are not finished
yet. Nor are the possibilities of poetry so long
as we remember still to play, and play the game
for our lives. These are poems by someone
who knows what he must do and what he can
bear. 1 like to think they echo in insight of
Fortunio in Hofmannsthal’s The White Fan:

I know but little, yet I have cast a glance
Into the depths and this have recognized:
This life is nothing more than shadow-play.
So, lightly let your eyes glance over it;
Thou you can bear it, yet if you hold it fast
It crumbles in your fingers

Veronica Brady
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NOTES

1.

Shoshana Felman, “Beyond Oedysus” The Speci-
men Story of Psychoanalysis”. In Robert Con Davis
(ed), Lacan and Narrative : The Psychoanalytic
Difference in Narrative Theory, Baltimore, John
Hopkins University Press, 1983, 1021.

Wallace Stevens, “Angel Surrounded by Paysans”.
Selected Poems, London, Faber, 1953, 141-2.

I am echoing here, of course, the end of Helen
Gamer’s Cosmo Cosmolino, Melbourne, McPhee
Gribble, 1992, 221.

Hugo Rahner, Man At Play or Did You Ever Practice
Eutrapalia, London, Burns & Oates, 1964, 40.
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