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a car accident, struggles to find
himself, find the right words, find
permission to represent the history of
his family. He tiptoes through the
shadows of his Nyoongar and white
ancestors collecting what remains of
Often he toys with
abdicating — the past is too painful to

their stories.

re-call, not just for the narrator, but
for many of those he speaks to. His
family history is a story he almost does
not dare to uncover. And sometimes
— when what he leamns is too terrible
— he floats away, desperate to
dissassociate himself from a past
which is “a place for ghosts, not for living
people.” 1t is only the through the
presence of his Nyoongar uncles, their
kindness and belief in him, that he is
able to continue.

What Harley discovers is that he
is the result of his white grandfather’s
desire to produce “the first white man
born”. Ernest Scat has kept meticulous
records of his pregeny, both written
and photographic — all carefully
labelled. Among these records. Harley
finds a photo of himself —

Octoroon  grandson  {mother
[No.2], father
Scottish). Freckles on the face are
the only trace of colour apparent.

quarter-caste

A hundred years earlier, a young
Nyoongar woman named Fanny
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Benang, rescued one Sandy Mason
from the sea. They married, and
Harley discovers that his past lies in
their lives and the lives of those who
inherited their blood — “the many
rainbow hued children” with Mason,
Mustle, Starr, Done and Coolman
features. The narrative is fragmented,
discontinuous - it shifts from place to
place through the landscape, from one
antecedent to another, from one time
frame to another as Harley’s uncles
take him on slow journeys to the
places that hold memories of different
parts of the family’s history until our
understanding of the inter-relatedness
of everything takes on a new and
deeper meaning.

Yet Benang is much more than
social history — it's a wonderfully
poetic novel, a lyrical layered text, full
of terrible truths quietly sung.
Whispered almost. A novel in which
the landscape and the sea and
Nyoongar and settler families appear
and disappear and re-appear again,
restless as unquiet ghosts. Reading it,
1 was reminded of the rhythms of
traditional Aboriginal funeral
ceremonies where songs are slowly
taken up, often by a single voice, and
sorrowfully, a gathering of other
voices, clap sticks, rustling leaves -
until one by one, the voices falter and
fall away. Then there is silence,
followed perhaps a small discussion of



what comes next, people drifting,
here, there, children talking - and then
quietly, the next song begins and the
singing, the drifting, the talking, the
coming back from the silence goes on
for days — even weeks — until the
proper cycle is completed — until
everything necessary is related, inter-
related, integrated. Only then, does
‘tomorrow’ begin. Only then, does
time resume.

Harley says,

[.have written this story wanting
to embrace all of you, and it is the
best I can do with the language
we share. Of course, there is an
older tongue which also tells
it...one of a perpetual billowing
from the sea, with its rhythm of
return, return and remain...and
the whispering of waves, leaves,
grasses. ..

Benang is written like this —a re-
visiting and re-calling of the past in
order to remind us of why we are, as
Australians, still struggling with
questions of grief and shame. Kim
Scott takes us, like Harley, towards a
mirage, or perhaps the horizon. We
never quite get there - yet in some
way, these shimmering stories gather
with a terrible and joyous intimacy till
we too, learn more of the past than the
heart can hold easily. Yet for the sake

review s

of all our tomorrows, we must try. 1
recommend you read Benang.

Jan Teagle Kapetas

Caroline Caddy, editing the moon,
Fremantle Arts Centre Press, $16.95,

79pp. .

Michael Heald, body-flame, Freman-
tle Arts Centre Press, $16.95, 80pp.
Frieda Hughes, Wooroloo, Freman-
tle Arts Centre Press, $17.95, 76pp.
Tracy Ryan, The Willing Eye, Fre-
mantle Arts Centre Press, $16.95,
88pp.

“Ubi sunt?” “Where are they?” the
Roman poets asked of other times and
other people. Nowadays it is “Where
are we?” that poets ask, not necessarily
of time and space, but of their plural
selves.

Caroline Caddy gets around.
Antarctica in the last collection I read,
now she makes the world her room—
Australia, Asia, China, Europe—and
looks out the window into space,
inner and outer. “editing the moon”
the title poem of her latest collection is
a good place to start. “Edo” 1 eat,
“edit” 1 write, presence becomes
absence once consumed; the trace of
writing promises presence, but the
flux of the moon denies it: the eraser is
the necessary companion of the pencil
in the writing process— Watch the
white emerge”. But it's like those
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psychological experiments on
perception: when does the image
break down because there is too much
absence, too much white for the cues
to make sense? Compression is what
Caddy values in peetry she tells us in
one of the poems, but can Africa and
Africans, China and the Chinese be
compressed into the other's poetry?
And can the elliptical style which
compresses narrative so that the
poems are made up of the barest of
cues carry the information necessary
for breaking the sets of habitual
perception? There are moments when
this power comes alive in Caddy's
poems, but because so many of them
are reflexively about the process of
perception and its corollary, the
process of writing itself, affective
power is lost. It is intelligent poetry
with a strong perceptual centre, but in
establishing that point, the broad
strokes of feeling have disappeared.
Perhaps there’s too much of the art-
gum and not encugh of the pencil. It’s
a matter of taste: the effacement of self
and the elevation of the work is
interesting to the intellect, particularly
in this case when it is supported by
refined skills of and descripticn, but
where are the problematics of feeling?
1 found this most in the poems about
Africa which flirted with feeling but
constantly blocked it off.

No problem with the emotions in
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Michael Heald. As the title suggests
from a line of a poem about the self-
immolation of monks, body and spirit
are fluxes of transformation and life an
oscillation between the two. Feeling is
the necessary arbitrator between the
two, and it figures largely in this
collection. The poems range through
love and its triumphs and disasters,
and there is a strong sense of unitary
identity in the collection, though the
best poems come from a questioning
of it. That questioning arises from
social rather than psychological
factors: being a Ten Pound Tourist
and changing one identity for another
(though traces of an older accent
remain), and the general sense of
uneasiness in being yet another inter-
loper into a continent with ancient
cultures and traditions of its own. The
publisher's blurb tells us that Heald is
researching contemporary poetics, but
the poems seem quite traditional.
There are no games with identity and
subject-position but the body figures
pretty strongly in many of the poems,
informing their shape and their
muscularity. Relaxed dance would
seem to be the best way to characterise
Heald's poetic whereby the poem
retains the memory of the bodily as
well as intellectual movement of the
original perception.

Equally well stabilised in the body
is Frieda Hughes. She has as well both



feet firmly in the soil of the natural
world which gives the poetry a
refreshing energy and expansiveness. I
was very impressed with some
hospital poems which managed to
convey the horrible frisson of primal
self contemplating the ruin of flesh,
the real 'otherness' of anaesthetised
limbs and the numb wounds of
surgical interventions:

I am a monster of pieces.

My spirit watches from the comer
And follows at a distance,

Doesn't recognise its home,

1 am alone.

(“Operation”)

It's not only the poppy and the
knife that can do this.
readers can as well. It's salutary to

Cannibal

read poets on reading rather than the
perennial writing, for it is in the
reading process that the subjective
'self' of the poet is lost entirely and
something else is constructed in its
place by strangers. In Hughes's poem
this is not a patriarchal appropriation,
but a matriarchal one, indeed a piece
of maternal surrogacy:

Wanting to breathe life into their
own dead babies

They took her dreams, collected
words from one

Wheo did their suffering for them.
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(“Readers™

From the natural world come
foxes “like red thought”, but these are
different. They are not the intellectual
challenge of the natural world leaving
its trace on human consciousness, but
an appeal to affective thought, to the
world of feeling:

Christmas night. The three of us,

Eating steak and salad without

A relative between us, beside us,

Or even at the end of a table

That would sit twelve, if we had
chairs.

(“Foxes”)

A half-grown fox, motherless, enters
the house and begs for meat. He is
followed by his sister, “Coming for
dinner, /Threading the field like a long
needle.” This fox is not a script of
division between consciousness and
nature but a stitching together of that
division through a reciprocity of
feeling and mutual dependence. Not
all the poems are this reassuring.
Divisions open in the psyche and the
body; animals and natural forces, fire
in particular, are often opponents of
the domestic; people suffer and fables
don't always end happily. These are
powerful poems built around a
transformative eye which contains
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much of the old tradition of the
romantic poet's energy, a double
channel between natural forces and
the self. It is that energy, and the
conflict which arises from it. that
makes these poems ones you want to
rush out and show to friends.
Hughe’'s poems exploit the
friction between thought and feeling,
but what 1 like about Tracy Ryan's
poems is the unselfconscious melding
of those basic peristaltic movements of
the self. That judgement may sound
banal, but Ryan’s art is not. Well-
founded art doesn't grab you by the
shirt-front and yell at you to catch
your attention, it engages you in
conversation in a bus because you like
what you hear and you trust the voice.
Does that mean that because this
“willing eye” combines perception
with reflection and choice and doesn't
fragment them that there is boring
univocality to the poetry? Not on your
life. There’s nothing wrong with a
stable point in perceptual flux:
without it we don't make sense of
anything at all. That I suppose could
be Ryan'’s sin: to want to make sense of
things and stabilise experience into a
moment of truth. And that's another
banality in today’s terms. There are
several poems in the collection about
eclipses, an editing of the moon by
forces other than human
consciousness, but in Ryan's poems
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the eclipse (a forsaking in Greek she
tells us) may be an absence in the field
of vision, but the physical presence
remains. We may retreat into
solipsism in our temporary blindness,
but the truth of our grounding in
space and time is there within and
without us continually despite the
mirages of idealism. It is most
cogently and affectively put in the
poem “Lunar Eclipse” though it
features as well in a poem about an eye
test and a solar eclipse:

Flat on our backs

in buffalo grass & sand we

imagined

the truth: we lay upright on a

planet

facing other planets hung in the
vast

blackness—not horizontal under
sky

but part of it. All footholds

slippery,

grounding provisional, the earth
was then

a vehicle over whose actual

course

we'd no control, we had to travel
blind.

Now that I'm older I no longer
sleep

outdoors, but know whenever 1
lie down



the walking world's a travesty &
what

seems big in it is barely there at
all.

See what I mean about a satisfying
blending of thought and feeling. This
is the work of a confident pencil, not
the solipsist's rubber. And that is the
strength of this collection. There's no
question where the poet or the reader
is—in the same boat sharing a
common world.

Julian Croft

Peter Rose. Donatello in Wangaratita
Hale and Iremonger, $16.95, 72pp.
R.A. Simpson. The Impossible and
other poems. Five Islands Press,
$12.95, 77pp.

Jean Kent. The Satin Bowerbird. Hale
and Iremonger, $16.95, 94pp.

Peter Rose has the ability to be
acutely descriptive, both of attitude
and object. Thus “our host” in “The
Shining Fleet” (15} is pictured “riding
on the known like a bony surf”. And
hyacinths, in the poem of that name,
“burr/in their pit of light” (19). Yet as
Ivor Indyk has rightly pointed out!,
Rose’s sensibility is theatrical, and the
key scenario is that of the failure of

1. “Wangaratia’s Cavafy” in ABR, November 1998,
pp38-39.
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desire. Therefore, the objects are
usually also performers: the sun is
“renowned” and the moon “performs
its airy dissolution.” And the lines that
we hear are infused with this central
dilemma of doomed desire. They are
composed of a language which seems
at once eager to disclose, yet reluctant
to touch, the corruption. This results
in a style of wry, extravagant gesture,
highly adjectival, and characterised by
coinages and archaisms: “black-
somest”, “pyramidic”, “miracular”,
“slaughter-dom”, “dollopery” etc, and
dated syntax: “How things have
changed...”, “How death populates its
text”, and so on. I did not have the
impression so much of a “delight in
language” (blurb), as of an enervated
sense of being told, albeit divertingly,
what it is assumed we already know.
And in one sense, we do already
know.  Certain  spiritual  and
philosophical traditions have been
telling us for thousands of years that
desire is doomed — it’s on the first
page of the Upanishads, for example.
But there it is a preliminary
observation to an exploration of the
nature of human existence, not a
conclusion. And this is really the cause
finding this  poetry
philosophical-

of my
unsatisfactory:  it's
emotional premises are very familiar,
and predictable in their results. So that
when Rose says, finally, “Muchness,
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lambent and ordinary,/ is all our
inheritance.” (“Twenty Fingers”, 72) |
find this a mannered reduction of the
human condition, emanating from
one variety of existential alienation,
and exempt myself from the inclusive
“our”. Truth to one’s experience? Of
but

acknowledge the degree to which

course, one must also
one’s experience is influenced by one’s
basic assumptions. On this point,
another aspect of this collection is its
urban setting. The experience is
situated in a kind of common western
city, rather than in a pafficular one.
There is reference to “London air”, “a
, “the violet lLight of

Manhattan” etc. This is, then, another

BBC summer”

important factor in influencing the
limits and possibilities of experience.
Since the modern city is a major cause
of impending environmental collapse,
it could well be argued that it is not at
all a fin de siecle situation that pertains,
as the atmosphere in Rose’s work
suggests, but a global catastrophe of
far deeper dimensions. What 1 am
saying is that the modemn western
predicament and world view is
facilitated and encircled by far larger
forces than it often acknowledges, and
that, for me, a certain sense of
philosophical and cultural insularity is
part of the problem with Donatello in
Wangaratta.

[ have similar reservations about
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R.A. Simpson's The Impossible. There
are ways in which these poems are
“disturbing™, that is, in which they
represent instances of vertiginous
emotional fluctuation. However, it
seems to me on the whole that once
the cosmology from which this work
is emanating has been declared,
namely, that of the detached God and
the defective creation (see “After
Repairs”, 21), then the nature and
extent of the disturbance is limited,
because all is inevitably flawed and
giving onto death. We know what to
expect. [ therefore don't perceive
“trap-doors” or “sudden shiftings of
ground”, perhaps, in the same way
that Harrison does. The existential
ground seems to me always perfectly
solid, and the “trap-doors” merely
doors to other chambers of a familiar
philosophical-spiritual structure.
Thus, when the ‘ink black torrents’
rush around the father in “The Bride’s
Father” (66), 1 perceive a nightmare
flux which is only the expected
counterpart to the speaker's nearly
paralysing fear.

There are some examples of
openness here, most notably when
Simpson contemplates nature, as in
“The Tall Grass” (33), where the
left

“animal-earth”  is “sleeping

2. See Martin Harrison, “Classic Simpson” in ABR |
February/March 1999, pp32-3.



roundly”. But for the most part, events
disclose a void, not in any Buddhist
sense of a realm of mysterious
plenitude, but in the sense of a blank
and terrifying absence. And again, for
mine, the disclosure takes the form of
a rather too familiar and enervated
ritual, as in “Summertime” (36),
where, after swimming, the speaker
declares, “Freedorn dries on me/as 1 lie
like the others.” The mysterious does
appear, in “Grassfire” (34), for
example, where flames are seen
“turning into angels/pouring into the
sky”. But the vision belongs to a
speaker of unestablished status, and
with the modulation out of this
character’s voice in the last stanza, the
persistence of the visionary quality
seems  somewhat  formulaically
facilitated by the continuation of a
metaphor, and remains unconvincing.
“Setting Out” (27) is an interesting
poem, also with a visionary ambience,
yet the spareness here renders it rather
too vague, and the language is not
sufficiently  striking to shape a
distinctive experience: “inmost sea”
and “fabled eye” are rather stock
phrases, without a context which
could re-invigorate them. It is true that
Simpson is parsimonious with his
words. There is virtue in whittling, in
paring back. Yet my main impression
is that, in paring back the existential
situations in this volume, what is left is
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often more of a husk than a kernel: the
conception of the poems seems
insufficiently vital, and the language
insufficiently enlivened.

Spareness, however, 1s certainly
not a characteristic of Jean Kent's
poetry. What we encounter in The
Satin Bowerbird is a veritable torrent of
images, and this is often a problem,
since the images crowd each other,
spoiling their individual effect. Kent
writes about natural phenomena,
family and travel, yet the language is
often so clogged with metaphor and
adjective that these subjects tend to
become obscure: “with a sudden white
hot flicker/ of lonely shame” (“Testing
Mickey”, 61). In such phrases as these,
redundancy goes unchecked: do we
need both “flicker” and “sudden”, or
both “lonely” and “shame”, and is
“white  hot” required? Every detail
seems to carry its own comparison,
and often a metaphor is persevered
with for too long, to the point where it
becomes very questionable: ‘as the
huge night swings me over its edge
and back /gathering/more than I could
imagine into its dream-dented bucket’
(“Imagining Myself in Australia for
Christmas”, 84). Images like this seem
arrived at by a kind of careering from
one impression to the next, and it is
often very difficult to discern the
poems’ focus.

Kent’s  writing  occasionally
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produces striking images, and some
passages suggest a lively attentiveness.
The final image of “Testing Micky”, for
instance: “and lightning/practises to
write out the world.” And “At the Joan
Mitchell Painting Exhibition” (79)
begins promisingly with the question
“How far can we disintegrate and still
hold/a small centre like the seedheart
of the marigold”, but succumbs, again,
to over-elaboration and metaphoric
congestion. The overall texture of this
poetry also tends to be uneven. Poems
often have a narrative impetus which
results in prosaic and banal lines to
carry the plot forward: “supervising
emergency aid” (“Dongers of the
Dented Gong”, 55), for example, or
“Even in this just-afternoon hour”
(“Escaping Domestic Science”, 49).
We are also confronted at times with
virtual tongue-twisters of alliteration
and assonarnce: “emu-emulating equa-
nimity’ (“A Postcard to Paris”, 74); “all
my years softened/shoulder to sole/
under a shawl of soap-scent”
(“Cleansed”, 16).

Not only is there too great a
preliferation of comparisons in Kent's
work, but also the descriptive
resources are derivative. There are
many stock words and turns of phrase:
birds and cicadas are “querulous”,
wheels “blur”, mist is “silvery”, etc.
And Kent draws attention to the role
of the poet in a stereotypical and
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precious-sounding manner, as at the
ending of “The Red and Black
Bookshop” : “while 1 waited for my
own metaphoric flights.” The focus on
the speaker is even more problematic
in “A Moth to Drink My Tears” (43). In
the course of this poem’s description
of the depth and volume of the
speaker’s sadness, we come across this
reference:

So now like the bottomless crater
in the rainforest

where, long ago Aborigines were
thrown,

this well is deep and full.

To use this appalling event to
evoke a vague perscnal emotion seerms
entirely inappropriate. It is not that
one has grounds for assessing Kent’s
ideology: that is not the purpose of
such criticism. The point is that, with
this examnple and with the collection as
awhole, the poet’s experience remains
inaccessible, because the writing does
not  satisfactorily  achieve  the
realisation of that experience. The
work seems unedited, and it is very
difficult o discern what
recommended it as adequate for

publication.

Michael Heald



Bruce Dawe, A poet’s people. South
Melbourne: Longman, 1999, $16.95,
156pp.

One of Bruce Dawe’s great gifts is to
make poetry — in our age the most
demanding and esoteric of artistic
genres — seemn accessible, familiar,
even inviting, without surrendering to
commercialisation or easy shlock.
Indeed, commercialisation and fakery
are among the targets of his satire and
outrage. Essential to this practice is
Dawe's unfailing humility; A poet’s
people is dedicated to his recently
deceased wife, describing himself as
only the “uncertain shadow” to her
“sun”. Of all the people in Dawe's
book — a mixture of the praised and
the pilloried — she is the most
notable, appearing in the last two
poems, which are amongst the new
ones in the collection.

The first of these two, “For Gloria,
In Her Final Illness”, is addressed to
Dawe’s wife even as it laments
repeatedly “Never again” in
recognition of her death. Itisin parta
protest
masking pain / that wasted you away”,

against “the morphine-
the writing of the poem itself an
ineffective morphine for the poet's
own pain. Its last three lines reveal an
effortless passing between different
registers, from the functional (actually
in this case, dysfunctional, and
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throwaway comic) and domestic to
the metaphysical:

__ writing this by your bedside

light (my own went kaputt

months ago), later, alter mass

we will go once more to the
battleground

blurred by the smoke and the
searing invisible flame...

That “searing flame” might
represent her spirit (in both senses),
his pain, or pain itself, or a purgatory-
requiring God... The image functions
through its indefinability, combined
paradoxically with the sense that it is
known. The final image provides a
form of Symbolist writing, but avoids
grandiosity through the ellipses and its
earthing to that bedside light.

This is characteristic of Dawe, just
as it is that he would get to the
metaphysical through relationship
with a person. It is well-known that
Dawe 1s a convert to Roman
Catholicism, and his Catholicism is
long-standing, but he has never
seemed a religious poet in the
Hopkins sense. That mantle is more
readily worn in Australia by Les
Murray. Religion has mostly appeared
in Dawe's poetry as a way of judging
the contemporary and of putting it in
perspective, the kind of thing
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indicated in the title of one of the
poems included here, “Some Old
Testament  Characters with  Big
Problems Get the Latest Treatment”,
which has a go at contemporary
“counselling”. It's a dose of Dawe that
would do Woody Allen and half of
New York some good. The last poem
in A poet’s people, “In Retrospect” (“for
Gloria”), presents “Heaven” as “a state
I never gave much heed” but which
“Now that it holds you, seems more
real than Earth”. Dawe is the most
earthy of poets, so that even Heaven
becomes real for him only through the
hurnan.

A poet’s people is a selection of
previously  collected and recent
poems, concerned in one way or
another with people. Seme indication
of where the poems came from in
Dawe's career and the basis of
selection would have been useful but
the book simply throws the reader
into the poems after a brief
"Acknowledgements" and Contents
list. Dawe's collected poems,
Sometimes Gladness, are replete With
people, and it is easy to think of good
poems that have been omitted: Old
Harry of "No Fixed Address" and "Old
Harry" isn't here, or Uncle Arthur,
Wood-eye, the unforgettable Katrina,
or Shagger of the funeral fame. But
this was inevitable: Dawe has simply
written too many good poems and
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people are too present in his work for
a 156 page book to include them all.
A poet’s people is, then, very much
a selection, elegantly produced, with a
mix of  the  Browningesque

monologue,  personal  reflection,
sardonic observation and elegy. There
is a very small number of poems (for
example, “The Evidence of the
Fitzgerald Enquiry in Retrospect” or
“Description of an Idea”) which seem
to concern concepts tather than
people, but Dawe's qualities as a writer
are everywhere present. Blended with
the humour which prevents any hint
of ponderousness, are the determined
beliefs that “The world is still full of
possibly wonderful strangers / you will
not have the good fortune to meet”
(“Ceremonies of Innocenc”) and that
compassion, “The Weak Sister” will
“outlast” her fighting brothers. “I'm
hopelessly in love with a girl called
Life” declares the speaker in the
opening line of “Love Game” — and
much as she “wears frowsy gear and
locks for compliments, / and dresses
elegantly for someone else”, this
certainly seems true of Dawe.

The book's epigraph poem,
“Dreaming”, treats the old metaphor of
the world as a stage to reflect that “our
lives are constituted” of “provincial
players” —— including “clown and
clot... would-be hero, rake, / wise-

RERY

guy”, “visionary” and “lovers”. The



“audience and actors” have “shared
parts”: integral to Dawe's achievernent
is a lack of superiority to, indeed a care
for his readership and for his cast of
characters. The world is a “multi-
purpose theatre”, and the other prose
epigraph which Dawe employs for the
book — beneath a photograph of
Gloria — is the English poet, Philip
Larkin's line, “What will survive of us
is love”. What is most telling about
this is that Dawe omits Larkin’s
preceding lines, which declare this to
be an “almost-instinct almost true”.
Dawe’s selective quoting is a testament
of faith, less in a Catholic God than in
the value of a human dimension.
There is at least a touch of love for
each of the people this poet presents, 1
suspect even for those satirised; and
for the dead woman whose courage is
so strong that the poet finds it “Most
wonderful and most difficult to bear”,
that love is immense.

Dennis Haskell
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