











workers arriving. And for cach of these bloody faces
of the dead and injured, there are many faces of grief:
those of spouscs, children, friends. A network of
pain and incomprehension.

These faces are relatively easy to imagine. We
may have to work harder to keep in focus the features
of those who will suffer in reprisal—women, men and
children who dic and are injured in acts of retaliation.
And in our own societies, the faces of members of
ethnic and religious groups who arc abused and
shunncd because they are held responsible.

When the dominant imagination of a society is
technological and impersonal, it is trapped in violence.
It looks for security in overwhelming force and
inviolable defences against enemics too small to be
intimidated by force or kept away by large shiclds. It
comes to respect the dignity neither of its own dead
nor of the victims of its retaliation.

The Christian imagination is personal. It is
compassionate, beginning with faces, domestic and
forcign, and their claims on us. On such an imagination
arc built policies that can alone promise security.

COYRNANMAENIT =D

Moment of choice

ADEZHDA MANDELSTAM, wife of the poct Osip,
left onc of the great memoirs of the Stalinist period.
Of her journcey into exile, she wrote memorably:

There is a moment of truth when you are overcome
by sheer astonishment. So that’s where 'm living, and
the sort of people I'm living with! So this is what
they’re capable of! So this is the world T live in!” We
are so stupefied that we even lose the power to scream.
It was this sort of stupefaction, with the consequent
loss of all criteria, standards and valuces, that came
over people when they first landed in prison and
suddenly realised the nature of the world they lived
in and what the ‘new era’ really meant.

Many people will find familiar the shock,
disillusionment and loss of moral bearings in her
words. These will have been their own responses on
seeing the Australian trcatment of those on board the
Tampa. The strength of this minority reaction has
led some commentators to ask if this might be a
defining moment in Australian national life.

Mandelstam’s writing suggests that ‘defining
moment’ is perhaps too portentous, too breathless a
phrase to do justice to the dealings with the asylum
seckers taken on to the Tampa. For what she experi-
enced was ncither new nor a turning point. The
beginnings of the terror she experienced at first hand
lay in the ideology of total state control adopted even
under Lenin. That was the defining moment.

Nor do the barriers crected by legislation,
diplomacy and propaganda against persecuted people
represent a defining moment. If such a moment in
Australian treatment of refugees can be named, it
occurred when Cambodian boat people arrived in the
late 1980s. The government of the day adopted an
ideology that identified Australian sovereignty with

absolute control over those who centered Australia.
As a logical consequence, it demanded that govern-
ments deterred any who would seek asylum on-shore.
The symbol of this idcology is detention, in which
one group of suffering people is mistreated in order to
deter others.

For those who accept this ideology, Australia
must do what it takes to deter asylum scekers. Stand-
ards of decency and humanity are flexible. The Tampa
affair certainly shows how far they have been relaxed.
Because asylum seekers will continue to arrive, the
idcology of control will demand further deterrence.
And if it comes to pushing away hoats, we may be
sure that voices will be heard assuring us that this
policy, too, is humane and decent.

Mandelstam’s legacy, however, suggests that,
while the Australian government response to the
Tampa is not a defining moment, it offers a moment
of choice. No longer protected by illusions about the
values of the society in which she lived, Mandelstam
had the choice to remember and write, or to be silent.
If any ennobling memorics of Stalin’s Russia remain,
they recall the witness of those who refused to close
their eyes, and stubbornly held to their hope in a
human dignity that was not for crushing or trading.
Eloquent spokesmen for an expedient barbarism are
now forgotten.

The condition of Australian public life is merci-
fully less corrupted. But the Tampa incident is
significant because it has opencd many cyes and
offered a moment of choice. Australia will be blessed
as a nation if we find strength to reflect coolly on
what is being done in our name and, like Mandelstam
to answer the question, ‘Who will speak if we don’t

Andrew Hamilton sy is Furcka Street’s publisher.
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AVE FATE, OPPORTUNISM and John Laws taken it all away
from Kim Beazley? Riding so comfortably only a few months
ago, he now risks being done over by an artificially confected
refugee crisis, mounting hysteria about invasion, fear of Mus-
lims in Australia and, finally, an act of unparalleled terrorism
in the US which has us panting for war—as soon as we can find
a country to attack and some targets to bomb. If Beazley’s chance
has slipped away, he can blame only himself and the Labor
Party’s habit of looking for an opinion poll to follow.

John Howard has always insisted that he could come from
behind to win this election. Only a month ago, well before the
refugee ‘crisis’, he was reminding supporters that Menzies had
won comfortably in 1963 after a debacle election in 1961.

What won it then? The received wisdom is that it was a
combination of the fear and uncertainty that gripped the
electorate in the aftermath of the assassination of John F.
Kennedy, and a security crisis affecting Indonesia which saw
Australia ordering its first F1-11 so that it could, if necessary,
bomb Jakarta. Labor’s ineptitude over whether Australia should
allow the US to open a communications station in Western
Australia, and the ‘36 faceless men’ episode, did Menzics no
harm cither. Superbly opportunistic, he cantered to victory, with
some extra insurance from a hand grenade he threw into Labor
Party ranks by giving the first federal state aid. Three ycars
later, Menzies’ successor, Harold Holt, even further demolished
the ALP over Vietnam. Labor, on the wrong side of the opinion
polls, continually gave mixed messages. The clectorate rewarded
it with the worst hiding it had ever experienced.

The lessons from these elections help explain Labor’s
pathetic responses to the crises of August and September this
year. Even before the radio shock-jocks sounded the alarums,
Philip Ruddock and John Howard were actively mining working-
class discontent about the presence of refugees in the com-
munity. Out in the eclectorate, the notion that the freshest
‘invaders’” are Muslims who will not readily assimilate into our
culture has become settled, with the fact that the boat people
are refugees from fundamentalist authoritarian regimes almost
ignored. The Sydney Daily Telegraph has been throwing petrol
on to the fire with claims that not a white Christian woman in
Sydney is safe from Islamic rapists. NSW Premicr, Bob Carr,
who always panics and rushes to the right when law and order
issues are involved, has been lending legitimacy to the fear.

It soon became clear that the government’s refugee
decisions—made at cabinet level without, or against the advice
of, the Departments of Defence and Foreign Affairs and Trade—
had not been thought through. The government fumbled
through confrontation with the Tampa captain, invaded the
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ship with Special Air Service soldiers, asked East Timor, then
Papua New Guinea and finally Nauru to accept the refugees,
and was then held up in the courts. Meanwhile, Labor’'s own
capacity to show leadership had been undermined by the fact
that Beazley did not want to appear offside on the sovercignty
issue. Consequently, he failed to neutralise the John Laws
audicence while alienating core constituencies that Labor needs.
The assault by terrorists on the World Trade Centre and
the Pentagon could hardly have been better timed for John
Howard, though he was circumspect in secking immediately
to use it to any partisan purpose. Beazley’s background in
defence—which the Coalition is reluctant to attack—might
have stood him in good stead. In deploring the attack and
endorsing calls for justice, he might have made some states-
manlike comments about the seedbeds of discontent which
inspire such terrorism. Instead, Beazley succumbed to me-tooism.
This has limited his frecedom of action yet left him prey to
charges of being less determined and less leader-like.
Meanwhile, Howard behaves however he choosces.

BUT THE FATES ARE EVEN-HANDED, ¢ven to the undeserving. The
collapse of Ansctt, and the shockwaves it will send through
the economy (adding to the short-term ripples that the US
terrorism will cause) create fresh uncertainty in the economy
that Labor will exploit even as Howard plays the statesman.
Down the track, the disaster may be scen as owing rather more
to the government’s airline competition policy than to its fore-
knowledge of the state of the Ansctt and Air New Zcaland
accounts. But, in either story, the government is vulnerable,
especially in rural and provincial arcas. If a world ‘crisis’ swings
people back to the devils they know, an economic and social
crisis like the Ansett crash ought to work in the opposite direc-
tion—more because voters would think the government should
be punished than because the interventionist nostrums of
Beazley make better policy. But better policy is not scrved by
Labor’s seeking to ‘neutralise’ important international issucs
by aping thc government so that the electorate votes on the
(domestic) point of difference. Rather it is served by having
principled positions—necessarily involving difference—which
allow voters to put matters into perspective,

My guess is that most voters at the next election,
confronted by the two least impressive political leaders cver
simultaneously in office in Australia, will vote on domestic
issues, because neither party has an international policy anv
person of intelligence could support.

Jack Waterford is cditor of the Canberra Times.
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The garden path

You report the view of a federal minister
that, if the government gave the univer-
sitics any morce moncy, they would just
snend it on their gardeners (‘Education
" 1es/, September 2001}

There is surcly an unconscious irony in
this remark. No place in Australia receives
more lavish attention from gardencrs than
Parliament House, Canberra. Its constantly
groomed lawns, its lush environs, its
coiffured shrubbery and its manicured
courtyards reflect not only the skilful
dedication of the workers but the unlimited
indulgence of politicians when their own
comfort and interests are in issue. From
officc computers to VIP aircraft, no cxpensce
is too great, and the Parliament House
gardens are but an incidental example,

Stephen Brown
Forrest, ACT

Legal perspective

Liz Curran’s article ‘Refuge in the law?’
(September 2001}, and more recent events
with the Tampa, are most disturbine

While one can well understan  the
desire of any country not to be ‘invaded’ by
uninvited people, the magnitude « the
problem in this country is modest com-
pared with that in Europe and the USA, for
cxample. Australia is at least in part
protected by being an island and the

IcTTrDCe

journeys that the ‘illegals’ undertake are
costly and hazardous. Onc might thus
assume that those who make the journcy
arc strongly motivated, whatever that
motivation may be. Living in a developed,
rclatively prosperous society, and not
having been in their position, it is hard to
envisage their situation. Perhaps that is all
the more reason to deal with those less
fortunate than ourselves as we would like
to be dealt with ourselves. Compassion,
decency and understanding (cven if firm)
would be appropriate. The schoolyard
bullyboy tactics used to deal with refugees
arc shameful.

Although this approach may be fodder
to talkback radio presenters and listeners,
it is a sad reflection on our society. It is
likely to be much more divisive in the long
term than short-sighted politicians, with
their eyes on the polls and forthcoming
election, envisage. So much for the great
Australian cuphemism of the ‘fair go'—
redefined as ‘go elsewhere’.

No-one would pretend that Mr Ruddock
has an easy task in either of his portfolios—

Imm  ation and Reconciliation. However,
with the punitive way in which refugees
are b 1g treated in this country, it scems
incongruous that the Minister should have
these two portfolios—they surely cannot be
reconciled.

Neil Buchanan

Hornsby, NSW

Three 1eads

Andrew Hamilton’s editorial {"Taking the
high  ad’, Junc 2001) highlights tensions
in the Governor-General’s role and within
Austi  an society. He asked about what a
bishop, as Governor-General, might be
expected to say to the cabinet and
departmental heads about any maltrcat-
ment of asylum seekers.

He might say, ‘I intend to visit asylum
and refugee centres over the next 12
mont  toform my own views.” This would
be an interesting exercise in the ‘symbolics’
of national life. He might choose to visit a
number of nursing homes for the aged to
dispense the symbolic and real goodwill of
the v ion. He might choosc his ‘public
symlt 1c acts’ with great care and decide
to shape government delivery of services
and policies by conversation in private,
rather than by ‘one sentence media
soundbites’.

T Hrybegins when we ask, 'How many
Anglicans does it take to run the country?’
The answer ‘three—one to be Prime Min-

ister, one to be Leader of ¢ Opposition

Men of hospitality

Living and proclaiming God’s hospitable love

As lived out by St John of
God over five centuries ago,
our vocation is to give of
ourselves completely and
treely; to be a brotherly
presence; a symbol ot hope
tor the world; proclaiming
God’s hospitable love to
all.

We are called to a
charism of hospitality and
love that promotes healing,

advocacy and reconciliation
for those margiualised by our
soclety.

Our core f hospitality
compels and urges us to
deepen our relationship with
God, ourselves and those
with whom we share our
lives, community and
ministry.

We are the: ‘Brothers of
St John of God.’

Will you dare to accept God’s
invitation to a life dedicated
to hospitality?

It so please contact:

Br. John Clegg OH.

Vocatons Director.

PO Box BN 1055,

Burwood North. NSW 2134
Australia.

Telephone (02) 9747 1699
Facsimile (U2) 9744 3262

Email provincial@sgohn.conm.au

Website: www.sgohn.com.au
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Australian symbol—The Little Boy at
Manly—who came to stand for a people
who had not yet grown up. This Australia
was impudent, naive and ignorant of the
ways of the world; it was yet to put away
childish things. The Little Boy at Manly
appeared in cartoons for years, but scems to
have eventually disappeared, perhaps at
the point when Australians had the Anzacs
and Gallipoli to show that they had come
of age.

We may have dispensed with the Little
Boy at Manly prematurcly. He was on
display during the Tampa crisis, when an
affluent Western nation in its centenary
year tried to convince itself and the world
that it is hard put upon by the world’s riff-
raff. T would like to advocate that the Little
Boy at Manly be taken out of retirement.

—Frank Bongiorno

CHURCH TEADIRS
SEUPPORT ASYLUNYSEERERS

ouN Howarv’s doctrine of ‘repel all
boarders’ earned a rebuke from eight heads
of churches during the Tampa saga.

Anglican Primate Peter Carnley deplored
the fractures in community life caused by
the government’s policy of ‘rough-
handling’ pcople to deter others from
coming to Australia.

‘There are huge divisions which have
opened up—divisions that are cxpressed,
for example, in letters of hostility ... not
just hostile with regard to refugees but
hostile to Islam generally. If we were trying
to build a multicultural Australia I think
our success at doing that is very much
calledinto question by the way people have
responded to Islam.’

Dr Carnley argued that churches now
have a role within Australia to take inter-
faith dialogue much morc seriously than
they have to date. ‘I think we need to begin
to make much more positive overtures to
the Islamic leadership in this country to try
and get some discussion, some inter-faith
dialoguc going, to build congenial relation-
ships. This will not only be of benefit to
Australian socicty but it will be particu-
larly of bencfit to Australian Christians
overseas, who are having to struggle for life
in very oppressive Islamic cultures. [ think
if we can break down barriers here, then
that will help people clsewhere, given the
global nature of the social environment in
which we live!

Dr Carnley says that church lcadership
has an obligation to speak publicly against
potentially dangerous developments in
society. ‘I think there is a form of racism
that has been unlcashed ... a sort of latent,
low-grade racism that is not very far under
the surface. I think it has been set loose by
the cvents of the last wecek.

‘The first thing to do is to take refugees
very scriously ... We have to continue to talk
from a Christian perspective about the plight
of refugees and what our obligations might
be. Both our legal obligations and our moral
obligations. I think we have to be very clear
about what our moral position should be.’

Although the refugees had been removed
from public scrutiny by the intervention of
the military, Dr Carnley was confident that
truth would not be buried in government
propaganda. ‘It will be difficult to find out
what’s going on aboard the troopship, but
I think, however, that more and more of the
truth concerning what conditions arc really
like in Afghanistan is beginning to come
out. You can’t complain about the Taliban,
and then not expect refugeces to want to get
away from it.’

Leaders of the Anglican Church, Catho-
lic Church, Uniting Church, Churches of
Christ, Quakers, Salvation Army and Baptist
Union all endorsed a letter from the
National Council of Churches to the Prime
Minister. The letter reminded the Prime
Minister that the problem of the boat people
‘involves moral issues of recognising the
common humanity of the other’.

—Maggie Helass
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RENTENTBE RING
SPURETY STRACTEAN

ON[ SUMMER NIGHT in the carly '70s T was

dancing at onc of Melbourne Uni’s Union
Nights. [ was perilously close to the band,
enjoying the bass thudding through my
chest; but the volume then wasn’t as lethal
as it is now, when stoned lads get cauli-
flower cardrums from hugging the speakers
during Korn concerts. The singer was good.
He was quite short and wore what looked
like dycd carpenter’s overalls. That's
possibly what they were, because the band
was Skyhooks and the singer was Graeme
‘Shirley’ Strachan. He sang ‘All My Friends
Are Getting Married’, onc of bass-player
Greg Macainsh’s trenchant little lyrics.
Through the filter of 30 years [remember
that he sang it in a grinding low range, not
in the cheeky rock tenor that became his
trademark very soon after. The time had
come for those voices: something akin to a
call-up was happening. Choirs everywhere
lost tenors as they deserted old-time religion
and cmbraced the new trinity of sex, drugs,
and rock 'n’ roll. Where had all the tenors
gone, mourned the choirmasters as they
shifted reluctant basses into the strato-
sphere where a chap might fear for his
reproductive future, strangling out thosc
Cs. Tenors, longreviled asnarcissistic, less-
than-macho airhcads, were suddenly in a
scllers” market. Be you never so talentless,
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just promiscd but they have not done
anything yet,” said Mr Cipriano.

‘We tried to speak to Xanana Gusmao
but we could not meet with him or Jos¢
Ramos Horta because they are busy. They
are focused on the impact of freedom.

‘We want to ask Xanana Gusmao to pay
attention to the strect kids because they are
the victims of this war ... some of them
have had their fathers and mothers killed
by the militia.’

The transitional government’s two
highest-profile leaders both say they are
concerned about the plight of children in
East Timor.

‘Tt is a big problem ... there are people
without becausc we arc only thinking about
the elections. It has to be something on
which we spend more time—to assist the
children,” Xanana Gusmao admitted.

Forcign Minister and Nobel Laureate,
DrJos¢ Ramos Horta, was more blunt about
wherc he saw responsibility for the plight
of East Timor’s young: ‘The foreign NGOs
have millions of dollars in funding ... they
are the ones who should be paying more
attention to the kids. Most of the work that
has been done for the homeless has been
done by the church.

‘Tt will be a priority of the new govern-
ment to take them away from the streets
and the foster homes and sct up funds to
help the war widows.’

According to the United Nations Chil-
dren’s Fund (UNICEF) report Assessment
of the Situation of Separated Children and
Orphans in East Timor releascd earlier this
year, there are ‘thousands of children who
still remain separated from the families’.
The report states that numbers of orphans
are lower than expected, given the forced
migration of nearly 300,000 East Timoresc
to West Timor following the 1999 referen-
dum on independence. However, as many
as 400 children remain separated from their
familics, their parents still in refugee camps
across the border.

There is renewed hope that many of
these children will be reunited with their
families if the remaining 50,000 refugees
still in West Timor return home in the next
few months.

The report identifies three major risks
for children in East Timor: poverty, poor
formal education and their families’
inability to care for their children.

The children of East Timor arce, as yet,
largely uncorrupted by Western tourism,
but the signs arc already there. Many
children cke out a meagre existence selling
phone cards and ncwspapers or changing

Living on the edge

-v -MTH THE AFL season now behind us for another year, the game that sticks
in my mind is that spiteful final round encounter between Carlton and Geelong
at Princes Park, during which one of the local heroes was knocked unconscious
by late, high contact. As the offending Geclong player was dragged from the
ground by his coach (not least, perhaps, for his own protection), he incited an
alrcady angry home crowd, some of whom could not contain themselves. Ugly
scenes followed as the visiting players’ ‘dug out’ became just that—a barricade
under siege.

As arclatively recent fan of AFL (having moved from Sydney to Mclbourne
some 14 ycars ago), and a member of Carlton Football Club for just six ycars,
I have often pondcred on the adversarial (but ‘safely’ so) establishment of
collective identity which the code scems to provide. This, together with the
opportunity ritually to pile the frustrations of the wecek on to a sacrificial umpire,
and banish him with a verbal slap into the wilderness of the rooms, makes for a
healthy cathartic expericence after which, paradoxically perhaps, one may leave
at pcace with the world. if not always with the foothall gods.

But this day felt d erent somehow. There was a sense of menace in the
response to this incident that I had not witnessed before in any AFL crowd—a
sort of threatened defensiveness that boiled over into a display of force.

By coincidence, this was the same weekend the controversy over the fate
of the Tampa reached fever pitch. What was that national turmoil really all
about? Human rights? Immigration policy? International law? Certainly these
are issues around which the debate turned. But at some level it was surcly also
about this question of collective identity.

Identity is always to some cxtent worked out adversarially, that is, in terms
of ‘otherncss’. Twenticth-century French-Jewish philosopher, Emmanucl
Levinas, speaks of le visage (the face) as the site, the expression of that irreduc-
ible relation with the ‘other’ by which, in part, I know mysclf, and am known.
Onec commentator paraphrases Levinas thus: ‘The face of the other breaks into
my world and calls out to me. I am not an “1” unto myself, but an “I” standing
before the other.” (Terry Veling, ‘In the Name of Who? Levinas and the Other
Side of Theology’, Pacifica 12.3 {1999), p281.)

This encounter, so Levinas argues, is the origin of all ethical responsibility,
insofar as the ‘other’ demands a response from me, reminds me that I am not in
sole possession of the world.

How I respond to the very one who faces—who ‘opposes’—me, then, says a
great deal about who Iam. If Levinas’ near contemporary, Russian literary critic
Mikhail Bakhtin, is right to suggest that we ‘author’ oursclves at the edges of
our lives, by our engagement with that which is not us, then at least the unflat-
tering autobiographical strokes penned that weekend on the boundary line of
Princes Park and on our national boundary have the virtue of consistency.

Richard Treloar is Associate Chaplain to Trinity College, in the University of
Mclbourne, and tcaches at the United Faculty of Theology, Parkville.
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of writer is sufficiently broad, and the
number of attractions sufficiently large, for
many public issues to be discussed. Indeed
there were over 120 listed events; what
follows is an account of how one man used
his ten tickets.

The keystone occasion for many must
have been the conversation between V.S.
Naipaul and Robert Dessaix. On they came,
the slight slump of the famous novelist
belied by an immensely confident gait;
Dessaix followed as erect and
anxious as a surgeon about to
perform a difficult operation. And
who would say it wasn’t? There are
things which onc is not allowed to
mention—such as the late novelist
brother, or Paul Theroux {since Sir
Vidia is spooked by his Shadow!.
Then there is the thing onc is
expected to have done, namely read
the whole corpus. And certainly,
once they were seated in their pair
of armchairs, Sir Vidia took control.
The surprise was the warmth in the
voice, in which Oxford precision
combines with cnergetic Indian
articulation to produce somcthing
rather like the agreeable modula-
tions of an English country squire.
But behind it all there lurks a
Brahmin fastidiousness, a decided
impulse to reject, outpaced only by
an apparent openncess to experience.

Naipaul also embodics (and
mines)another contradiction, inher-
ent in the journey a Trinidad boy
has madc tobecome a knighted Eng-
lish novelist. The man who in in a
Free State was a pioncer postmodernist
now deplores the universal decline of
cverything. Perhaps he always has; certainly
the whole performance has been sustained
by vigorous prejudice. Even so, it is some-
what amazing to hear dumbing-down in
contemporary Britain being attributed to
‘40 years of socialism’. (What, no Thatch-
bitch?) And a bit of a shock to hear the
people of mixed blood in a lately Portu-
guese colony being so totally written off as
‘sccond-rank people’. There arc shades here
of therailing against‘infies’ (inferiors) which
Theroux has remarked upon. Small doses of
infie-dom, of course, can be quite exhilarat-
ing, and Naipaul described how, when
writing his travel books, he often spends a
couple of hours talking to the humblest of
people, preferably unreflective types who
are prepared to go with him through their
lives in detail. Intent on being magisterial,
Naipaul in defining others is also defining

himself. At one point he was asked whether
he was a non-believer. ‘Yes,” he replicd,
‘T have nothing.” His sublime self-confidence
filled the Melbourne Town Hall; a purple
jersey bencath hisjacketalready proclaimed
him his own bishop.

In the course of his exchange with
Naipaul, Robert Dessaix quoted a sentence
from the most recent novel: ‘Our bluff in
Africawill one daybe called.”’Some people,’
headded, ‘feel that Australia’s bluff is about

properly discussed since. Someone who has
contested it, adetermincdly affable Geoffrey
Blainey, refused to be drawn on the matter
in his conversation with John Button. If he
did, he assured us, the papers would
immediately run it under the headline
PROFESSOR FANS RACE DEB..._. Another
sometime columnist, Shane Maloney, had
no such scruples: when opening the session
he was chairing, he was glad to sce that
there was obviously room for another 436.

to be called.” Immediately there was clec-
tricity in the air: the Tampa had hit the
headlines only the day before. ‘'How? How?
How?’ interposcd Naipaul, cffectively chan-
nelling the tension away. But for the
remainder of the festival the refugee ship
kept popping up like a porpoise. Robert
Manne, in the session on ‘The Creeping
Right’, said that, ‘In the past few days a
sinister corner in our history has been
turned.” Then in question time, an angry
Malaysian advanced on the chairperson and
claimed that he had been deliberacely
ignored, and that this was racism. Rather
than be ‘patronised’, he stormed out.

The view was expressed, in this pancl
and elsewhere, that we were in such a mess
now, with such an embarrassing degree of
popularsupport for the government’s action,
precisely hecause—in the words of Henry
Reynolds—we ‘snuck away’ from White
Australia. Population policy hasncver been
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HEY FRITZ! GERMAN EXPRESSIONIST
PAINTING 15 SIMPLISTIC, TECHN ICALLY

CRUDE AND SACRIFICES COMPOSI TIONAL
LONSIDERATION'S FOR SHOWY DISPLAYS OF
EMOTIONAL SELF-INDULGENCE!

THAT LL EET
RIGHT P THEIR

NOW TAUNT THeEM
ABOUT THE STULT IFYING
EFFECTS OF EXCESSIVE
ADHERENCE TO
REALISM ON THE
DEVELDPMENT of
THE NINETEENTH

You can never quite tell which sessions
are going to work, and which not. “Whaddya
Mean, Postcolonial?’ looked promising, but
all four authors followed the lead of the
chair in diving into their books torcad us a
bit for inspiration—thcirs, or ours, wasn't
always quite clear. Only Amitav Ghosh
distinguished himself by addressing a few
scrious questions, as well as being the most
humorous. It was a pomo poco shambles.
Somewhat better was the discussion of
history, but the topic, a consideration of
why it was ‘hot’, in cffcct flattened it out.
There are other equally important issucs,
relating to heritage, nostalgia, public his-
tory, changing resources, or history’s
conscription by various causes, but these
were hardly touched upon.

They cannot now be avoided in the
world of muscums. A very good session was
led off by prchistorian John Mulvaney, who,
as a major contributor to a revolutionary
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Above: Tuareg man at
Mavo Lake, Idehan Ubari
{Ubari Sand Sea), Sahara
Desert, Western Libya.
The turban tashaersh is
worn by Tuareg men as
protection against the
clements, as an indicator
of status or as a way of
showing submission

lo elders.

Right: Tuareg man in the
Idehan Murzug (Murzug
Sand Sea), Sahara Desert,
Southern Libya.

The man, whose name is
Sheikh, features in
‘Saharan songs’, Furcka
Street, July/August 2001,

Photographs by
Anthony Ham
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Travel broadens the mind, says conventional wisdom.
Not always, argues travel writer Anthony Ham.

ECENTLY, I WROTE A Lonely Planct travel guide to Libya. My fi 1 task before
submitting the manuscript was to write an introduction that would ‘sell’ the book. It had
been a long month, with a rapidly encroaching deadline. Almost without thinking,
I concluded: ‘Get there before it anges.” A self-fulfilling prophecy.

Eight months before, a travel writer had told me about the trouble he/c  ad convincing
the travel editor of a national newspaper to print a story documenting to1  sm's negative
impact on environment and local culture in India’s Andaman Islands. The editor could not
see how this was a travel story.

And back in August 2001, I agonised over whether to include in a guid
ful traditional tcahouse in the Iranian city of Isfahan. It was one of few r 1aining places
where locals could enjoy a traditional pastime free from inunc  ing tour groups and inflated
tourist prices. Was I responsible to the tourists who depended upon the guidebook for
discovering pockets of an ‘authentic’ Iran? To the proprietors  pendent up 1 income from
tourists? Or to ¢ local cultures that seemed at risk from mass tourism?

In a recent edition of Granta, Robyn Davidson, au  or of Tracks and Desert Places,
describes travel writing as ‘literature to accommodate a longing for the exotic in an
increasingly homogenised, commercialised and trivialiscd world’. In doing so she points to
the dilemma at the heart of such writing.

Travel writing at its best explores the rich diversity of the world. It draws people to
travel and encourages a greater understanding of other cultures. It also sheds light on the
environmental and cultural devastation that mass tourism can wreak Their  y, or dilemma,
is this: the more perceptive the writer, the more he or she will  ccome aware that the
writing is part of the problem. Whenever literature about a place encourages large numbers
of visitors to arrive, the place changes. There is a further danger: reade  also imagine
that they can know, from the writing, all that there is to understand. 1c result: the
onslaught of mass tourism and the myth of omniscience smother the very difference
for which we are scarching.

Discouraging travel is no solution. To do so would be to abandon the cu  wral encounter
to the all-you-need-to-know media soundbites and to the filtering of the privileged few.

yok a wonder-
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Through the bairie s

Reconciliation is an abstract word, but when
people meet face to face in the right
circumstances, the connections may be as real
as they are surprising. Brian McCoy reports.

/ -

«  DION'T THINK they would like us.’
Her words shocked me. At the end of a
successful three-day gathering they came
so plainly and directly.

We had come as a small group from

¢ desert to join a meeting of young
adults. A family—wife, husband and two
young children—another young man and
myself. We had travelled a long way to
one of our major cities. It was a tiring trip
by dirt road and plane and we were not
sure how the gathering would go. But we
felt it was a good chance to meet other
young people, share some Aboriginal
culture and experience something of a
city that our group had never seen.

She was obviously pleased her expec-
tations had not been met. She and her
husband and her children had all enjoyed
themselves.

There was an cevening session when
our group swappced stories about their
lives, their community back home and
their culture. The sharing began with
some reticence, but it gradually relaxed
and developed. There were some sad and
funny storics, a few songs in English and
in a desert language, and gradually a
deeper discussion developed about the
struggles of growing up as a young
Aboriginal person in Australia today.
Some of the storics brought tears. Some
of the people listening recounted their
own historics of growing up uneasily in
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the country with Aboriginal people. But
most had never met or spoken to an
Aboriginal person.

The talking that evening prompted a
number of conversations and encounters
over the following days. People came  d
sat and ate with us. They helped mind
the two young children, told their own
stories and showed genuine interest in
our group.

Yet her comment still disturbed me.
Why wouldn’t pcople like her? Why
wouldn’t people like her family, her
people, her culture?

I remembered the first time I trav-
elled, as a young student, to a northern
community. I had not been there long
when T was invited to go out camping
with a family. On my return, a man who
had lived in Aboriginal communities for
some years asked me quite seriously, ‘Did
they feed you?’

Twenty-five years later his question
still shocks me. It was as though he felt
that in my place he would have been left
to himself, left uncared for. T have never
forgotten all those layers of doubt and  x-
icty. What is it that we fear in the other?

A few years ago 1 picked up a young
man on a dry descrt road and took him
into the local town. I had never met him
before, but he was happy to chat as we
went along. He wanted to talk about ‘that
woman’, the one he had seen on TV, the
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onc who was trying to get into
parlia ent. She did not like Aborigines.
In his view she would get rid of them all
if she were elected. Tt took me a while to
work out who he was referring to. She
hadn’t visited the Kimberley, certainly
not where we lived. Her name was not
important here. But he had scen her on
TV. Her very strong, ncgative messages
about him and his people had
touched and hurt him.
.Z s OTHER TIME, when I was visiting a
desert community, I received a phone call
asking me to pass on a message to them.
The message was that a car-load of the
Ku Klux Klan was coming. They were
weari | tattoos. Somchow—I am not
sure why—people believed it was the
KKK. I am still not surc of the signifi-
cance of the tattoos. A few years before,
when I was working with the Royal Com-
mission into Aboriginal Deaths in Cus-
tody, I had seen KKK signs painted on
variot road signs in the Pilbara. Occa-
sionally T would hear from Aboriginal
people that they thought the KKK were
still alive and active. But T had never seen
or met anyone identified as belonging to
them. [ delivered the message as simply
and off-handedly as 1 could, making it
clear that T didn’t think there was any-
thing to worry about. T 1T camped for
then 1t









35 I migrated, somewhat unexpectedly, to Greece,
where it is impossible to ignore saints.

To this day Greek parents have the choice of
giving their children ancient or Christian names, with
many priests expressing disapproval of the former, let
alonc anything more adventurous or modern, so perish
the thought of a Tracey or a Troy, even in the diaspora:
a Greek-Australian couple of my acquaintance had
to shop around in fairly desperate fashion when they
wanted to christen their daughter Marilyn. My three
sons are called Dimitrios, Nikolaos and Alexander.
I finally got my choice of name with the youngest,
but suspected that, while Saints Dimitrios and
Nikolaos/Nicholas were documented historical
figures, Saint Alexander was a Christianised version
of Alcxander the Great. But no. There are two Saints
Alexander, it appears. Don’t ask me which is which:
they’re both fairly minor compared with SSD and N,
whosc respective Feast Days on October 26th and
Dccember 6th are always celebrated in style. My baby,
the only onc of my sons born in Greece, now a strap-
ping six-footer of 19, has been moaning for years that
nobody ever remembers August 30th. He’s not
particularly concerned about shut churches, unlit
candles, and unsaid prayers, you understand, but
regrets the lack of presents and parcels of very swect
and gooey cakes brought to those whose name-days
are better known.

My sons’ childhood and mine could not be more
different. Take, for example, the matters of geography
and topography. They are used to mountains and
valleys, but I spent my formative years in the Wim-
mera district of Victoria. Huge skies and unlimited
flatness are the things I remember. I also remember
finding it hard to believe that the world was actually
round. Despite what teachers and parents said, there
was no visual or visible evidence to support this con-
tention, and I had a sneaking fear that it could be quite
an easy matter to drop off the edge of desert or pad-
dock, even if your average merino managed to stay
somchow glued on. All these years later T have no
idea whether my children have ever thought about
the fact that the village, like most villages in Greece,
is protected by a kind of spiritual ring, for marking
the outskirts of scttlement at various points in a
modest architectural punctuation, there are chapels
named for saints: John, Konstantine and Helen, Dim-
itrios, George, Basil and Nikolaos. It is as if they are
guarding the villagers and the much larger central
church of the Saints Theodore. The boundaries are
thus clear: no fear of vast space, unexpected edges, or
flat-carthness here. Oh, and on top of a high hill there
is the chapel of the Prophet Elijah.

My mother-in-law, the redoubtable Aphrodite,
now gone to her eternal rest and reward, was the
daughter and wife of Orthodox priests. She stood five-
foot-nothing in her stockinged feet, had a gaze of
basilisk intensity, and exuded a power connected with
status, custom and received knowledge before which

I quailed very regularly. She was illiterate, and this
fact alonc led us to have many an odd and tense con-
versation. One of these concerned Elija  and because
she always considered me an ignoramus of the first
water, it was a relicf to us both that I knew said
prophet had risen to heaven in a chariot of fire. But
consternation arose when I said something about
Elijah’s land of origin. Are you telling me he wasn't
Greek? she queried. And that is precisely what T was
telling her, but later I realised that once again she was
probably right, if you consider that Elijah is Elias in
Greek, and that the similarity, much more marked in
pronunciation than spelling would suggest, between
Elias and helios, meaning sun, is surcly not a mere
coincidence. The link joining Elijah and Apollo the
sun-god, also a rider in a chariot, seems quite secure.
In any case, Elijah/Apollo always has his chapel on a

hill, and fire-leaping is an ancient way of

E celebrating the name day on July 20th.

VERY DAY 1S A FEAsT DAY in the Orthodox world.
Diaries and calendars list this information as a matter
of course, for there are so many saints that the sharing
of days is mandatory. Devout people are supposed to
know and celebrate the important days without
consulting any diary, and onc¢ old man I once knew
scemed to have the whole calendar off by heart: you
could choose a day at random and he would recite the
listed saints without a falter, and was never wrong.
Various occupations and professions claim a patron
saint. St Nicholas is the obvious one for the Greck
Navy, while the Artillery chose St Barbara. When
I first came to Greece, [ was bemused to find the post
offices closed on February 10th, for the aforemen-
tioned St Charalambos is the patron saint of postmen.

As T am a devotee of the gentle and dying art of
correspondence, as in snail mail, T have fond feclings
for St Charalambos. But hc is an interesting and
important personage anyway, and well-documented
as a bishop with actual dates, having been born in
85AD in Magnesia, Asia Minor, and martyred in
198AD, carly days for Christianity within the cnor-
mous Roman Empire. He obviously gave the lic to
the notion that the good die young, for legend insists
that he retained youthful vigour and liveliness for all
of his 113 years. His life was onc of virtue and philan-
thropy, spent in fasting, prayer and ministering to the
poor, the weak and the suffering. But as what the
Grecks call ‘a genuine diamond’ he was incvitably
bound to provoke the rage and envy of the encimics of
Christianity.

He had a very narrow escape when he was arrested
by the provincial authorities who were determined
to force him to renounce the true faith and turn to
idolatry. This he steadfastly refused to do, and conse-
quently endured a flaying by means of prayer and
chanting. On that occasion public pressure forced the
governor of the province, one Loukianos, to have
him freed. But fate and destiny caught up with
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Charalambos when Septimus Severus, a Roman
emperor of north African origin, ordered him
beheaded: the number of conversions he had made
was apparently over the pagan limit. Moments before
the axc fell, so tradition would have it, Charalambos’
soul left his body. Divine intervention was of course
responsible, and so this very deserving person was
spared the specific agony of a violent death. He has
always been a very popular Orthodox saint and
I many miracles have been attributed to him.

N JuLy 1944, a German convoy carrying supplies
from Kalamata, the capital of Messinia, to the troops
at Filiatra, was attacked by members of the Greek
resistance. More than a hundred German soldiers were
killed, as against a mere 17 Greeks. The orders went
out from HQ at Tripolis in the central Peloponnese:
50 Filiatra locals were to be executed for every dead
German. And the town was to be burned. The man in
charge of this operation was an Austrian Protestant
¢ ed Kontau, thought by all to be a hardened officer
of the Occupation forces. Kontau applied himself to
the task of readving his troops to carry out these
orders, and the i1 abitants of the town endured a night
of suspense while under strict curfew.

But on the morming of July 20th, St Elijah’s day,
while the dreadful suspense continued, Kontau
demanded, to the general mystification of his staff
and an accompanying group of Greek priests and
teachers, to be taken on a tour of the town’s churches.
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The expedition took some time, and it seemed, all
the while, as if Konrau were on a mysterious search,
for in every chur  he peered at all the icons very
closely. At last, w n he and his party arrived at the
Church of the Entry of the Mother of God, things
changed. After a brief interval Kontau found the icon
of St Charalambos and saluted it, and then remained
as if in prayer, with his face, according to the very
curious observers oHntracting in emotion.

A slight digression to explain, probably unneces-
sarily, that iconography is rather like a treasure hunt
or a jigsaw or a trail that a detective could follow: St
Peter clutches the keys to Heaven, St Nicholas wears
the robes of a bishop, St John carries his own head on
a platter, the warrior saints like Dimitrios wear
armour, St Fanou Hs, the saint of illumination and
revelation, carrics a lantern, and so on. Kontau found
the long white beard he was looking for. All the
previous night, in far from peaceful sleep, he had
dreamed of an ol¢ 1an with a long white beard who
had repeatedly asked him to spare the inhabitants of
Filiz 1. The spectre emphasised that the result would
be that Kontau, his men and their families, would get
through the war safcly. Very much shaken, Kontau
cancelled the orders. I do not know what the immediate
consequences of his action were, but this is the story as
I have both heard it and rcad it. And everything
occurred as the saint had promised. After the war
Kontau returned to Filiatra on an annual pilgrimage
to the icc that, as a Protestant, he had once had no

idea about, 1d eventually, when he could no
longer do so, his children did the same.

I February ‘’th. Athens.
AM STILL VERY MUDDLED with regard to the topic of
saints. I light candles when in Orthodox churches,
but certainly do not kiss icons. But in some strange
way the graft has taken. My middle son, who is a
serving NCO in the SAS section of Greece’s regular
army, is undergoing tests in a military hospital in
Athens. He doesn’t know that this morning his heretic
mother lit candles and wrote prayer notes for him in
the Cathedral. He does know that T have just bought
him a postcard picture of St Nicholas. But I feel a bit
awkward, just the same. ‘Here’s your mate,’ I say.
A man of few wo1r |, he grins and says thanks.

[ visit again the next day. There he is, my Niko,
sitting up in bed and whiling away the long hospital
hours by reading. And, ‘Look at him,” he says, grinning
again: St cholas as bookmark. It is obviously only
a short time since St Charalambos’ Day, and bound
to be the Feast Day of an obscure saint I know nothing
about, for [ have not bothered to check my diary. I do,
however, know a little about the saint of the new year,
Basil the Great, who wrote that ‘Life without Feast Dave
is like a long road on which no inns are to be found.
Gil Bourasisan A a R Tost
book, Starting Again, 1s published by Penguin Australia.









crred. A kindly cleaner offered his pass
card for a single exit. I had to squececze
through the turnstile, an unlikely
exertion that desperation alone made
possible. Finally we received advice: take
a main-line train at 2.01pm. What time
does it come back from Chantilly? How
would I know? Ask when you get there.

Against the odds we arrived for the
156th running of the Prix de Diane, walk-
ing from the station under a lovely
wooded canopy. Soon the track appeared:
Cannon Park or Kyneton with a chateau.
Yet this small, run-down country track
with its little old grandstand had mys-
teriously been ordained as the course for
France’s three-year-old classics. The
often-renovated chateau is overshadowed
by the 186-metre-long Great Stables, built
carly in the 18th century and now the
Living Museum of the Horse. French
Oaks Day brought out fashions in the field,
but Flemington need not blush. Typical
of the hat range was a one-metre-high
cage with a live bird inside on its perch.

Fortunately there were horses to see.
We climbed on to a mound below the
stewards’ tower to watch the Prix de
Diane. Against the grain I'd backed the
favourite, Acquarelliste, by Danchill,
which—in Australia—is champion of the
shuttle sires. Acquarelliste settled last,
but then sprinted brilliantly to catch
Nadia not far short of the post and win
going away. Jockey Dominique Beeuf
cried. Trainer Danicl Wildenstein won-
dered if his lucky family had another
champion like Allez France. The Mar-
seillaise was played. Down the straight,
Hungarian hussars staged a mock cavalry
battle with sabres as part of the program’s
sponsorship and the Magyart Festival.
I backed the next winner. The clouds
came in, young mecn began to fall over
and we headed back to Paris.

We travelled back to the city which
Ernest Hemingway ardently called ‘a
moveable feast’, a place that he believed
was with onc always and anywhere. To
admit the stylised simplification of his
memory (and one’s own) is never an
impediment to being engrossed by the
grit, the human jostling for space and a
hearing, the marvels of art and the
marvels of daily living in Paris, now.

Peter Pierce is Chair of Australian Liter-
ature and Head of the School of Human-
ities, James Cook University.

Red Rover All Over

First we pick our teams
somebody decides—
two of the big kids.

Iam on a team

and not the last one chosen.
Each team lines up

either side of the yard.

Someone yells ‘Red Rover all over!”

We storm towards the other line

and meet in a melee in the centre.

We simply must break through.

At Borodino

Napoleon stands on a hill

a glass up to his eye

and watches as his lines break.
The horses scream and fall

the air is full of noise

blood soaks the ground.
Banners flutter

some are tattered.

A great white horse thuds down
and - s its rider

he is screaming

‘M’aide! M’aide!’
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We reach the other side
some of us are captured
taken finished.

We're puffing

a plait has fallen down
the saxe blue ribbon
flutters on my shoulder
but we’re off again

the cry’s gone up

‘Red Rover all over!”
We storm across the asphalt.

The pepper tree stands guard
drooping in the heat

the captured sit on benches
built around the trunk

and fewer of us now

have rcached the other side.

Both lines have thinned
but we must run again.
Practising our lives

we rush and flee apart.

—Kate Llewellyn
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Curtin ever met Jessic. She was, indeed, a
‘pen-friend” and his letters are full of allu-
sions to his reading at the time, and his
affection for poctry and romantic novels.
One letter is an account of the plot of The
Scarlet Pimpernel, another of a novel by
Robert Buchanan, a largely forgotten 19th-
century novclist and poet.

There is an element of ‘the trier” here,
but it would be unfair to conclu that
Curtin was merely practising his writing.
Theletters have the warmth and sagacity of
aman in his early 20s introducing the carces
of the world to a younger sister. She is
¢ ised to stay at school beyond the age of
14, to persist with her education. ‘War’, he
wrote, ‘is an abomination, a creaturc of the
devil. Hatc it Jessic foritisaniniquity.” And
from time to time there is a hint of life’s
shortcomings, of the ‘tired feeling’ and the
‘futility of doing’.

The letters to Jessie Gunn ended in 1910
buthe continued to correspond intermittently
with friends and associates from his early
formative years. They were clearly important
to him and nonc more so than Elsie, whom he
¢ red and depended on. His letters to her
were always affectionate, gentlemanly in a
charmingand old-fashioned way, and at times
full of rich descriptions of his activities as a
unionist and political activist.

At a conscription mecting, which he at-
tended for ‘entertainment’, ‘the Chairman
was an old whiskery lunatic who spoke in
spasms’. Curtin feared Labor’s ‘quicksands of
expediency’ and his short prison term for
defying conscription, ‘merves our hearts and
steels us to the great cause’. Certainly the
letters improved as time passed.

It is a pity that this is such a disparate and
fragmented collection. Fortunately it is
accompanicd by a detailed and scholarly com-
mentary by Professor David Black which sets
it in context and provides somc narrative
consistency.

Nonctheless from the letters themselves
onc gains some understanding of Curtin’s
caring qualitics, his loyalty, his passion, his
intellect and the growing sensc that thereisa
destiny to be fulfilled. Through the letters
Curtin cvolves from the young radical to a
man who rcluctan - accepts that politics is
at best a form of palliative carc for the human
spirit.

Alone and in isolation few of the letters
are remarkable. Asacollection they illustrate
part of the fabric of Curtin’s life and add to an
understanding of his great achievements.

John Button was a senator and minister in
the Hawke and Keating governments.
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ning parallel to these manocuvres,
appeared the books of John Shaw Neilson,
ahalf-blind, quietly spoken labourer from
the Mallec. To a more discerning (and
particularly female) public, these lyrics,
with theirintense scrutiny of the environ-
ment, seemed to hold somcthing of the
secret of Australia. (No pun on Ern Malley
for them; rather, a case of from deserts
the prophets come.] Among the poet's
early champions wcere Mary Gilmore,
Nettie Palmer and Louise Dyer. A.G.
Stephens, Neilson’s encourager and agent,
lost little time in dubbing him ‘first of
Australian poets’.

Contemporary critical opinion,
asscmbled in an appendix to this collec-
tion, was by no means inclined to fall in
line. One critic was not alonc in remark-
ing that ‘the commonplace scems

Ly
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continually to be missed by a merce
hairbreadth.” But against that there was
Nettic Palmer’s later comment: ‘His work
has the dew on it.” Quite carly on, Sym-
bolist elements were found in Neilson's
verse, and a refreshing originality at a
time when most Australian poctry was
‘bookish in its inspiration and imitative
in its manncr’. But, as Stephens repeat-
edly told the poct, the very fineness of the
verse told against it, particularly as the
cory  was not large. Even at the end of
his career, Neilson’s publishers found
they had hundreds of copies of the
Collected Poems on their hands.

This volume draws together nearly 500
documents, mostly letters, and a few
telling subsidiary accounts, such as Hal
Porter’s insightful description of Neilson
when he met him in the Exhibition









Anotheris the sensual and poetic evocation
of Greece, with its oregano and white build-
ings and heat and Easter lamb; to complain
that it’s been done before is churlish, and
like saying that you already have a photo-
graph of Greecc and don’t need another one.
The third—and I think this is the most
skilful thing about how this story has been
put together—is the way that a subtle and
slightly sinister doppelginger relationship
devclops betwecen Kester Berwick and the
narrator, culminating in their brief encoun-
ter in the airport. It’s the only direct sight
we ever have of Kester, and even then he
may be only an illusory reflection: ‘... like
me he was wearing a crumpled mackintosh
and holding a small, brown suitcase in his
right hand. Neither of us moved.’

Where the two characters differ sharply
is in the end of their respective stories.
Kester Berwick never went home, and died
on Corfu after living there for 23 years. The
narrator, on the other hand, finds that going
home to Adelaide hasbeen the correct move,
and his final sentence is an affirmation as
helooks out at the morning view: ‘... blink-
ing in the glare, I lcan out across the gerani-
ums to see what I might sce.” In such an
overtly literary novel, Dessaix could almost
have got away with T. S. Eliot by way of
farewell: ‘We shall not ceasc from explora-
tion / And the c¢nd of all our exploring / Will
be to arrive where we started / And know
the place for the first time.’

Kerryn Goldsworthy is an Adclaide writer.
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The wordsmith

F THERE WERE such a thing as an unassail-
ableIrish poet, it would be Scamus Heaney.
For anyone so far unfamiliar with his work,
Electric Light could show how this is so. It
was said of a 19th-century man of letters
that he ‘mever lived his life at all; only
stayedwithitand lunched withit’. Heaney's
poetry is emphatically the work of some-
one determined tolive hislifc init. Ranging
in spirit from the elated to the dismayed,
and in pitch from the domestic to the inter-
national, it keeps on feeling for the nerve of
life, the quickness amidst mortality.

Hcaney, truc to his heritage, has always
delighted in story-telling, and does so here
again in many of the pocems. But his pecu-
liar gift is for succinct formulation and for
the revelatory moment. In a sct of ‘Ten
Glosses’, ‘A Norman Simile’ goes in its
entircty:

To be marvellously yourself like the river
water

Gerald of Wales says runs in Arklow
harbour

Even at high tide when you'd expect salt
water.

It is all there—the zest for analogy, the

blend of history and geography, the admira-
tion at the surprising, the savouring of an
element in its vitality. ‘Small is beautiful’
might, asan expression, have been made for
Heaney.

This ability to offer much in little is
accompanied by an enthusiasm for the
sizeable and the fluid. “The Fragment’ ends
with the words, * “Since when,” he asked, /
“Arc the first linc and last linc of any
poem /Where the poem begins and ends?” /
Heaney is a great one for continuities, for
outreach and inrush, for the world’s and
the word’s plenty. ‘And’ is the fugleman of
his idiom’s words; over the years, it has
often begun segments of poems or whole
poems, standing not only for added items
or cvents but for the scope and scale of
experience itself.

At the same time, Heaney has made the
most of ut’, of all those mental
countervailings which help to deliver
knowledge of things as they go. In ‘Known
World’, he writes at one point, ‘Allegory,
I say, but who’s to know / How to read
sorrow rightly, or at all?’ The Hopkins who
greatly influenced the young Heaney speaks
in ‘The Windhover’ of ‘thc achieve of, the
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mastery of the thing’, seeing that accom-
plishment is often onerous and precarious;
Heaney’s poems are similarly attended by
an awareness that insight can be hard-won,
can be fugitive. ‘Vigilant’ is a word which
occurs often in his poetry and in his prose;
it can refer either to life’s choices and
policies at large, or to the ways in which
forms of language are indeed forms of life.
‘But’ is the sibling of ‘And’, all the way.

Chesterton said that to love anything is
to see it at once under lowering clouds of
danger, and this is often Heaney’s way. The
first poem in Electric Light, ‘At
Toomebridge’, goes:

Where the flat water
Came pouring over the weir out of Lough
Neagh
Asifithad reached an edge of the flat carth
And fallen shining to the continuous
Present of the Bann.
Where the checkpoint used to be.
Where the rebel boy was hanged in '98.
Where negative ions in the open air
Are poetry to me. As once before
The slime and silver of the fattened cel.

‘The Bridge of Toome’ has been roarcd
through, in pubs and out of them, in both
hemispheres, with that rebel boy as its
hero: but Heancy has the event, and its
milieu, in a quieter, more intense keeping,
which accommodates the legendary flat
earth, its pairing with the flat water, the
open air, and silver fire of the eel—tradi-
tional elements, once again, framing amod-
ern moment and, as it were, the issuing of
the poetry itself. The moment is loved, the
poctic act is loved, but danger’s claims are
also acknowledged.

Iam tempted tosay that thisis Heaney's
most personal book, though the term is
itself such a shape-changer that it may be
uscless. Certainly it is a book marked on
virtually every page by a reappropriation of
signal moments in the poct’s life, and by
allusions or tributes to what Auden called
‘our good dead’. Another of those ‘Glosses’,
‘The Bridge’, gocs:

Stcady under strain and strong through
tension,

Its feet on both sides but in neither camp,

It stands its ground, a span of pure
attention,

A holding action, the arches and the ramp

Steady under strain and strong through
tension.

This might be an emblem of poetry itself,
or of Heaney’s version of it, but it can also
stand for the way in which the living
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named by this book is braced betwcen
birth and dcath. There are elegies (each
distinctive in form) for Ted Hughes, for
Zbigniew Herbert, for Joseph Brodsky;
there are poems called ‘“Would They Had
Stay’d’, ‘Latc in the ‘ay’, ‘Bodies and
Souls’, ‘Sceing the Sick’; there is a tender,
trenchant poem called ‘Out of the Bag’ in
which this cldest child of his family relates
the supposed arrival of each of them ‘in
Doctor Kerlin’s bag’. Charactcristically,
this last poem gives its due to the mortal
vulnerabilities which make it necessary
for there to be new births at all: and
cqually characteristically, Heaney is
plainly not daunted by thesc.

In The Tempest, the sottish Stephano,
listening to his own song, acknowledges
that ‘“This is a very scurvy tune to sing at a
man’s funcral’, and any poet worth the name
must feel something of the kind about cven
the best of clegics. But Heancy’s clegics—
and by now they arc many—arc commonly
sustained by the sensed comradely presence
of those saluted. The souls, or shades, of the
dead are convoked into a cloud of witnesscs,
themsclves benign sponsors of the poems,
andindulgers of human inadequacy. Heaney
is as awarc as anyonc clsc of language’s
many frailtics and humiliations, but unlike
some others he does not suppose that this
must induce resentment or desperation. To
be, as he says carly in his poem in memory
of Ted Hughes, ‘Pounded like a shore by the
roller gricfs / In language that can still knock
language sideways’ can be dismaying but is
not disabling.

Heaney has given new vitality to the
notion of ‘crediting marvels’, by which he
mecans more than conceding that they are
therc—he means that we are in credit to
them, and can be madc the more creditable
by them. All of his mature poetry is driven
by this notion, even when circumstances
arc dirc. First to last he wants to find out the
marvels, as when, awaiting a new birth, he
sces that ‘Planct earth like a teething ring
suspended / Hangs by its world-chain’, or
when he sces the bereaved ‘Set apart. First
out down the aisle / Like brides’, or like boys
out of school early for music practice, ‘And
then the savagery / Of the piano music’s
music going wrong.” He has, as he savys of
his father, ‘The assessor’s eye, the ly-
keeper’s head’: he also has, as he says when
anticipating a new birth, ‘a born awareness /
asname dawnedinto knowledge.’ The water
still runs fresh into the harbour.

Peter Steele sj holds a Pcrsonal Chair at the
University of Mclbourne.
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Man at ~vork

INCEJoHN Forpes’ death in 1998, obitu-
aries, essays, and two major profiles of him
onradioand television have produced some-
thing like a myth of Forbes. This work
centres on Forbes’ poetic life: his ambition
lor otherwise); his ironised sense of voca-
tion; his postmodern influences (especially
Frank O’Hara); his mentorship of younger
pocets. But more personal details intrude:
Forbes’ tropical childhood; his love for
unattainable women; his use of drugs (and
cough mixture); his knowledge of military
and cultural history; his ‘un-literary’ jobs
(like furniture removalist); his betting on
horses; his money troubles; the bike he
rode around Melbourne; his death at the age
of 47 of a hcart attack.

Biography tends to intrude on post-
humous reputation, cven the reputation of
a poet as ‘impersonal’ as Forbes. Here some
poems refer to historical individuals, and
cataloguc interests that now scem bio-
graphical: poctic vocation in ‘On the Beach:
A Bicentennial Poem’; military hardwarc
and unrequited love in ‘Love Poem’; cough
mixturc and Frank O’Hara in ‘A Dream’.
And we find comments like this one in a
late poem, regarding love: ‘continually dis-
appoint / the expectations of others, / this
way you will come to hate yourself / & they
will be charmed by your distress’ {‘Lessons
for Young Pocts’). Mcanwhile Forbes’ tastes
seem apparent throughout: his interest in
popular music, television, smoking,
philosophy, Sydney and nostalgia.

But Forbes insisted that poems shouldn’t
simply be vehicles for the poet’s attitudes.
His poems show him avoiding the idea of
the poct as ‘presence’, a transcendent
authority within the poems. So how useful
is biography when reading Forbes? Know-
ing that he was Australian and born in 1950
seems enough. The trick is to get to know
the poems, to go ‘on your nerve’ (to quote
O’Hara), and to know when to think and
when to give thinking a miss.

Now that Forbes is regarded as a major
poet it may be hard to remember that early
reviews tended towards the dismissive. As
Martin Duwcll wrote nearly a decade ago,
Forbes is not ‘a lightweight, jokey poet,
despite the tone of many of his best-loved
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acsthetician, constructing formalist, soul-
less poems lacking all reference other than
langt ¢’ A joker or a formalist/rhetori-
cian—thcey were the carly standard lines on
Forbes. And he is funny, as you can see in his
surreal associations and brilliantly off-hand
jokes, like suggesting that Sydney Harbour
‘should be coveredin concrete / to bring real-
estate prices down / and make parking at the
Opcra casy’ |'thin ice’). And ‘Europe: a guide
for K Scarle’ shows how bizarrely spot-on
he ¢z ac even as he's taking the mickey:
‘We pity the English, thov  they get on /
our wick, pretending to understand us // &
Scotland is old-fashioned like a dowry / but
unusual, like nice police’.

F ¢s’ formalism is part of his interest
in language as a game, not as some  ing



thatreflects ‘reality’. “TV’ is the best-known
example of this, with its opening injunc-
tion, ‘dont [sic] bother telling me about the
programs’, and its engagement instead with
the television as an object. Forbes is noth-
ingif not clever, although given the place of
‘theory’ in universitics in the last two dec-
ades, hislinguistic turn probably now seems

less radical and tendentious than at first.
Those early characterisations (joker/
formalist) are interesting in the way they
downplayed Forbes’ interest in Australia,
the usc of idiom, the range of reference, and
the stylistic varicty. And of course the joker
and formalist positions ncedn’t be mutu-
ally exclusive. Chris Wallace-Crabbe made
this clear (in his review of The Stunned
Mullet) when he noticed Forbes’ ‘discon-
certing or rug-pulling enjambement, a
rhetorical and rhythmical gesture which
weakens the line you have just read by
revealing its reliance upon the line which
follows’. However unlikely this sounds,
Forbes was a postmodern Philip Larkin.
Both married wit with form to devastating
cffect (and both were poetic perfec-

I tionists who were also outsiders).

F THERE 1S ANY doubt that Forbes is a
‘major’ poet, his Collected Poems should
dispel that. With a foreword by the poet
Gig Ryan, and an introduction by the
critic Don Anderson, this is a major pub-
lication, containingall the poems in Forbes’
five previous collections, and 30 previously
uncollected poems. Ryan’s claim thatcritics
have over-emphasised Forbes’ limitations
is right: the Collected shows a diversity of
style, technique and content.

The mix can be seen in Forbes’ idiom,
with its intermingling of ‘high’ and ‘popu-
lar’ cultural references and the deep suspi-
cion of ‘artiness’ while being most artful.
‘Love Poem’ demonstrates this. Beginning
as the familiar Gulf War poem (the safe and
distant poet, musing over the televised,
technological war) the choice of genre only
appears inapposite. The military hardware
that features in the poem is a political
critique that has wedged itself, like an
unexploded bomb, into the lyrical subjec-
tivity of love poetry. Having been rejected
by the loved one, the poet watches CNN:
‘Twatch the west / do what the west does
best // & know, obscurely, asIgotobed /all
this is being staged for me.” Forbes was a
master of such political obliquity.

It has been clear for some time that
much of Forbes’ poetry is interested in
national culture. In ‘On the Beach: A
Bicentennial Poem’, the poetic vocation is

scen as absurd and shameful in Australia in
1988: it looks ‘more like a blurred tattoo / or
something you did for a bet / & now regret,
like aman / walking the length of the baron
his hands / balancing a drink on his shoe’.
Forbes’ concern with vocation and nation
suggests carlier Australian poets, especially
Wentworth, whose odes and public poems
cvoke and parody the project of nation-
building. In “‘On the Beach’, Forbes deflates
and satirises. Poctic vocation ultimately
slides down to the beach, like a thing from
outer space, or evolution in reverse. Forbes
was a public poet in an age that has no call
for such things.

It’s not surprising, then, that there are
few Collected Poemsby Australians. Forbes'’
Collected 1s well-produced, authoritative
and timely, reminding us how many of his
poems could be considered ‘classics’: “Ode
to Tropical Skiing’, ‘Four Heads & how to
do them’, ‘Ode/"Goodbye Memory”’, ‘To
the Bobbydazzlers’, ‘Stalin’s Holidays’,
‘Speed, a Pastoral’, ‘Death, an Odc¢’,

‘Watching the Treasurer’, and‘Anzac
I Day’. And that’s not all.

DO WisH, THOUGH, that the book had been
organiscd differently. Arranging the poems
chronologically adds little to our under-
standing of Forbes, especially since the
chronology is based not on date of compo-
sition but first publication date (and dates
are only given for the uncollected poems).
As these uncollected poems are hived off at
the end, this organisation is doubly odd,
since the previous sections simply jumble
up the order of the poems in Forbes’ five
carlier books. The uncollected pocms are
alwaysinteresting, though Forbes was prob-
ably right to omit most of them from his
collections. The main exception is ‘3 Songs
for Charles Darwin’. The compiler of this
Collected, the poet’s father, E. Len Forbes,
tells us that the reason it was left out in the
posthumous volume, Damaged Glamour,
‘remains unclear’. Another quibble: why is
this Collected Poems: 1970-1998 when the
earliest poem in the book was published in
1969?

That the two last poems of Forbes’ Col-
lected Poems are ‘autobiography’ and ‘3
Songs for Charles Darwin’illustrates nicely
Ivor Indyk’s argument that Forbes’ poetry
shifts between ‘private injury and public
spectacle, the one acting as the indictment
of the other’ (see ‘The Awkward Grace of
John Forbes’, Heat 8, 1998, pp138-50). (And
notwithstanding Gig Ryan’s disappoint-
ment with commentary on Forbes, he has
had some excellent critics, though—as in
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Indyk’s case—their insights somctimes
appeared after his death). The apparent
autobiographical references in ‘autobio-
graphy’ (furniture moving, drug-taking) are
less revealing than the poem’s final lines:
‘& all thismoreblessed / than any happiness
/ feral or domestic, / that I've been granted
yet.” Maybe not Forbes’ best lines, but they
arc poignant in their mix of charm and
distress. This personal tone is offset by the
‘3 Songs’. Something of a reprise of ‘On the
Beach’, this sequence is less subtle (perhaps
suggesting, as some have arguced, that Forbes’
poctic was beginning to play itself out). For
me it shows Forbes’ wit unaltered, as in the
replaying of the landing of the First Fleet:
‘The First Fleet's first mistake—/i.¢. lcaving
the beach’. The reference to the First
Flecters’ ‘pink / as yet unzineed pale faces’
reminds us that Australia (as Darwin pre-
dicted) is a maritime nation. The beach
always has figured largely in Forbes’ poctry.

It figured not only in his poetry, but also
his dreams. A Layered Event, the profile
recently repeated on Radio National,
includes an archival recording of Forbes
recounting a drcam ‘about going in a
Balmain-Push organised Iron Man run from
Sydney to Wollongong and mecting Henry
Lawsonat one stage, and secing him washed
under the waves and being given a bottle by
him like a baton that he was passing on to
mc’. This is quintessentially Forbesian: it
gestures at literary history and poetic elec-
tion just as it shows its grotesqueric. The
clder poet isboth national icon and a drunk.
What he passes on (a bottle) represents both
inspiration and destitution. That this hap-
pens in the surf echoes the ending of ‘On
the Beach’. That the event is an Iron Man
contest {in which Forbes takes part) organ-
ised by the bohemian Push shows Forbes’
gift for the absurdly comic.

Were he alive, Forbes might look upon
the biographical process with some scepti-
cism. But, then, scepticism was Forbes’
Penelope, faithfully unravelling certainties
while the Ulysses-poct was out smashed on
Actifed CC. And the dream? Forbes won
the race. It was of course only a dream, but
even Forbes—so suspicious of transcend-
ence—seemed to suggest, life is a kind of
embodied dream: ‘Hello the yellow beach
& the beauty / that closes a book. Hello the
suntanned skin / & underneath that skin.
the body. / Goodbye Memory!’

David McCooey lectures at Deakin Univer-
sity and is the author of the ‘Contemporary
Poetry’ chapter in The Cambridge Com-
panion to Australian Literature (2000).

o EUREKA STREET 41












With a plethora {now extinct) of caters and
eatces, there’s a purity about it all, with 30
minutes of pontification gone, and chomp
replacing pomp.

The clever mix of animatronics and
digital magic has crcated ancw realism that
far exceeds anything we could have imag-
ined a decade ago. If you like your earth
shaken and your monsters stirred, this
movie is your martini.

—Gordon Lewis

Hulks united

Purely Belter, dir. Mark Herman. Unlike
Mark Herman's clegiac Brassed Off, which
looked at the last gasps of a working-class
community, his latest, Purely Belter, is an
odyssey through aftermath. Sct in the
present-day post-industrial wastelands of
England’s North, Purely Belter takes full
cinematographic advantage of the monu-
mental hulks of Newcastle-on-Tyne’s aban-
doned factories and warehouses. Gerry
(Chris Beattic) and Scwell (Greg McLane)
scamper among the ruins of their heritage.
Children of the broken-backed North, they
don’t know or care about what has been
lost. Theironly culture is drugs, Newcastle
United, pop music and sex.

Gerry and Sewell are two not-very-likely
Geordie lads who fanatically support New-
castle United football club, yet have never
been to a match in their lives because they
can’t afford the £500 season tickets. It's
impossible to buy a ticket to a single match
in this sellers’ market. The lads hatch daft
schemes to get the money for two tickets
within the year. The film follows them
through the summer, autumn, winter and
spring of their discontent.

In Herman'’s Little Voice and Brassed
Off, the characters were gifted with know-
ing and musical talents—Gerry and Sewell
have only bucketloads of desperation and
likeable stupidity. Gerry is the sharper of
the two, which isn’t saying much. Sewell’s
total lack of motherwit and huge bulk pro-
vide most of the movie’s laughs. Both young
actors have great natural presence, and
though there may be an edge of amateurism
sometimes, it is possible to be such a good
actor that you're just irritating {like Brenda
Blethyn).

‘Let’s talk about first times,” says the
tcacher in one of the necessarily few class-
room scenes. Gerry recounts his earliest
memory of being taken to the football by
his Dad, so eloquently that thercisn’t a dry
eyein the house. Later on, his friend Sewell

tells the same story as his own, the con-
struction of a past with a loving father
scemingly too valuable not to be shared.
Gerry’s Dad is an itinerant alcoholic and
mecan with it, only turning up for long
enough to steal booze money and bash anv-
onc who happens to be around. G| s
chain-smoking mum {thankfully not played
by Brenda Blethyn) spends her life dispirit-
edly moving house to escapce him. Sewcll
revealsshamefacedly thathis ‘Dad’ isreally
his grandfather, his real parents having
drifted away too carly in his life for him to
remember them.

Oddly, t  filmis full of hope, unrealis-
tic hope perhaps (as the inclusion in the
soundtrack of ‘Happy Ending Lics’ by the
Lightning Secds suggests), but the hope
that youth and newness gives to everyone.

Purely Belter gives the impression of being
made in arush; its plot is not without holcs;
the ending is anodyne; yet it is an absorbing
and enjoyable shemozzle of a film.
—Lucille Hughes

Entanglements

Lantana, dir. Ray Lawrence. This is only
Ray Lawrence’s sccond film and there are
15 ycars between it and his first, the much-
praised Bliss. Moviegoers have clearly been
the poorer for the absencc of his major
talent from our screens. It scems to take a
writer to lure him to the cinematic task.
Bliss was based on a Peter Carey novel and
Lantana is derived from a play by Andrew
Bovell.

Lantanaisanoutstanding achievement,
a thoroughly scrious and absorbing explo-
ration of emotional complexity. So many
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good Australian movies embody the ironic,
deflecting humour with which we typically
viecw oursclves that it sometimes secms
comedy is our only form of filmic expres-
sion. Lantana is one of those films that
prove this mere appearance.

This is no simple ‘rclationship’ film; it
is an engrossing essay on the complexitics
of love, pain, desire and aging. Like the
plant from which it takes its name, the love
explored is bright on the surface and spiky-
tangled beneath. The plot revolves around
a small group of troubled couples. At its
heart is Lcon {Anthony LaPaglia), a dogged
cop, given to outbursts of rage and guiltily
negotiating an affair with the febrile Jane
{Rachael Blake). A mysterious disappear-
ance and a couple of unexpected twists add
to the intrigue.

The acting is splendid, especially from
LaPaglia, Geoffrey Rush and Rachael Blake.
The Sydncey settings are ncatly integrated
with the unfolding cxploration of the
characters’ interior lives. Andrew Bovell’s
script cleverly combines mystery, surprise
and psychological nuance. One of the film's
strengths is the way it delves into the
guarded cmotions of men. There isa striking
scene where Leon collides with another
man while out jogging. The scence and its
complex emotional tone scem irrelevant at
the time but its climax is beautifully echoed
much later.

Perhaps the tight circle of the principal
players is made too tight by a secries of
coincidences. Yeteven here the implausible
artifice works to good dramatic cffect hy
insinuating darkly that the casual acquaint-
ance is rcally deeply involved and the
intimatcly known is unfamiliar.

—Tony Coady
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