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Introduction


THERE’S NOTHING SO dead as last week’s newspapers—and that was true even before they began appearing on the internet. But literary magazines, broadly conceived, are quite different. Many of us may have picked up an old one, lying in a corner, and been surprised by its quality. Indeed, sometimes there are sleepers, articles or authors whose time has not quite come when they first appear, but who acquire the full force of established reputation to validate a retrospective glance. One begins to understand the remark of Schopenhauer, that he never read anything unless it was a hundred years old.


Clem Christesen used to say that he was preparing the journal for posterity—laying out the wares of the present for future examination. Even when most depressed about Meanjin’s prospects, he never lost sight of how it presented to the future. In a sense he was right. Every effective literary magazine is also a time capsule.


‘The great editor’, Fintan O’Toole remarked of Bob Silvers of the New York Review of Books, ‘is a chimerical creature, combining contrary qualities in one mind: assertive and self-effacing, commanding and sensitive, infinitely curious and sharply focused, patient and fearfully demanding, wide-angle and close-up.’1 Our men qualify. This book examines the nature and context of two great editorships, and how their magazines, Meanjin and Overland, responded to the times. The remark of Michael Ondaatje (recycling Stendhal) that ‘A novel is a mirror walking down the road’ applies even more to literary magazines.


Emperors in Lilliput focuses on the personae of Christesen and Murray-Smith, extending to their personalities as expressed in their editorial work and beyond, taking the reader behind the scenes. For a time I toyed with the title ‘34 × 2’: not a formula, but the thirty-four years each edited the journals they founded. Despite this correlation (only twenty years were shared) the style of their magazines and editorships were very different.


They were colleagues as well as rivals. Each (particularly Clem) had a strong sense of their magazine’s role; each (particularly Stephen) a sense of the particular public their magazines were trying to reach. Both magazines came out of the University of Melbourne—Meanjin officially, Overland almost under cover. (The university administration chided Stephen for using its internal mail system to distribute copies to academic subscribers.) A good many people subscribed to both magazines; writers, eager for publication, happily wrote for both of them. In effect they functioned conjointly, like a ‘W’. Each provides a different model of magazine editorship. It therefore seemed a good idea to tell their story within one set of covers. It would be all the richer for the contrast.


 


A good deal of the subject matter has been traversed before, but there are huge gaps. The most exhaustive treatment is by Lynne Strahan: her Just City and the Mirrors: Meanjin Quarterly and the Intellectual Front 1940– 1965 (1984) covers Clem Christesen’s first twenty-five years at Meanjin. There has been no published account of the complete editorship. Judith Armstrong’s The Christesen Romance (1996) is structured as much around the life of Nina, Clem’s wife and head of the University of Melbourne’s Russian Department, as it is around Clem. Accordingly, it doesn’t explore the contents of the magazine. Mention should also be made of the anthology, with extensive commentary, edited by then Meanjin editor Jenny Lee (with Philip Mead and Gerald Murnane), The Temperament of Generations (1990). The life and work of Stephen Murray-Smith has been much less explored, but he is one of the three figures examined in John McLaren’s study Free Radicals of the Left in Postwar Melbourne (2003).


The material in the archives relating to the two editorships is vast, between them amounting to nearly a thousand boxes. Here the challenge has been to capture something of the essence of the two magazines, and of the two men as editors. Of necessity, omissions—and cuts—have had to be made. The emphasis has been on the phases of each magazine, highlighting particular preoccupations and episodes, and giving cameos of various writers. This approach provides guide ropes across two vast mosaics. Otherwise the book would be a recital of articles, a kind of catalogue aria.


The first two chapters trace the lives first of Clem, then of Stephen, to the point where their magazines fully emerged. Interestingly, both could be said to have had a false start. Meanjin’s first four years were in Brisbane (the name being derived from the Indigenous name for the ‘spike’ on which the city is built), before it moved south at the invitation of the University of Melbourne. Similarly, Overland emerged after two years from the Realist Writer, a publication associated with the Communist Party.


Little magazine editors are usually made, not born—it may be quite otherwise with old-style newspaper editors. The question of how somebody evolves into one, sometimes involuntarily, is therefore a crucial biographical question. Since both men were around thirty when this happened, the gradual channelling of their energies and enthusiasms into this calling takes up a considerable portion of this book.


The next two chapters (3 and 4) are again matching chapters, showing how each magazine found form. Meanjin as it emerged in the fifteen years after its arrival in Melbourne remained, in essentials, the template for the journal as Clem continued to edit it into the 1970s. The same is true of Overland (although less so), which is less surprising as by comparison it was edited on the run (or more accurately, sometimes on the train).


Chapter 5, ‘All those wonderful cultural renaissances we’re having nowadays …’, discusses the two magazines as they were in the 1960s, when creating an Australian high culture was seen as crucial to the national project. At this stage, despite a greater populism, and a much greater accessibility, Overland ran the risk of becoming Meanjin-lite. Meanwhile its senior contemporary became, rather grandly, Meanjin Quarterly. For Clem it was his best decade.


The next chapter, ‘The Little Magazine Nexus’, discusses how the magazines were funded, published and distributed. The editorial styles are discussed, including support, and relations with the University of Melbourne and the Commonwealth Literary Fund (later the Literature Board of the Australia Council). Their respective outreach and ambience is also described.


In ‘Power Struggle in the Clemlin’, Chapter 7, I switch modes. The question of the succession to an editorship of an essentially private venture is often difficult. It was shaping up to be so even for Stephen, despite there being a collectivist impulse at the heart of Overland. With Clem, conscious of himself as a one-man band, it was much more fraught. And so it is in the first person that I have told the story of how I came to be his successor. I couldn’t see how I could fairly enter this territory any other way.


Chapter 8 (the last before an Afterword) is focused on Stephen—once he could claim to be the ‘senior literary editor’, as he did from 1974. Clem makes an appearance in these pages, but it was Stephen’s time: he wrote some significant books, while his magazine had never been better. His very full diaries for most of this period enable this chapter to be given unusual depth.


Writing this book has been an education. I have developed more respect for Stephen, and more sympathy for Clem.


Emperors in Lilliput can also be seen as the third book of a loose trilogy. The first two explored the lives and careers of two expatriates—WK Hancock, the historian, working across the world, and Louise Hanson-Dyer, a patron and musical activist, centred particularly on Paris. Those earlier people felt that, with their cultural concerns, they had to leave Australia—Hancock juxtaposed ‘country’ and ‘calling’ (as choices) in the title of his autobiography. This book explores how two figures from a subsequent time sought to advance the cultural front at home in Australia.
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1
CLEM



TRANSCENDING THE PRISON HOUSE OF SELF


1911–1945


Lost Eden


WHEN, DEEP IN retirement, Clem Christesen began work on the autobiography he had long been contemplating—much of it destroyed in a house fire—the image that loomed at the beginning was of an island across the sea. This island, just across the water from the Townsville beach where the child used to play (often by himself) became a way of reading the humours of the world. At midday it would shimmer in the heat; in the slanting rays of the sun become a luminous orange; and occasionally, in squally weather or low cloud, disappear altogether. In the morning the child would rush down to the beach to reassure himself it was still there.


Yet when he reflected on his life, and admitted the word ‘obsessions’, Clem was aware of the paradox that everything in his early life suggested order, security and stasis:




People around me did not change, the environment of ocean beach and tropical garden did not change. Tides moved, the seasons moved, but they did not really change. The sea remained, waves breaking against beach in regular rhythm. The trees did not shed their leaves in what passed for winter; birds flew away but always returned, as did the sun and stars; flowers withered but bloomed again. There were no uncertainties, no doubts, no anxieties.








In the fullness of time Clem’s Townsville childhood had become a lost Eden: its brilliant colours and scents and birdsong, framed by the sea, would always infuse much of his writing. His sense of expulsion was real, if unadmitted: fully one-third of the projected autobiography would have been devoted to those first seven years (and their antecedents). Indeed the young Clem was unusually responsive to his environment, and seems to have inwardly recorded it.


But rather than being static, there seem to have been more than the usual dramas of childhood. Clem was born on 28 October 1911. Even reading the newspaper at table could make his mother cry, for by then the war was on, and the young Clem was taken to see Townsville’s first contingent sail away. Later he would visit, with the maid, the army camps: he was inspired to conscript a young Aboriginal girl (who also lived in the house) into an army of two, and drilled her—casting himself as Lord Kitchener. She was his closest friend. One night Dolly suggested they sneak away to the beach, as she wanted to show him Torres Strait Islanders holding a corroboree. Clem was impressed, and tried to master the movements; he soon got four of his mates to join in as they proceeded in crocodile-file down the street. But there were also terrifying incidents, such as the cyclone that hit Townsville when Clem was four. Or the nightmares he had following sermons preaching hellfire, in which the devil was a real presence. He was an impressionable child.1


 


Clem has left us the image of his looking up at his mother as she read to him, in a favourite spot under an enormous weeping fig, immaculate, beautiful, her fine and sweeping black hair fashionably piled on top of her head. A spirited woman, Susan Byrne had been a journalist, and still wrote occasionally for the Catholic press. Later she would edit the Elector, the paper of the Queensland Women’s Electoral League, and run the campaign for the election of Irene Longman, Queensland’s first female member of parliament. Two of Susan’s brothers were socialists, one indeed a Communist: they were alive to a family tradition of dissent that could be traced back to Hugh Vesty Byrne, a man stirred up by the Wexford rebellion of 1798, who subsequently left Ireland for more promising prospects in Australia. But for all her drive and flair, Susan was essentially conservative, her observations laced with sarcasm. There were political arguments with the brothers: Susan, conscious of her pastoral relatives, was more concerned to maintain the social order. The infant Clem would go to the convent school, where she taught.2


While the original Christesen to come to Queensland was a Dane, and therefore probably Lutheran, his son had married an Irish girl, and so Clem’s father, Patrick, had been brought up Catholic. Patrick saw himself primarily as an outdoors man, although he topped the public service entrance examinations; he was a champion rifle shot. Conservative by temperament, his caution was evident in careful betting as he followed the horses. Usually he wore a three-piece suit as well as the standard hat, and worked in Queensland’s Department of Justice. Patrick shared the pro-British, king-and-country attitude of Susan, and also something of her aspirations. He was desperate to acquire a country property, and just missed out on getting one in a land ballot scheme.


‘That attempt to acquire a country property did interfere with my schooling quite considerably,’ Clem reflected. He travelled with his father out west—later drawing on these experiences for short stories—and seems to have changed schools frequently. Addresses changed too, since Patrick was loath to buy anything on terms, including a house. This constant change made it hard for Clem to make real friends of other boys. Moreover, when they moved to Brisbane, his parents also brought an infant son, who to some degree displaced him in their affections.


For Clem, the problem was exacerbated by the way the relationship with each of his parents had become fractured. Susan felt that Patrick should be ‘more pally with the lad’, exercise more patience, show an interest in his activities. Instead of which Patrick seemed content basically to sail through life on what he had learned at school, his horizons enlarged only by concerns at work. But Susan was scarcely the ideal mother. Feeling checked by her marriage, she was demanding, explosive, intractable. She went through servants like Clem would later go through printers. Aware that he was indebted to her for literary encouragement, Clem was always trying to placate her. But his sudden decision at the age of twelve to discard Catholicism, as he grew impatient waiting to go into confession, seems to have placed a permanent wedge between them. Difficult relations with each of his parents would leave their mark: because Clem had never been given enough emotional support by them, from others he would always expect too much.3


A checkered apprenticeship


Attending East Brisbane State School, Clem was appointed school captain and topped the school in the scholarship exams for secondary level. In 1927 he moved on to Brisbane State High, which he left at the end of second term the following year. Despite asthma, and nasal and ear trouble, it was in sport and athletics that he distinguished himself: ‘Christesen has been consistent in his broad jumping,’ reported the school magazine, ‘having never been beaten so far.’ One particular feat became legendary as ‘Christesen’s jump’; he won the Queensland championship three years in a row. He was also a dashing football player, and was shaping up as a champion sprinter when he injured his knee. But a photograph shows him detached, sad even, a long neck sustaining an air of defensive haughtiness.


As an athlete Clem knew that this was one way of pleasing his father. Not long after leaving school—wanting in confidence—he fell in with the idea of going to the Queensland Wool College. Clem became an expert wool classer, and took trips to various stations. There he was paid £25 a week (some $2000 in today’s money) with all found; he wore silk shirts as he dined at squatters’ tables. It was while staying at a homestead of the Leslie brothers, an old pioneering family, that he first attempted a novel.4


Suddenly, while he was on holiday, a telegram arrived from Clem’s mother saying that the editor of the Brisbane Courier was offering work. Susan had used the little influence she had as an occasional contributor to maximum effect. Clem jumped at the chance, and while the first year or two were difficult, things eased when it was realised he had real skills as a feature writer and sub-editor. Soon he transferred to another paper, the Telegraph, persuading the editor to give him a column of his own. Here he commented, sometimes humorously, on literary and current affairs.5


Clem now decided to begin a university course. He enrolled part-time in Arts (Journalism), intending to be an evening student and do one or two subjects a year. But he could never settle down to it; other things kept getting in the way. Later he claimed he was ‘uninspired … so managed to escape from being indoctrinated by traditional conservatism’. There was a succession of fails and no-shows over ten years. Clem passed only one subject, English, but gave up the course only the year he founded Meanjin. This bruising encounter with academe did not, as it might have done, lead him to reject it; rather, it left him with an exaggerated respect for those with formal qualifications and learned publications. He envied them their cultural certainties.


Nonetheless Clem’s time at the University of Queensland (then located in Brisbane’s Old Government House) was not fruitless. He continued with his athletics, becoming a university blue and state champion. He contributed poetry to the university magazine, Galmahra, and became one of its editors. In 1934 Clem won the Thomas Morrow Prize for an essay: the topics were historical that year, and most likely he chose the Queensland sugar industry. He also chose to be a resident at King’s College, the Methodist residential college centred on a colonial mansion at Kangaroo Point. Why he decided to go there remains a mystery; it possibly arose from sporting contacts, while its Protestantism was a declaration of independence from his mother. Apart from being twenty-one, Clem had had enough of the quarrelsome household, and of always having to cope with his mother’s manipulativeness. ‘Your sentiments are swamped by your Ego’, she wrote on one occasion, telling him he would never write good love-letters. ‘Remember,’ she enjoined, ‘I love you in spite of your undutiful and unnatural behaviour towards me which has made me very unhappy and aged me considerably.’


To escape entailed a pyrrhic victory: at King’s there was no drink, no dancing, not even Sunday games (a prohibition that included billiards, because of their association with gambling). The students made up for this by organising social activities elsewhere. Some of these Clem must have participated in, for he retained an affection for King’s to the end of his life. Among other things, discussions there may have pushed him towards radicalism.6


Meanwhile Clem had lost his job at the Telegraph, but managed (as the Depression deepened) still to get casual work on newspapers. He used the time that had become available to secrete himself in the parliamentary library, where he worked on a book called Queensland Journey. His response to nature now went into overdrive: ‘Glorious sandy beaches drenched and soaked and quivering in pagan sunshine,’ he wrote of the Gold Coast, ‘azurite ridges of sea water, white plumed, charging shoreward, curling and breaking in long foamy lines.’ The manuscript was shown to the premier, W Forgan Smith, who was keen to promote the state as a tourist destination. Distressingly, Clem’s manuscript, while taken up, was drastically trimmed and published with advertisements; but Clem himself got a job as government publicist. He churned out more tourist literature, and also prepared speeches, wrote for periodicals and produced radio scripts.7


Clem was developing a radio presence of his own, as ‘Chris Byrne’. (The name was probably chosen to differentiate it from official activities.) His voice, refined by his exacting mother, was described in a press release as ‘eminently suited for radio’, while another press release promoted him as ‘infusing into every one of his narrations—whether humorous, horrific, or historical—an element of dramatic intensity that is highly satisfying and convincing to the listener’.8


Probably thinking it a case of now or never, in mid-1939 Clem took leave and sailed to Europe. Although he took letters of introduction (including one from the premier), in England these served to open few doors for him. It may be that the only notables he encountered were the actors Lewis Casson and Sybil Thorndike; he went backstage after a performance, and they greeted him warmly, since they had met in Brisbane. Otherwise, while he was able to get work subediting on a number of papers including The Times, he seems to have been very much the outsider. A car trip to Scotland seems to have been a highlight, visiting an Australian balladist and relatives of the pastoral Leslie family. But generally Clem was dismissive: he felt businessmen were narrowly pursuing their own interests—even selling arms abroad in this time of peril—and that, together with sympathy for fascism in high places, there was no sign of ‘Democracy … about to be rejuvenated’. It was a mess: ‘I feel there is no hope for England if & when she is put to the test.’ And that, he noted in a journal, carried a corollary: ‘the decline—or rather, fall, of the British Empire. Not very happy today’.


Clem was responding to Britain after having visited Germany. He was drawn there partly because his family, while of Danish stock, were from Schleswig-Holstein and had become German. He caught up with a great-uncle in Hamburg—and also had a brief romance there. Clem had also been curious to experience the new Germany at firsthand. But his diary is not very illuminating about his impressions, except to reveal that he found Vienna unaccountably ‘stagnant’, whereas Berlin was brisk, its streets full of people in uniform. One day the sirens went and he was ordered into an air-raid shelter, where he found himself stared at.


Back in England, in the countdown to the outbreak of war, Clem covered the windows of his flat, got himself a gas mask, and saw little children being evacuated at Waterloo. Sandbags were in place in shops in The Strand. He ‘sensed a heightened feeling of excitement, urgency—for the first time’. Without any sense of contradiction Clem found the idea of ‘deserting London at such an interesting period … almost unbearable’, yet, after some difficulty, once he had secured a berth on a ship sailing across the Atlantic, he declared himself ‘glad to be leaving the Old World for the New; leaving behind diseased and al[l]ergic-to-itself Europe, strife-ridden and decadent, for that ‘‘new Britannia” in the Antipodes, with its friendly climate and friendly people’. The ship he was originally booked on had been torpedoed; his obituary appeared in a Brisbane newspaper. But no, he had survived, although shaken by the desperation of people trying to get onto the vessel when it docked at Cherbourg. They had clung to the gangplank as it was being pulled away, and some had fallen into the sea.9


Towards Meanjin


Clem made his way home via America. (Little survives of his time there.) But Brisbane awaited him, much the same as it had been before:




The long sweep of the afternoon


finds the river with his tired arm round


a captured breast of land.





Clem would turn that into a spike: he had already noted the name Mee-an-jin, or Meeginchin as ‘the native name for the settlement’. Despite Brian Vrepont’s hopeful pointing to Brisbane’s having seven hills—like Rome—in many ways it had subsided into subtropical torpor, its wooden and often dilapidated dwellings the corollary of the branch offices lining its main streets. Although the population was not much over 300,000, the class and sectarian divide was sharp, with the state government long in the hands of a breezily corrupt Labor oligarchy. There was little stir for change: the assumptions of public opinion were isolationist and conservative. And now the war had brought a cultural shutdown.


Brisbane was, Clem wrote, ‘from a cultural aspect the least fortunate of the Australian capitals. There are some, indeed,’ he added, ‘who would say that it was culturally bankrupt.’ Tellingly, he crossed out that second sentence: perhaps the very backwardness of the place meant there was also opportunity. Clem drew heart from the existence of earlier poets such as Essex Evans and Brunton Stephens; and, while young poets might refer to the members of the Queensland Authors and Artists Association as ‘the Arthurs and Marthas’, nonetheless it was a pioneering writers organisation in Australia. Queensland could always surprise: a few years later, the government would pay for a string quartet to tour and give concerts in schools, helping to found school orchestras. It was a place where someone as multi-talented as Clem, who could write poetry, turn out short stories, act, broadcast and paint, could relatively easily advance his interests across a broad front. Soon he became secretary of the QAAA, and was the most high-powered they had known. He diversified its activities and quadrupled the membership, bringing it up to almost a hundred.10


Clem first thought of producing an annual in 1938, one that would include not only poems and stories but also art and literary criticism. It was conceived (almost as a counterpart to his tourism writings) as ‘an exclusively Queensland production’. He got as far as producing a dummy, but there was scarcely any local interest. The idea was shelved. When he went overseas he must have encountered literary magazines, but they seem to have made little impression on him. He does not appear to have sought out editors or taken notes.


Although not evident yet in the bookshops, in recent years a literary quickening in Australia had been underway. In Adelaide the Jindyworobak Review, with its stress on environmental values and the Aboriginal precedent, first appeared in 1938, while Southerly—the name an indication of where it stood in relation to Britain—began appearing the following year from the English Department at the University of Sydney. Nineteen forty, the year of Meanjin, also saw Angry Penguins emerge from Adelaide.


Clem had been struck by Walter Jago’s attempt to start a national literary magazine: he had come to Brisbane selling £10 debentures in order to put its finances on a sound footing, but there and elsewhere the response was poor and the venture failed. Then one evening after dinner in the home of his good friend the university lecturer Dr Robinson (president of the QAAA), Clem found a copy of the American JR Lowell’s The Biglow Papers. Although almost a century old, they aroused his interest as one of the first renderings of Yankee dialect. On handling the volume, the title stood out. ‘Quite suddenly’, Clem recalled, ‘I had the idea of publishing a series of Papers instead of the usual kind of literary journal.’ A … Brisbane Papers? (He was not quite there yet.) Since it was wartime, the idea of an occasional series rather than a regular monthly or quarterly had an obvious attraction, particularly as paper would be a problem. To give it a tight focus, he would concentrate on poetry—Queensland poetry.11


The most respected figure in this milieu was James Devaney, who had trained as a Marist brother and retained a clerical sense of composure. This was despite a taxing marriage; people found him friendly, dignified and a great listener. As a young man recovering from a sinus operation, Clem was sent to stay with him and his wife at Mt Tambourine, and there explored a different landscape from the one he had known as a boy. Devaney was an expert guide, since he wrote a nature column in the Courier. He also introduced him to the delicate lyrics of Shaw Neilson, awakening in Clem ‘a serious interest in the literature of my own country’. He showed the older man his verse, and was strongly encouraged: poetry was ‘right in your blood’, Devaney told him. Initially open-minded about free verse, the older man saw it as getting away from conventional poetry ‘with its sentiment, its prettiness’. But the trouble was it could lead to a ‘cutting out of personality’, and of the emotions—something far removed from his own rather old-fashioned lyric poetry, usually centred on a response to Nature. Devaney’s reservations would grow; he was also sceptical that a literary magazine would draw sufficient support. Nonetheless he remained on hand to provide advice and support whenever Clem required it.12


Three other poets would become more directly involved with Meanjin: ‘Picot, Grano and Vrepo’, as somebody dubbed them. Brian Vrepont was nearing sixty when Clem first met him. He was a six-footer (183 cm) when that was rare, and a man of slim build; his silvery hair topped a suntanned face, notable for its deep-set eyes and fine forehead. Clem felt that if he were ‘dressed in a toga, he would look like a Roman patrician’. But usually Vrepont appeared in a tweed sports jacket and an old tweed hat, with a knapsack on his back, for he was an inveterate walker. A musician who had taught violin, Vrepont had a deeply resonant voice and a courtly manner. But subservience was not his style so much as insistent independence. He was a freethinker, a pantheist. ‘This earth of ours is a singing universe’, he told Clem, and the only way forward was to live ‘a true life of harmonic spirituality—from industrial complex to pagan simplicity’. Clem—half his age—later regretted he had not sought him out more often, but Vrepont was something of a mystery man. He never spoke of his past. He answered to Brian, but Vrepont was a Frenchified confection; his real name was Benjamin Truebridge. Between odd jobs ranging from fruit picking and gold fossicking to being a masseur and trading in antiques, he wrote poetry when he could. Clem admired ‘the fresh lyrical quality’ of much of it.


When Clem’s magazine duly appeared, it was Vrepont who would provide its cornerstone: his poem ‘The Apple Tree’—which seemed to occlude Shaw Neilson’s ‘The Orange Tree’—began the first issue. It was a shrewd choice: Vrepont could be a ‘difficult’ poet, but was already familiar. He was a bridging figure, ‘perhaps the only link’ between the ‘Romantic faith of our older writers’, Clem believed, and the enthusiasm of youth for TS Eliot and free verse. Vrepont would become a mainstay of Meanjin, publishing more verse there than any other of the founding poets.13


Sometime in 1939, Brian Vrepont began to hold joint readings with another poet, James Picot. He introduced him to Clem, but they had met before. Soon Picot—who had had a poem commended in the London Poetry Review—was urging him on to launch his magazine. ‘I don’t think I would have had the courage to go ahead if it had not been for his strong enthusiasm,’ Clem would later say.14


When Picot was reading his poetry, his hair would persistently get in the way; but his features were neat and intense, with, thought Clem, ‘a steady Norman cast of countenance.’ Picot had been shipped out to Queensland as a seventeen year-old. As his long-dead mother was French, and he had gone to school in Guernsey, the Channel Islands became a mystic homeland for him. Deeply spiritual, he had begun studying for the Anglican priesthood; but his early years in the bush, often living off the land, instilled an ease in vagrancy. Literature became his calling; material things, and practical matters, were quite foreign to him. He got around in hand-me-downs. As a friend put it, ‘A man seeing visions does not bother about food or clothes.’ But he had a kindly manner, usually charmed the Arthurs and Marthas, and with his ready wit and well-stocked mind spoke with a natural authority. James Devaney said, ‘He was a fellow we all loved’—Clem not least.15


In poetry, Picot told Clem, ‘I started as the most orthodox of Romantics’, but, understanding life as a journey, his approach was changed by exposure to TS Eliot and also Freud. Originally Picot’s verse had been markedly nostalgic. ‘As a poet’, Paul Grano thought, ‘he fought against the impact of his adopted country, clinging with all his strength to British sources.’ Then one day he announced, ‘Paul, I have accepted Australia.’ To shed the old perspective and symbols (such as the nightingale) took a little longer, but by the time Picot met Clem he was producing verse with a sheeny surface that included telling recreations of Australian country speech. Picot was a work in progress; Clem thought him the local poet with ‘the surest application of colour and tone of words’. Then off he went to war, sending back letters that seemed tamed by dislocation as well as by censorship; poetical concerns had been replaced by plain eagerness.16


The third poet to be involved in Meanjin was Paul Grano. Like Vrepont, Grano was a Victorian, a law graduate of the University of Melbourne, but he had been knocked about by life and had tried his hand at various jobs and been on the dole; he was now a tally clerk with the Queensland Main Roads Commission—an undemanding daytime occupation for a poet. Grano was a late starter: he had published his first book of verse at the age of thirty-nine, and on the strength of that and another quickly following, in 1934 was taken up by the Catholic Advocate. While literary editor there he helped found a Catholic Poetry Society, less religious in objectives than concerned that Irish Australians should contribute to an emerging national culture. They produced a magazine, of which he was proud, but the CPS crumbled ‘under the pre-war tensions’.


Grano still had hopes of producing a publication, cyclostyled if necessary, when he heard yet another rumour about Christesen starting a magazine. They already knew each other; Grano had taken an instinctive dislike to Clem ‘from our first meeting, before I knew anything about him’. One day they met in the street. Grano mentioned his cyclostyled magazine. ‘Don’t do that,’ said Clem; ‘I’m about to bring one out.’ And as they talked, Grano became aware of his own shortcomings, and agreed to hold his venture over:




his idea was far more ambitious far more worthwhile and if successful of far greater import. In short he had a vision—I had a view. It turned out that he also had the lasting enthusiasm of the visionary, the tenacity and courage, the organisational and directional ability and the flair for editorship necessary to bring his vision successfully into reality.17





Meanjin had crystallised when Clem found an old man with a small platen press who could hand set and print 250 copies of an eight-page magazine (a ‘handsel’, Clem would uniquely call it, a foretaste). ‘I might be able to increase the size gradually if it caught on’, he calculated; the outlay had been £4/10/-. Even so he lost money on it, and he hadn’t much. It was a difficult birth: Clem was laid up in hospital with an injured knee, and even when discharged could not easily get about to promote his publication. Meanjin Papers was priced at two shillings, which was not cheap. Only one bookseller in Brisbane took the pamphlet, half a dozen copies. Fortunately the response interstate was better.


Something of Clem’s ambition can be seen in the Foreword to the first issue, which appeared in December 1940. It was headed ‘Traditionalist Number’—a way of ensuring the widest readership, at the same time indicating that more would follow, sometimes of a different kind. The country was at war, conceded, but:




We believe that it would be a grave error to suppose the nation can drop its mental life, its intellectual and aesthetic activities for three or five or more years, neglecting them and those trained to minister to them, and then pick everything up again as though nothing had happened. Literature and art, poetry and drama do not spring into being at the word of command. Their life is a continuous process growing within itself, and its suppression is death.18





‘Contemporary Queensland verse’ proclaimed the cover, which now seems quaint. But at the time it was a realistic theatre of operations. FT Macartney, visiting Brisbane in 1940, said ‘we really have a separate poetical literature in each state of this country’. In consequence, HM Green was particularly concerned to include Queensland poets in his anthology; ‘disappointed’ when initially he could find no poem ‘good enough’ to include. Moreover, there was a notably strong tradition of landscape and nature poetry in Queensland, sometimes tinged with a repudiation of the softnesses down south.19


For his magazine Clem had deliberately chosen a name that was distinctive: ‘Decision’ was a contender for a time. Instinctively he felt what Lawrence Durrell would later say, that ‘the important determinant of any culture is … the spirit of place’. The spike of Meanjin would become a prodding metaphor, while the adoption—it would not have been seen as appropriation—of the Indigenous name was a gesture towards continuity. The cover, sand-coloured with four footprints (each poet putting only his best foot forward) was a strong nativist statement. ‘Four naked black feet …’ objected the Bulletin. Inside, there were just eight pages of verse, two pieces from each poet. (Prose was promised later.) There were Vrepont and Picot, plus Grano with a particularly fine lyric, together with two from Clem himself. In all, Devaney wrote in his review, ‘They are far better work than much of what we see in the best magazines or in book form.’20


One of Clem’s poems, ‘By Lantern Light’, was singled out by a lot of people ‘who are slating us in the suburbs’, wrote Picot, as ‘“the only poem” in Meanjin’. When this was said to him it made Clem—who wanted to publish more work in the class of Vrepont and Grano—‘as wild as anything’. Years later, Clem said his appearance in the first Meanjin with the other poets was ‘a mistake, for mine were pretty awful’. His critical faculty always impeded his capacity for production, and it may be for this reason, after an initial flourish, he published no more of his own poetry in Meanjin itself for fifteen years. Instead he used its imprint to publish two separate booklets, North Coast (1943) and South Coast (1944).


In his poetry Clem was sometimes eager to display his sophistication: to provide a cosmopolitan counterpoint to his nativist impulses. ‘O Milhaud, O Darius, shatter me with music!’ he had exclaimed in ‘Paul Pentecost and the Mocking-Bird’, invoking somewhat improbably the perky French composer. But it was also characteristic of him that he would turn, editorially, on his own children, and in a later version that verse went. More usually, he was an accomplished lyrical poet, drawn first to the sea, but increasingly absorbed in the voluptuous tropical landscape. The two met, like male and female, at the foreshore, in Clem’s poetry the prime site of sexual possibility—and realisation. In the early poems, dappled light and birdsong were unusually present; he had a strong identification with birds, and thought of Grano (tall and thin) as a ‘lone brolga’. One poem unites many of these characteristics, with a girl in a glade by a stream communing with nature. The picture (alas) is complete—and accepted by the poet with humorous resignation.21


Clem meets Nina


In the meantime Clem, who was tiring of being ‘a dashing Best Man at cobbers’ weddings’, had found a muse of his own. On his return to Brisbane, for whatever reason, he wanted to learn German. On asking around he was told that the best person available was a Miss Maximov, who despite her Russian accent was a proficient language teacher. Clem got in touch, but got nowhere at first, since Nina was busy; but a little while later she became available, and took him on. He was already known to her, from his acting and radio work and activities as a journalist. Clem, although he did not then realise it, had for a short time shared a class with Nina in primary school, and remembered the way that, rather than submit to unjust physical punishment, she had with great dignity gone back to her desk, removed her books, and left the room. (The class rioted in approval.) There was a touch of gravity about this woman, a quiet steadiness of purpose, but also a sweetness and daintiness. (‘Is she ravishingly beautiful, as everyone tells me?’ asked AD Hope.) For her part Nina saw a tall handsome young journalist, with, she recalled in old age, ‘a lot of good hair, big, blue eyes, and big eyebrows’. After some hesitancy on her part, they fell in love.


Nina Maximov had been in Australia for fourteen years: she had been born, a few months after Clem, near the Amur River on the Manchurian frontier. Her father was a sea captain, and came from a military family devoted to the Tsar. When the revolution broke out, they had not been troubled at first, and the little Nina, embedded in a loving family, would retain happy memories of St Petersburg glistening in snow and sunshine. But her expulsion from Eden was to be more dramatic than Clem’s: when it became apparent that it would be wise to leave, Mrs Maximov decided to join the captain in the Russian Far East. They had trouble getting on the packed train; reservations counted for nothing, particularly with soldiers. There were constant halts and disruptions; sometimes, owing to military activity further down the line, they travelled backwards and forwards. The journey, which should have taken two weeks, took a torrid three months. Eventually the destination was reached, and the family decided to settle in Harbin, then very much a Russian city over the border in Manchuria. It had a fine Russian school, and there Nina was soundly educated; her mother simultaneously developed a taste for literature by introducing her to novels from the world beyond, including English and American novels.


Nina arrived in Queensland with her family as a fourteen-year-old, and they found conditions difficult. Ventures on the land were not successful; despite their best efforts with cotton-growing, circumstances (including drought) conspired against them. Russian men found work hard to get: there were language barriers, and the inscrutable ways of Australian unionism. Despair encouraged them to stick together, clustering around the Orthodox Church, hoping for the day—surely not far off—when they would return to Mother Russia. But the women found they could always get menial work, and so while still at school Nina would iron, scrub floors, wash dishes, and acted as a maid in a federal minister’s home. On leaving high school (attendance made possible by a scholarship) she became a typist in a lawyer’s office—and kept her age down so that she could retain her job as a ‘junior’. Another scholarship, to university, she was not able to take up as it required full-time study; the family was too desperately in need of money for it to be considered. So Nina became an evening student. On graduating, she was appointed senior mistress at St Aidan’s Church of England School for Girls, and in the course of her seven years there became president of the Secondary School Mistresses Association. It was there that she learned German; a group of girls had approached her, asking her to teach it. They learned it together—at lunchtimes—with results that were conspicuously successful.22


The university registrar, in recommending Nina to Clem, was wiser than he knew. She had, as it happened, been exposed to Australian literature when at school. ‘Displaced by the Revolution’, she later reflected, ‘I did not find adaptation to another culture particularly difficult; rather it was enriching.’ From the very beginning Nina was interested in Clem’s venture, and supported it to the utmost. (Perhaps the great nineteenth-century Russian literary reviews were an influence here.) His vision—in this raw country—was one of the things about him that appealed to her deeply. ‘I somehow think you will keep some of your idealism till the end of your days,’ she told him. For Nina, who had a strong sense of life’s contingencies, Clem offered a grand project, and access to an interesting milieu. More emotionally independent than him, she could accept that from time to time ‘my second wife’, as Clem came to think of Meanjin, would take priority.


Clem and Nina began living together a few weeks after Meanjin appeared, and married just over a year later. Theirs was a passionate relationship; in addition, they made such an excellent fit in complementarity of temperament and interests, that theirs was a sufficiently buttressed relationship even should there be any loss of ardour. Later, Nina not only turned a blind eye to Clem’s amorous adventures, but seems to have facilitated them. Yet the first irregularity may well have been hers, more or less with his blessing. It seems odd that Clem’s Dirge and Lyrics of 1945, recalling Picot, should be ‘For Nina, in memory of Jim’. But a conversation with Tim Burstall, almost ten years later, revealed that she had been in love with Picot when he had, with a poet’s urgency, gone and enlisted when the Germans occupied his beloved Channel Islands. Clem accepted the responsibility of looking after her should anything happen to him, for she was with child. But Nina began bleeding; an operation was necessary, and the child was lost. She would be unable to have another. The presence of Jim now lingered for them both; but Clem’s happiness was real. Nina became his rock. Two years later, he concluded his first booklet of verse with:




My love is a golden bough


Whereon a bird is nesting


Break heart, crack doom,


Here is my resting.23





Meanjin: context and course


Clem’s political attitudes were slow to emerge and, while they were emphatic, did not always have clarity. An early influence on Clem (as independently on Nina) had been a lecturer in modern languages, HG Tommerup. Born in Europe—of Danish parents—Tommerup was a cultivated man with claims to aristocracy; he took a keen interest in the arts, extending to literary magazines, and in Germany. He had, on occasion, strongly expressed pro-Nazi views. But Clem’s attachment to him was real. On Tommerup’s death in 1943, he remarked that ‘I would dearly like to have had him as a father’. Subsequently he came close to expunging the link, as a possible source of embarrasment.24


Nonetheless, there are also indications that Clem enthusiastically accepted the organic/eugenic discourse of the day, which did not then necessarily entail a right-wing position. Later, in Germany—no doubt because of its conspicuous absence in Australia—he ‘was nearly bowled off my feet by the pulsating waves of the Great Dynamic’. He could also express—in a diary—anti-Semitic sentiments, again at a time when they were likely to turn up anywhere across the political spectrum. Returning to England, Clem saw a ‘vile collection’ of Jewish refugees sitting on the quayside, ‘Monstrosities of people’, he thought them, ‘jabbering incessantly in foreign tongues’.


He had picked up more from Tommerup and Germany than he realised. But it was part of the mix; at that time he also declared himself strongly in favour of a multicultural future for Australia. Clem was not concerned about consistency; at this stage he could be branded a Communist, yet by the Communists be thought ‘a very Fascist-minded young man’. For Clem it was always important to have a view—which should be stated, even if he had nothing particularly original to say. In this there was something of the newspaperman, combining with his self-perception that he was someone who ‘won’t go with the herd’.25


Plotting a trajectory for the new magazine was not easy. There would be some difficulty in treading a path between contending cultural movements, while simultaneously creating a distinct nexus for Meanjin. First there were the activities of PR Stephensen. For most of his life Clem had been aware of this fellow Queenslander, probably holding the older man (who also had a Danish grandfather) in awe. ‘Inky’ had been a Rhodes Scholar—even when a Communist—and had then published the first English translation of Lenin’s Imperialism. He also made his mark in the world of small presses and little magazines. In England Stephensen had worked with Jack Lindsay, DH Lawrence, Aldous Huxley (and Aleister Crowley); in Australia, in addition to pioneering publishing ventures, he worked largely as ghost writer for the travelling accountant Frank Clune. Stephensen’s real achievement here was the brilliant polemic The Foundations of Culture in Australia (1936). Originally appearing in instalments, it prefigured Stephensen’s descent into fascism—but for Clem usefully crystallised the key role of place in determining a national culture.


Stephensen welcomed Meanjin. But he felt that Queensland poetry should be ‘hot, rich in colour, tropic or sub-tropic in atmosphere’, rather than echo ‘the cold neurosis of English experimentalists’. This might yet happen if ‘the Meanjin modernists will let themselves go a bit’. Meanwhile Clem’s mother turned up at Stephensen’s office, and on seeing the latest issue of Meanjin Papers, immediately declared that she thought the venture had taken her son ‘off the track’. For his part Stephensen—a man driven to extremes by having the temper of a revolutionary (perfectly capable of taking up any cause)—was beginning to see himself primarily as a political activist rather than a man of letters. The name of his party, Australia First, seemed to signify, even in wartime, an understandable objective; but its milieu was racist, elitist and anti-Semitic, perhaps collaborationist.


Clem was targeted not only as a supporter, but possibly also as the nucleus of a developing Queensland group. It was difficult. Planning his Nationality Number (6), Clem wanted Stephensen in it: if he were not, as Inky remarked, it could be like Hamlet without the prince. Stephensen—vigorously arguing for intense localism in ‘Queensland culture’—duly submitted his article, if that’s the verb, for he was adamant that not a word or a comma be touched. When a misprint appeared in the proofs, Stephensen was furious; he was also annoyed over an attack on his ally the poet Ian Mudie, concluding in an article that Meanjin could be welcomed only on the principle that something was better than nothing. Clem asked around. Xavier Herbert, one of the many who had had unsatisfactory business dealings with him, remembered Stephensen’s wooden face and toothbrush moustache. He told Clem to forget the ‘Sydney Führer … he has no forgiveness, no friendliness, no humanity, in his little heart’. Some said Clem should sue after a published attack, but he had no wish to mix ‘poeticals and politicals’.26


Second, there was the group of poets emerging in Adelaide, to whom Stephensen had acted as godfather. Stephensen’s Foundations had encouraged Rex Ingamells, poet and schoolteacher, to publish his Conditional Culture two years later. Here the word ‘Jindyworobak’, recuperated by James Devaney, was applied to a specific program: the term, meaning to annexe or join, could be taken as joining up the dots as white people were encouraged to think through the cultural consequences of living in Australia. Instead of Stephensen’s exaltation of place, Ingamells propounded environmental values, and (with the particularity of a poet) demonstrated how descriptive language must be made more responsive to Australia: it must rely less on formulations handed down from England. Indeed, a fundamental break from English culture was necessary. Equally striking was Ingamells’ intense respect for Indigenous culture, which he saw as not only being primeval, but, as white Australia moved beyond the colonial, joining it in the culture of a modern Australia.


‘Jindyworobak’, Humphrey McQueen has written, ‘is probably the most misunderstood and misrepresented aspect of Australia’s cultural past.’ Some of the early programmatic poetry of the movement, going out of its way to include Indigenous words, helped to make it so. Moreover, Jindy’s preoccupation with ‘the surface features of the landscape’, as Geoffrey Serle pointed out, ‘unwittingly reflected the English Georgian poets they so vigorously condemned’. But as the ideas of the movement foreshadowed key contemporary cultural values in Australia, some reappraisal is underway.27


Clem had been impressed by Conditional Culture, and once he decided on a ‘Nationality Number’, approached Ingamells in Adelaide to write an introduction. ‘Surely’, he enthused, ‘we can both strengthen and amplify each other—the northern and southern points of the Southern Cross.’ Ingamells responded in kind, saying in his piece that the two ventures were complementary, but Meanjin uniquely spoke for new forces operating on the Australian people both at home and from abroad. Clem was gratified, and spoke of Meanjin coordinating with Jindy, which, while a club, now produced only an annual: there was space in between. While rejecting Ingamells’ verse, he was—to his credit—relatively indifferent as to whether his own was accepted (or altered) for the Jindy anthology. As Meanjin groped its way forward—‘meanjeering’, as a colleague described it—Clem came to respond more and more to Ingamells’ sympathetic intelligence and warmth, and to share some of his concerns with him. When Ingamells’ letters were not forthcoming, he experienced what can only be termed withdrawal symptoms.


For his part Ingamells began to find this correspondence demanding. Clem lectured him about PR Stephensen, whom he admired. Clem had concluded (correctly) that his unbalanced behaviour could cause people to be suspicious of ‘the whole cultural nationalist movement … He’s dangerous’. Then a gratuitous phrase in a review by RG Howarth, the editor of the newly founded Southerly, caused Ingamells great offence. As Howarth’s poems appeared quite frequently in Clem’s magazine, increasingly Ingamells discerned a nexus between Southerly, the Bulletin and Meanjin, with himself and Jindy on the outer. He also came to suspect that Clem quite often printed one thing, and said another: the literary world in Australia was ‘a vast whispering gallery’, and he simply wanted to get on with his own work. Ingamells also felt that Clem may not have been quite straight in his dealings with Jindy: he had come down brutally on a young man in Melbourne who had offered to help him, but when it became plain he was deeply involved with Jindy as well, Clem virtually dismissed him for having served two masters.28


Third, another group had appeared centred on Max Harris. When a promising Adelaide schoolboy, Harris had been published by Ingamells, and for a time was secretary to the Jindyworobak Club. But his trajectory was so clear—Harris would become a national figure while still an undergraduate—that the generous Ingamells could be philosophical about the way the young man had ‘outgrown Jindy’. He became rather less equable when Harris wrote an article attacking his poetry in Meanjin—which further cooled relations with Clem. Meanwhile Clem told Harris ‘your work is so interesting and so important’—something he did not really need to be told. His magazine, Angry Penguins, proclaimed itself ‘the only literary publication in Australia which is alive; contemporaneous in spirit and idiom’.


It quickly moved from being a vehicle for Harris’s verse to becoming a bridgehead not only for modernist poetry but also an advocate for contemporary art. An alliance was forged with the innovative patrons John and Sunday Reed in Melbourne, and soon work by Sidney Nolan, Albert Tucker and Arthur Boyd began appearing in its pages. Angry Penguins became the most sumptuous literary magazine in the country. Increasingly it was broadening its scope, including significant international authors—Dylan Thomas, Robert Penn Warren, Kenneth Rexroth—as well as attracting material from regular Meanjin contributors. Soon there was a scratchy exchange: a measured but sardonic review in Clem’s magazine had not helped. But Australia being a small place, Clem felt it was best that ‘we should try to make more than a passing attempt to keep the peace’. He wanted Harris’s respect, but was given short rations. The inescapable fact was that Angry Penguins was the only competition worth bothering about.29


There were others who found Harris insufferable, not least in his shameless self-promotion. One afternoon in Victoria Barracks, Melbourne, the poets James McAuley and Harold Stewart launched what Robert Hughes has described as ‘the literary hoax of the twentieth century’. They randomly slung together a group of poems, aping surrealist techniques while drawing on their real poetic skills to produce an oeuvre for one Ern Malley. Ern, alas, was an honest working-class lad now dead, and it was his ‘sister’, Ethel, who sent the manuscripts off to Angry Penguins, innocently enquiring whether they would be of any interest. Harris swallowed the bait, hook, line and sinker. A special issue of Angry Penguins, with a cover by Nolan based on one of the poems, appeared in June 1944.30


It caused a sensation, since the hoax was revealed almost immediately. Clem had been in the know for some time, but not as long as AD Hope, who had been planning a mischief of his own before being asked to stay his hand by the perpetrators. Knowing what was coming, Hope couldn’t resist saying—after Clem asked him to review Harris’s novel The Vegetative Eye—‘Here is Maxie’s head on a charger’. A savage review became, under the circumstances, a merciless one. Harris felt it to be an ‘utter injustice’.31


Meanwhile saner voices were saying that Stewart and McAuley had written better than they knew, perhaps ‘more forcefully and [with] more purpose than they have ever done before’. Meanjin’s reviewer (an American) said much the same thing. As he had repeatedly referred to Meanjin as an ‘experiment’, Clem had little difficulty in agreeing with the hoaxers that the escapade too was a ‘serious literary experiment’. It also lifted him above the ruck. The continuing controversy made it hard for Clem to square the circle, his preferred editorial mode; he may have also thought, there but for the grace of God go I. Clem wanted to give Ern a ‘decent burial’, but there was no chance of that. The affair was given a second wind—a foul one—when Harris was prosecuted in an Adelaide court for publishing ‘indecent’ literature. Clem thought it had all gone far enough. He engineered a motion of support from the QAAA, and published an amusing and insightful account of the trial.


After a pause, Harris would contribute to Meanjin once again, but the legacy of Ern Malley hovered for years. Dorothy Green foresaw that it would have a deleterious effect on the reception of modernism in Australia. During the trial, Harris had been shouted at in the street, had things thrown at him. The hoax, Les Murray said later, prolonged ‘the life of some pretty lousy anti-artistic attitudes here’.32


The Brisbane Meanjin


Given the contending cultural impulses, there was a shrewdness (beyond a shepherding of scarce resources) in restricting Meanjin’s ambit initially to Queensland—a geographical unit rather than a particular school. Similarly it made sense to focus on poetry, which had an unusual importance in Australia at that time. People learned poetry by heart and recited it publicly, even competitively; it was also identified as central to the national project. (It was here that talk of a ‘canon’, seen as helping to forge a national identity, first emerged.) In the present circumstances, some believed poetry was the literary form ‘best adapted to distilling the desperation of war’; certainly good poems might be produced anywhere. Clem believed that poets—after all, he was one—were endowed with an ‘intuitive understanding of life and the conditions around them. For that reason modern poetry may be said to be the most accurate guide to the psychology of contemporary life’.


That involved experimentation. ‘Traditional verse’, said Brian Vrepont, ‘is escapism from actuality.’ Clem saw this, but was not entirely comfortable with it, being essentially a traditional versifier himself. Rather speedily he retreated from the stand taken in the first two issues, to produce an ‘Everyman’s Number’, containing poetry with ‘a more pronounced singing quality’. Reaching beyond the Jindies and the Angry Penguins, whose work he included, he was keen to find new, original voices. One was Harry Hooton, the anarchist poet. More significantly, Meanjin appeared at the same time as major new poets emerged, people who would dominate Australian poetry for a generation. Clem published James McAuley before and after Ern Malley, and also AD Hope, whose scabrous poem ‘Australia’ would have surprised Meanjin readers. In early issues, Judith Wright was also a powerful presence. With protégés, Clem was less successful: while a Meanjin poetry prize went to ‘Jael Paris’, who turned out to be the young Dorothy Hewett, the Meanjin Press he founded to publish booklets of verse was slow to make a name for itself in the Brisbane years. While Clem published a volume of early poems by Hugh McCrae, the two other poets published failed to secure a reputation.33


Initially appearing bimonthly, it was not till its fifth issue that Meanjin showed signs of branching out from its focus on poetry. Even then, a dialogue on individualism was disguised as a discussion between Apollo and Marsyas, while Vance Palmer’s ‘Note on Randolph Bedford’ was occasioned by the writer’s recent death. It would be the first of many tributes. But that issue also saw the first ‘Letter to Tom Collins’ (the pseudonym of Joseph Furphy), a series that would run for some years. The conceit of writing to Furphy asserted an ongoing nativist tradition, the issues raised by a variety of authors increasingly trenching on broader cultural questions.


Subsequent achievement disguises the fact that Clem, for all his natural aptitude, was a journeyman editor who had to learn his craft on the job. He was a newspaperman busy turning himself into a literary figure. For a while he held clerihew competitions (with dismal results), and spoke of literary sketches or short stories showing how Australia was coping with ‘this Crisis’. He edged his way forward: cultural comment was hinted at early on, but did not become a major component till the sixth issue. Similarly, it was not till its thirteenth issue that Meanjin began to publish short stories; for a time they were undistinguished. But then, as Miles Franklin wrote to Clem, ‘Another Ern Malley is needed to rescue our short story from different but equally deleterious vapours.’ Perhaps he felt, as a feature writer, insecure in his judgement; poetry more clearly removed itself from hackwork.


Following a radio talk in 1942, Clem published an article on ‘The Meanjin “School”’. As those double quotes suggest, he was uncomfortable about the term—not least because, after some hesitation, he had decided from the beginning of 1942 to accept contributions from all over the country. Meanjin, the editor emphasised, was essentially experimental, a ‘workshop’. Rather than seeking to found a school, the magazine intended to ‘mark out a meeting ground’. This extended to including prose pieces by religious writers, ‘though the editor is opposed to religiosity’. The magazine also hoped to maintain continuity between the past and the present, and ‘provide a connecting link with the future, the post-war years’. As he put it in another radio talk, ‘The culture of a country is the essence of nationality, the permanent element of a nation.’ If he could, Clem wanted to sidestep ‘literary politics’, even while asserting poetry acted as ‘an interpreter of the urgent problems confronting society today’. But in likening poems to ‘blue-prints’, Clem drew fire from those suspicious of instrumentalism. AD Hope remembered an earlier Meanjin call for poetry that would assist in ‘the development of a strong and virile Australian culture’. But poets were not civil servants. ‘A poet no more sets out to produce culture’, Hope declared, ‘than a pig sets out to produce bacon.’34


Meanjin in these years advanced from the original dozen pages to thirty-two at the end of 1941, to sixty-four by the end of 1943, while almost a year later its last Brisbane issue ran to eighty pages. The notes to contributors similarly underwent amplification. By January 1942 poetry was still prioritised, but the war had induced an awareness of ‘writers-at-arms’ who might submit pieces. At this stage, Clem stated that Meanjin was prepared to publish ‘second rate’ material, even by local standards, if it encouraged new writers, or raised new issues. The important thing was ‘genuineness’. A concern with Australian culture also entailed a respect for its past—‘In that respect Meanjin may be termed traditional’. In 1943 appeared a special Furphy centenary issue. Clem wanted articles on ‘our literature, art, philosophy, ethics, modes of conduct, and the mentality that lies behind these cultural systems in Australia and abroad’. By 1944 he was focusing on the need for ‘sound critical discussion’ and pieces on ‘social-consciousness’. Although primarily concerned with Australian culture, Clem insisted that Meanjin was not ‘confined by any narrow chauvinistic outlook’. And, he thundered, ‘Political pressure from any direction will not be tolerated.’ This was a private venture, of the broadest scope. Soon he was calling for articles on Australia in world affairs, and the postwar problems of the Pacific Basin. He even toyed with the idea of a Pacific Review of literature.35


While the trajectory outlined above suggests confidence, in fact Meanjin was buffeted a good deal by circumstances and criticism. Famously Randolph Bedford had denounced the first issue as a waste of ink, by poets who should be out ‘digging post holes’. Others sent back their copies, and in not buying pleaded wartime conditions, higher taxation and diminished resources. A few, such as Firmin McKinnon of the Courier-Mail, believed that in wartime it was simply a misplaced venture of little value. One woman added that the ‘wandering footsteps on the cover are going nowhere in particular, though they incline slightly to the left I notice!!’ Then there were many people who did not take to modernism—providing a further incentive for editorial pluralism.36


But there was also growing enthusiasm. Frederick Macartney was not the only one in Sydney to comment, ‘You folk up there do strike me as being “live” in a way we here don’t seem to be.’ By mid-1942 the critic WA Amiet was writing that the magazine’s variety of talent and its eminence was beginning to make Brisbane ‘the centre of gravity of Australia’s cultural effort’. About the same time Rex Ingamells congratulated Clem on his ‘strongly established’ magazine, noting that the policy of ‘not being too doctrinaire’ had been ‘vindicated’. But Clem saw Meanjin as ‘not being of much account yet’, to which Ingamells replied: ‘balls’! For the more measured AR Chisholm, Meanjin had become ‘the sanest and sturdiest little magazine in Australia’. Nonetheless from time to time people mistook its openness, grumbling about an insufficient sense of direction.37


The turning point had come after two special issues, a ‘Nationality Number’ (Summer 1941) and a ‘Crisis Number’ (March 1942). The war had suddenly reached Australia’s shores: Pearl Harbor had been raided in December 1941, Singapore fell the following February, with Darwin being bombed almost immediately. In May–June 1942, midget Japanese submarines attacked Sydney, killing twenty-one sailors. In Melbourne, Nettie Palmer, wondering what to save in the face of possible enemy action, decided she would bury a trove of Bernard O’Dowd’s letters. Clem had always been one to thrive on challenge, which he construed as crisis: now it was all around him. Urgency would ramp up his journalistic capacity to editorialise and direct. Recently, in the Brisbane Repertory’s production of Shaw’s Pygmalion, he had taken the role of Henry Higgins. Now Australia could be cast as the cockney girl Eliza, and taught by him to enunciate a national culture of its own.38


Meanjin’s character


‘So much talk about Australian Kulchewer’, wrote Max Harris after reading a pile of Meanjins. But Clem had struck a nerve. People who had taken Australia’s identity for granted now began to consider what it might mean, since at that moment there was a real risk of losing it. Meanjin’s Nationality Number, with its half dozen articles led off by Ingamells on Australianism, included Stephensen’s piece on Queensland literature and another by WA Amiet on Australian literary history that, with its acute judgements and direct style, anticipates the better known Meanjin critic AA (Arthur) Phillips. Poetry retained its strong presence, with the Jindies Flexmore Hudson and Ian Mudie present; the latter’s fine poem ‘Here Strike Our Roots’ usefully advanced the theme—a Meanjin technique—in another key. With articles discussing other matters (including a recent enactment by the Queensland government, stacking the University Senate with its nominees), the number set its preoccupation in a wider field, foreshadowing the style of future issues.


Four months later, following the pattern of its Nationality predecessor, there appeared a Crisis Number. Vance Palmer provided the keynote in a piece called ‘Battle’: how Australia as we knew it could disappear, leaving little trace; how there was, nonetheless, ‘an Australia of the spirit’, sardonic, idealist, ready to fight the invader every inch of the way. ‘I believe’, he concluded, ‘that what is significant in us will survive; that we will come out of this struggle battered, stripped to the bone, but spiritually sounder than we went in, surer of our essential character’. The tone was stoic; Clem, by contrast, seemed to relish the prospect of ‘the roar and bark and thunder’ of battle on Australian soil. He became a Banana-bender Savonarola: flailing Australia for its lack of a ‘dominating dynamic spirit’, its ‘disunity of purpose’, and for the most part having ‘roots … embedded in shallow sand and rubbish’.39


Discussion, in this issue and others, tried to diagnose what would be involved as an incipient Australian nationalism (often unwittingly framed by the assumptions of Empire) coped with the challenge of the modern world at war. Australia was adolescent, a ‘nation in name only’, said some. It lacked an activating spirit. The reason, said Vance Palmer, is that people had always been predatory towards the land. ‘Australia was a colony: you exploit colonies: you draw material but not spiritual nourishment from them.’ Somehow the impetus of an emerging literature in the 1890s had spluttered out; perhaps mateship could be reconfigured. Australian culture generally had become drip-fed from London, giving rise to what Clem termed ‘the incredibly great mass of un-Australian ignorant colonial thought’. Manning Clark, in a characteristic note of desolation, was driven to ask whether we belonged here at all.40


A more spirited response had come from the Jindyworobaks. But the disjunction from Indigenous culture was profound, and as well as emulation there was louche appropriation. ‘Beauty hoarded for centuries’, wrote Gina Ballantyne, a poet often published in Meanjin, ‘is now in the possession of a white race whose poets should be encouraged to interpret it, bringing to that interpretation all the power of our civilised art.’ Ingamells himself was more level-headed: in a letter to Clem (making a point the editor took up), he said that one day, ‘when we’re a truly healthy people, our Australianism and our cosmopolitanism will both be so natural that to hot-house either will be superfluous and silly’.41


Not everyone took to this soul-searching and prognostication. A Meanjin editorial had referred to ‘the pitifully negative prejudices of the uneducated masses’, and certain articles were attacked for their elitism—what the poet Neil Smith termed ‘intellectual class consciousness’. Meanwhile, AD Hope pointed out that ‘small appendage countries like Australia do not decide their own destinies’; trying to promote national consciousness was all very well, but there must be a party promoted and a position taken. ‘Otherwise it is the kind of vague gesture of good will that anyone can make, raising your hat when the hearse goes past.’ A little later, as Clem detected the stirrings of postwar possibility, Donald Horne in Sydney read aloud a Meanjin editorial to some friends, and ‘they just laughed’.42


When the war was still on, Clem’s sense of crisis had extended far beyond the military challenge and nationality. The editorial for the Crisis Number was headed ‘War on the Intellectual Front’. ‘There is sufficient reason to speak of a crisis of modern thought and knowledge’, Clem believed, ‘so violent and so far-reaching as can hardly be found in any known period of history.’ The evils were everywhere—regimentation of thought, ‘capitalistic commercialism’ strangling cultural life, even the growing estrangement from basic religious values. In a later issue he would complain that, now the ‘bourgeois revolution’ had come to a dead end, culture had gone obscurantist, politics become more totalitarian; there was a ‘New Failure of Nerve’. But, he averred, ‘Meanjin is for enthusiasm over cynicism’, and, switching focus to the magazine, declared it to be ‘an Idea—and we’re damned if you can wring the neck of an Idea’. In the end, it was all about embattlement: cultural, national, and personal.43


 


Clem was a born editor. ‘I feel you have the gifts and approach of a sort of liaison officer in literary life,’ Nettie Palmer told him. (He was none too happy with the designation.) ‘Mr Christesen seems to excel in mixtures,’ said one reviewer of the early Meanjins. The critic JK Ewers, unaware of the editor’s craft, declared himself puzzled at Clem’s ability to get authors to combine to produce work on a particular theme. Yet difficulties there were. Sometimes writers approached were suspicious, as though Meanjin was a front for some sort of subversive activity. Nonetheless—although he thought some of the authors were not up to the subjects they tackled—AD Hope remarked that ‘As a poet Mr Christesen leaves me cold, but as an editor he is the apple of my eye.’44


Clem was a great encourager. Partly this arose from his sense of conducting a collective enterprise—if a voice was distinctive, but the talent slight, the author might still make a ‘contribution’. (The word is telling.) At least that was the case at the beginning, when a sense of Queensland community was strong, and Clem had not yet taken the national stage. But he remained encouraging to the young—young female poets took his fancy—and while the prognosticators were predominantly male, something approaching a gender balance could be struck in the magazine’s poetry. While he did not take up Vrepont’s suggestion to establish poetry workshops—an almost literal Meanjin school—he was persuaded by the precocious Barrie Reid and Laurie Collinson, teenage editors of a magazine specifically aimed at youth, to give young poets a special page in the magazine. Clem looked benignly on their publication, Barjai, and gave them the considerable sum of £2 in order that it could be upgraded to letterpress production. He was capable of sudden generosity; usefully, its quixotic nature could stun the recipient, inducing a wary support.45


The way Clem’s relations with other people often broke down was a source of puzzlement to him. Only someone who had not met him could gush, as Kate Baker did, ‘What a beautiful name! Christ (his) son, and Clement befitting it so.’ Clem was unusually self-absorbed, and at times this assumed comic proportions. Getting Harris’s novel reviewed had been difficult, he told Max, as ‘Two jokers have let me down’—they had been called up for the army at short notice. (There was a war on.) Clem would pour his frustrations into a sympathetic ear, such as Nettie Palmer’s, using the word ‘disappointing’ frequently, and even apply it to himself. ‘No doubt you found me, frankly, disappointing: that I had little to say of an original nature …’ He then referred to some verse he had been too shy to show her. Other people were likely to get the full whinge, or Clemmiad as it might be styled (his own jeremiad or lamentation, both distinctive and ritual): that he was not receiving sufficient support, and that he was losing money—‘both true’, conceded Paul Grano, ‘but rather tiring in reiteration’, particularly as he showed no gratitude for such support as he was given.


Often the passing remark of a third person was enough to launch a Clemmiad. The poet Victor Kennedy was surprised to receive a letter containing half a dozen minor grievances. ‘I suppose I should make some frail effort to address the jury’, he stated in reply, and systematically rebutted the charges. That more or less did the job of placating Clem, who nonetheless insisted on fingering the cracks they were papering over. But then Kennedy, in the next letter, referred to Minjie. ‘Sorry for the levity,’ he immediately added: ‘it slipped out’. Clem now had a fresh grievance.46


Clem was torn between editorial duties and the tug of his own creativity—without quite having the confidence that he could produce material at a high level. Devaney told him he should prioritise his writing, and organise his time so that he got some done; Ingamells that he was ‘academicizing’ himself in Meanjin. On a number of occasions Clem thought of giving it up, perhaps handing over to a known writer. He had toyed with involving the other founding poets, mainly to get them involved in editorial work, because he wished to stay on as publisher—and proprietor. Not surprisingly, ‘Nothing doing’. The rumour went round that he was going to Caloundra for a year, to write a novel; he would stay in a flat owned by the Palmers. But this did not happen. Word of a new literary magazine, based in Sydney and financed by the Commonwealth Literary Fund, fired him up once again: he was not going to vacate the field for a newcomer. Perhaps all this talk was a way of drawing reaffirmation from interlocutors, a vote of confidence. He could be cheered up, momentarily, and was capable of a grim jest: he called the second, Everyman’s Number, the ‘Appeasement Issue’. But when he did not hear from correspondents, he never considered the context of their own busy lives, and habitually construed it as neglect.47


Clem was certainly under pressure. There was the job at the Courier-Mail, which, when handling cables, involved night work; for a time his secretaryship with the QAAA; and then the work with Meanjin, attending to authors, contributors, printers and distribution. It wore him down. Sinus attacks came back, with asthma, and then persisting trouble with his knee. But walking down a city street—passing men dressed in shorts and sandals—he cut quite a figure with ‘his measured stride, brooding face’, his customary hat, tortoise-shell glasses, smart suit and quality shoes. Bravado was less apparent in the office. One visitor credited him with ‘the sensitive face of an intellectual’, but noted the beginnings of a stoop and a bumper bar of a moustache, ‘designed to ward off critics and disgruntled contributors’. Liverish by temperament and combative by instinct, Clem had tried to enlist; he was rejected on health grounds, three times by the RAAF, and twice by the AIF.


The magazine constantly offered Clem a chance to recreate himself anew. The rhythms of editing, and the sudden switches from acceptance to assertion, from receptivity to dominance, could accommodate the rollercoaster of his personality. He was galvanised, perhaps integrated, by putting the world in order. ‘Want to say so very much,’ he told Ingamells in connection with his creative writing, ‘but somehow lack the ability’. He would organise others, and speak through them.48


No-one would completely understand, but one day everyone might see. In the third issue Clem devoted two pages to comments on the new magazine. The first general index, the contents of issues one to eight, appeared in Number Nine; another was prepared, anticipating Marjorie Tipping’s comprehensive index for the twenty-fifth anniversary. There was always an element of monumentalism about the Meanjin project. Arrangements for bound sets were offered early. Somewhat unexpectedly, Clem also had a strong sense of documentation. Before long, in addition to seeing the magazine as ‘a medium for the interpretation of the varied phenomena underlying the imaginative life’, he was also describing it as ‘a literary documentation of experience during these critical years’. The impulse went further: he made a point of keeping correspondence and other materials, in the hope of building a significant archive. If control of the present was impossible, one might go a considerable way towards controlling the past.49


Aboriginality, the Americans and Dr Duhig


One aspect of the past remained problematic for Clem, and that was Aboriginality. The impulse to connect was there, given his naming of the magazine; but there was no hope of making the kind of connection the Greek poet Cavafy could effect, reaching from the modern Alexandria across the Arab centuries to the city’s classical past. A cutesy woodcut of a boy advancing with a dead goanna in one hand, and a boomerang labelled ‘Meanjin Papers’ in the other, became the magazine’s colophon.


Did Clem ever think, when toying with Aboriginality, of Dolly, his childhood friend? Her constant presence, as a subordinate, had given his childhood the flavour of an African colonial one—habituating him to the notion that there would always be somebody following him about, enlarging his sense of self. But now he was searching for a basis for respect, and anthropology seemed to give it. Indeed he saw Aboriginality as providing, with Australian history in the broadest sense, and ‘Australian books so far’, the foundations for an Australian literary culture.


AP Elkin was at hand to educate Meanjin readers on ‘Steps into the Dream-time’ (a word that had only recently sharpened to this form), explicating the footprints on the magazine’s cover. (Clem had come across the notion somewhere, and had made the first rough sketch himself.) Elkin explained that the tracks were crucial to Indigenous ritual, as the site for re-enactment of the past of a cult hero; but they also enabled the supplicant to ‘pre-enact’ a desired future along the same lines, the ceremony giving him the necessary courage. All of this, as Elkin pointed out, provided a blueprint for white Australia’s moving away from a culture of transplantation: we would have to develop appropriate, continuing myths of our own. ‘We cannot fly with borrowed plumes nor run with artificial legs.’ Clem must have felt he could not have put it better.50


The issue Elkin’s article appeared in was a significant one, despite its lack of designation. The frontispiece was by Margaret Preston: Aboriginal Hunt Design; the short story ‘Last of the Tribe’. Clem was making Indigenous people the cornerstone of an issue that, while wide-ranging, opened with ‘Three Polynesian Ceremonies’ (poetry) and included an article on China as ‘Australia’s opportunity’. The war—and what might follow—had given Clem a conspicuous regional consciousness. He quoted Wendell Willkie: ‘Perhaps the most significant fact in the world today is the awakening that is going on in East Asia.’


Some were encouraging him to make Meanjin not only represent Australia to Australians, but also internationally. ‘Australia its axis,’ suggested Kate Baker, ‘the World its circumference?’ Clem had sent copies to Britain, but the response had been poor, both from writers and institutions. But suddenly the world came to him. In July 1942 General MacArthur established Allied headquarters in Brisbane.51


Along with the wave of Coca-Cola, cigarettes in new brands, and nylons, came African-Americans—and poets. Prominent among them was Karl Shapiro, who contributed his dissonant ‘Troop Train’ to the first issue for 1943; he enjoyed the ‘fiery warmth’ of the Christesens’ hospitality a few months later. Shapiro was publishing steadily and had just produced a book in Melbourne; he would shortly win the Pulitzer Prize. Another poet, Harry Roskolenko, also made contact and published in Meanjin, but his links with Angry Penguins were stronger. Significantly, this new dimension helped change the way Clem thought about the magazine. Meanjin’s first quarterly issue was the one that included ‘Troop Train’, and a screed from the time indicates Clem’s ambition to publish poems from writers in America itself; the magazine might ‘serve as a link between the two countries’. He was delighted when Meanjin received notice in the Christian Science Monitor, and that every mail from America brought interesting correspondence. American university and public libraries began to subscribe; as an encouragement, Clem began to highlight a special American rate when listing subscription details. The ripples of Meanjin were widening, from Queensland to Australia as a whole, and then outwards to the world.52


Clem now felt emboldened to number its pages consecutively through the year; but the growing success of the magazine underscored its need for financial stability. Someone prepared to underwrite it now stepped forward: JV Duhig (nephew of Brisbane’s Catholic archbishop), a pathologist who had recently been appointed to a chair at the university. But Duhig’s interests were much more extensive than that: actively interested in all the arts, he was a founder of the Brisbane Repertory Theatre Society (which is probably how Clem came into contact with him), and had himself written plays. He was also a prominent Rationalist, a keen art collector and a promoter of radical causes. Duhig was concerned about the state of Australian culture, believed writers should be paid a salary (as in Russia), and saw the sceptical prognostications of academics on Australian literature as nothing but harmful. There was a real convergence of interest.53


Clem had to be prodded by Vrepont to go and see Duhig, and activate the doctor’s interest. The upshot was that Duhig provided secretarial help from his office, in particular the handling of accounts, and agreed to guarantee Clem against loss with the journal. This took the form of his paying the printing bills, with Clem passing on the money from subscriptions and sales as it came to hand. Meanjin was ‘the best thing of its kind in Australia’, Duhig believed, but he may have become a bit alarmed at Clem’s constant itch to expansionism. Duhig’s original thought had been one of helping poetry; and, while he was happy to publish three articles in the expanded Meanjin, he felt some check should be placed on Clem’s plans. There should be a trust, he believed, with fortnightly meetings, and the ‘journal’ should appear regularly. He was not concerned about expenditure as such, he explained, so much as having a hand in planning that could lead to deficits. Nonetheless, the magazine should aim ultimately to be self-supporting.54
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Meanjin 1/1940
Contemporary Queensland Verse


Traditionalist Number
Two poems each from four poets






	Brian Vrepont


	The Apple Tree
The Heron






	Paul L. Grano


	For These Are Gracious Things
Pray Pity for Bill Smith






	James Picot


	Australia to a War
Variation on a Theme of John Keats






	CB Christesen


	Morning Bound
By Lantern Light
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Meanjin 3/1944
Contemporary Verse and Prose, vol 3, no 3


The editorial of this last Brisbane number to appear spoke of the need ‘to strive to arrest the anti-life forces, to reaffirm the idea of balance within the community and the personality.’ The ‘personalist’ theme is addressed by philosopher A Boyce Gibson, and in a socialist and writerly context by Len Fox. CR Badger writes ‘In Search of a National Idea’ (‘politically and socially, we still lack boldness and initiative’), while Nettie Palmer pleads for a greater connection with New Zealand. Brian Elliott attends the Angry Penguins obscenity trial (‘Probably no other work of Australian literary invention has ever received such close and extensive analysis.’), while Miles Franklin, in her ‘Letter to Tom Collins’, castigates the many who are chary of Australian creativity and seek refuge in the imitative. RG Howarth writes a centenary piece on Gerard Manley Hopkins, emphasising his inventiveness. The issue contains a score of poets, among them Judith Wright, Harry Roskolenko, Barrie Reid and Alex Comfort. There are two stories, one from Vance Palmer, the other from the front in New Guinea. The books reviewed are mainly poetry, with some fiction.


Clem claimed that Duhig proved ‘unbearably arrogant’, and that was why he broke with him. Paul Grano, looking on, thought Duhig ‘as self-opinionated & as dictatorial as Clem himself’. Certainly, while it was professed that Clem had full editorial independence, Duhig was capable of writing to people and asking them to submit articles that would be published if they were up to scratch. Increasingly Clem felt pressured, and expected to show his gratitude—something that did not come easily to him at the best of times. When Duhig’s secretary hinted that she might have to give up Meanjin work the following year, he began to think of retreat. Initially proposing that some of the work be transferred to an accountant, Clem came and collected the subscription cards for his own perusal—and then took them to the new man too. The secretary felt tricked, and hurt, and received another letter from Clem—so full of self-justification that it scarcely read as the intended apology. Clem and Duhig parted, after a flaming row. Subsequently the patron was simply excised from the narrative. Sixteen years later an article he submitted was rejected by Meanjin, a secretary writing the letter. ‘I hope your paper can get along without me,’ rejoined Duhig. ‘Once upon a time it couldn’t. It would have died. I wish it had.’55


Enter Dorothy Green, enter—and exit—Judith Wright


One day a short story arrived from a young woman in Sydney; Clem advised that she should consider writing criticism for the journal. That would become her forte as Dorothy Green, but Dorothy Auchterlonie would first become known to the literary world as a poet. In 1943 she turned up in Brisbane, brisk and businesslike, the first woman news reporter for the ABC. Given the presence of General MacArthur, it was an important position, requiring much resourcefulness from this detached woman sitting in the Christesens’ living room.


There was more to Dorothy than met the eye. A fine singer—lack of money prevented her from going overseas for training, a lasting cause for regret—she had a passionate nature that had been crimped by isolation. Having been brought to Australia as a child of twelve, she had bridled at the excessive discipline that led to children being strapped when they got their sums wrong. It left her with a powerful impulse to challenge injustice. Dorothy’s father had died when she was quite young, but recently she had lost both her mother and her brother (of whom she was fond), missing in action at sea. At twenty-eight she felt quite alone.


She had requested the transfer to Brisbane, to help reorient herself; the friendship with the Christesens, which would be lifelong, played an important part in this. With Clem she shared a commitment to literature and to progressive causes; with Nina, to whom she was closer, a love of Russian literature and social values informed, in the manner of Tolstoy, by Christianity. But suddenly Dorothy decided to return to Sydney. It seemed that she had made up her mind: the university librarian and respected literary figure HM Green, a handsome man, had been pursuing her. She reciprocated his feelings, but there were problems. Green was thirty-four years older, and married with two grown-up daughters. There would have to be a divorce—not common then, and almost unthinkable for a high church Anglican such as Dorothy. But she would go for broke.56


Dorothy had no sooner vacated her flat than it was occupied by Judith Wright. It was a ‘little windowless slice of a room’, but, given the pressures of accommodation in wartime Brisbane, Judith was grateful. Clem had much more reason to be appreciative of her. By the time she arrived Judith had already sent a number of poems, which he was glad to publish. The first, ‘The Company of Lovers’, had appeared eighteen months earlier: her verse not only had the elements of lyricism that always appealed to him, but a rare emotional intensity and moral engagement. And she was sympathetic. In her initial letter Judith expressed admiration for the work being done by ‘you and your staff’—little realising that one day she would be it. She gave money, troubled a little that since she wished to publish in the magazine, it might not be quite right—but this hesitation was ignored by Clem. She listened to his plaint, expressing regret that she was too far away to help.


When Judith learned that an issue might not appear, she volunteered to come to Brisbane to assist. Although becoming aware of the spiritual sustenance she drew from New England, Judith was finding life on the family property tough: her brothers were away at the war, so there was much hard work to be done. Moreover, warmth and light were restricted in the gloomy homestead, and following a drought the cold was bitter. Judith was desperate to get away as soon as her brothers returned. Not quite knowing how to respond, and hoping at one point that he might be able to meet Judith and talk to her (however briefly) from a train as it passed through Armidale, Clem was silent. But she prodded him into frankness, and some time afterwards, in 1944, she came.


As the train steamed into Brisbane, the response of this woman sitting in her carriage in prewar clothes was positive. Brisbane, she would later write, ‘if corrupt was cheerful, if dirty was warm. It was disposed to enjoy life, and its flamboyant vegetables and flowers, the electric-blue of morning glories scrambling over unpainted fences … disguised its sins.’ Although hard of hearing, Judith brought with her some practical experience: in Sydney (where she did not want to resettle) she had taken a business course, become a fast typist, and worked for an advertising agency. Along the way she had learned how to give a boss hints about improving office efficiency or business methods, ‘but never to remind him that you had made the suggestion in the first place’—skills that unexpectedly came into play at Meanjin.57


Judith’s real job, a paid one, was as a clerk with the Universities Commission; at Meanjin she was an after-hours volunteer who hoped to be included in editorial discussions. But this did not happen. The rising poet of her generation was regarded just as a secretary. Working in the Christesens’ home in Dutton Park, she did meet the young poets of Barjai, who often dropped in to borrow books from Clem’s extensive library. And one day, having been introduced to the freelance philosopher Jack McKinney, she was surprised when he followed her into the kitchen to help with the dishes.


McKinney and Wright had read each other’s work in Meanjin, and been impressed, but Judith was not expecting to be listened to with such respect. McKinney, trim and fit, had spent much of his time trying to scratch a living from the land; he had written in his spare time, as much as poor health allowed. His family life was in ruins, and eventually he would leave his wife and take to the road with his bike, a battered tent, and a few possessions. He was determined to devote the rest of his life to philosophy.


McKinney believed that Western philosophy had become derailed by its progressive analysis not of the world, but of our shared world picture. It was important to find an alternative, since that approach had contributed substantially to the crisis in Western civilisation. Judith was predisposed to accept this idea, for it paralleled a truth she was working towards:




The language and culture I was brought up in … had nothing to do with the land my relatives had taken. It was wholly imported, a second skin that never fitted, no matter how we pulled and dragged it over the landscape that we lived in. Nor, of course, did we ourselves fit. That fact was growing more obvious as the land changed under our hands.





Jack’s quicksilver mind, his accessibility and humour, naturally complemented Judith’s moral earnestness and the deliberativeness of the deaf. Jack was slow to declare himself, but the pair were a natural fit. Much of the poetry Judith was then writing ‘arose directly out of attempts to translate ideas into images and language as we talked’. Before long she saw it as her task to help this untutored man, clearly in need of support, proclaim his ideas to the world.58


Clem did not take kindly to the suspected closeness between his secretary and McKinney. Seeing himself as a mentor, he felt displaced by this trim greyhead with keen blue eyes; a charmer, yes, but possibly a fraud, certainly an amateur. Besides, having recently failed to write a novel himself, Clem was involuntarily hostile to a man with a big idea. Nonetheless he accepted Jack’s manuscript, ‘Towards the Future’, for the Meanjin Press, pushed along by the enthusiasm of Mrs Hamlyn-Harris, who—while wishing to pepper it with references to astrology and the pyramids—was prepared to underwrite it. Clem had published articles by McKinney, but his misgivings persisted, abetted by the sceptical response of academic philosophers. Eventually Clem declared the work did not ‘satisfy’ him: Judith believed that once he had an eye on moving Meanjin to the University of Melbourne, the nature of the work became an embarrassment. And yet … some of Jack’s ideas accorded with those of Lewis Mumford, whom Clem admired. So he procrastinated, then reported further negative academic advice. Jack (who would later win academic respect) withdrew the manuscript.


When the move to Melbourne was in the offing, Clem asked Judith to go with him as Meanjin’s paid secretary. But there were no details as to wage and salary (he did not have them), and a profound disinclination on her part to comply. Much as she loved Nina Christesen, she had always found good relations with Clem to be difficult, given his ‘unpredictable mixture of self-esteem and self-distrust’. This, she felt, could only increase in the new setting. Judith was not sure either that the job would last, realised her deafness would limit other job opportunities, and dreaded Melbourne’s cold. Besides, she had grown to love Jack McKinney, and in consequence was angered by the way ‘the detestable Clement’ was treating him. As a token of appreciation, Clem sent her money, and later apologised gruffly for his ‘bad blunders while you were helping me in Brisbane.’ But Judith’s attitude had hardened. ‘I wouldn’t trust him any further than a snake under the house,’ she told Jack.59


Increasing difficulties


With the knowledge that Jim Picot was—at best—living the life of a prisoner of the Japanese, Clem was aware that, of the founding four poets, he alone was still involved with Meanjin. Brian Vrepont, after being helpful assessing manuscripts, faded away, since (a natural aristocrat), he did not like literary politics or being subjected to a Clemmiad. Vrepont then moved to Sydney: for a time Clem lost touch. With Paul Grano, his relations were never easy. Given to sardonic remarks, Grano was notoriously moody and becoming more consciously Catholic: he had begun compiling an anthology of Australian religious verse. Although he approved the Meanjin project, Grano knew that his own verse had little appeal for Clem and that, given his trajectory, it would come to have less. He pulled out abruptly.


A year later, when PR Stephensen was interned along with the other leaders of Australia First, Grano’s house was raided by the police. Not long after, he turned up at Clem’s office, violently abusive with (false) accusations that Clem had spread stories about the raid. He ‘could scarcely talk, he was so excited’. But Grano subsided, and cordial relations were resumed. Important here was Nina, who would send him poetry. As Nettie Palmer remarked, ‘your other problems remain, my dear sir’; but Nina, who drew universal approval, was there to help him face them. ‘She’s a pearl!’ Nina’s sagacity was needed: Clem was ‘very resentful against his “friends”’, noted Jim Devaney. Clem had persuaded him, against his better judgement, to read poetry submissions. ‘Am more than ever convinced’, Devaney told Grano, ‘that Clem and I will clash badly’.60


There were also continual problems with production. First was paper: as Meanjin had come into existence since the war began, it was refused a licence, and therefore a quota. Numerous visits to government offices got Clem nowhere, despite the small amount of paper involved. ‘I was always being threatened’, he recalled, ‘by Paper Control with imprisonment for using paper without authority.’ Once typeset, copy had to be approved by the censor. Then there were the printers, from whom Clem forever after carried stigmata. Errors were numerous, often the result of carelessness; sometimes a whole issue would have to be reprinted. One printer came to his rescue, telling Clem not to worry as he could get machine-finished paper, and he did. But he was inclined to run his business from the pub next door. Clem moved Meanjin to Truth newspapers, but they stole an anthology of short stories he had prepared and, using newsprint, distributed it for sale under their own imprint among the troops. Later, Paul Grano ascertained that Clem had been through five printers in the Brisbane years: even the alcoholic had had enough, and told him to go. True, he was a perfectionist, but his demands were less important than his way of being unpleasantly emphatic. He simply wore people out.61


Clem was running out of associates, and out of printers. Meanwhile it was plain, by mid-1944, that MacArthur was about to move north. The Afro-Americans, the jazz, the street fights and the snatches of passion would largely disappear with him. Brisbane would be returned to its sluggish self: a place where the premier still had not seen Clem after a year of having kept him waiting. Indeed the premier, along with the minister for education and his director-general, plus the two archbishops, had been sent Meanjin; they either said they never read poetry, or could not understand the poems that had been printed, or—nothing. There was not much interest at the university, either. The place could do with a Max Harris, Clem decided, to produce an Angry Turtle.62


In addition, at the QAAA there was the feeling that Meanjin had grown ‘too big for its Queensland boots’. The society had given £10 to the magazine in 1942, but was not happy with the result. The worthy efforts of its members seemed increasingly pushed aside to make way for writers from the southern states. ‘You are moving over from the younger and un-established to the older and established’, a local poet told Clem. Since the rift with Duhig, Clem was feeling anything but established. How would he finance the growing journal? He told (Sir) Keith Murdoch that he could see the answer might have to be a move to either Sydney or Melbourne. While pondering his situation, Clem was caught up in a tram smash, bore a minor injury, and experienced further ill-health.63


As early as the Summer issue of 1941 Clem had seen Meanjin in national terms, though a ‘cultural sapling … tended by Queensland writers’. By mid-1944—perhaps building on a suggestion of AD Hope—there was a national committee of consultants, one from each state. Queensland, relatively small in population and with a low educational base, could not sustain a magazine of Meanjin’s ambition. In one of the big cities there would be greater opportunities, not least for influence. Clem longed, Judith Wright recalled, ‘for a hand in the making of the new national and international cultural renaissance which he believed was on the way’.64


For a time it seemed Sydney might be Meanjin’s new home. RG Howarth had always been sympathetic—‘a friend to Meanjin’, as Clem would say. He had just arranged for Southerly to be taken over by Angus & Robertson, which had drawn an immediate response from Clem, outlining Meanjin’s difficulties. Howarth urged Clem to come to Sydney and encouraged him to go into book publishing ‘in a big way’, since he had ‘an absolute genius for it’. Douglas Stewart, too, was keen for him to come—and Clem’s inclination at first had been towards the harbour city. He may even have had an offer of financial assistance. Meanwhile Vrepont wrote a chirpy letter, saying that he was keeping an eye out for a suitable house or flat.


But it did not happen. In Melbourne lived the encouraging Nettie Palmer, and Vance, and Percival Serle, and soon a proposal came that he had scarcely thought possible. The last issue for 1944 was cancelled, ‘As a result of unavoidable publishing delays’. A number of articles, listed as forthcoming on a previous back cover, never eventuated. The Christesens were about to strike camp, and take the magazine to Victoria.65
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CASTING OFF THE CHRYSALIS OF CONSERVATISM


1922–1954


ONCE WHEN IN the city I bumped into Stephen Murray-Smith, carrying a sack. We were standing outside the GPO. After we’d been talking a few minutes, he said (as senior to junior), ‘Come with me as I collect the Overland mail.’ So in we went, around a corner to a large post office box at the bottom of a wall of them. Stephen bent down, scooping out an impressive batch of letters into his sack, then hoisted it over his shoulders. Like a bleached Santa Claus he then proceeded, with me in attendance, across the vast space. ‘I like to think of my grandfather being in this hall’, he said, which with its steady assurance (and his steady step) brought to mind a host of hyphenated glories.


Beyond the hyphenation


But it was not like that. Stephen’s father was the first hyphenation, devised (at his bride’s suggestion) by placing it behind his last given name. Although born in Glasgow, his family had come from an obscure island in the Hebrides. William Murray-Smith—generally known as Murray—was dour like many Scots, and with a temperament that elided easily into conservatism. Murray served in the First World War, as a lieutenant in the AIF. He was active in the paramilitary organisations that sprang up shortly afterwards—to man the bridges of the Yarra and defend the wealthy suburbs from working-class hordes, if need be. He was also stingy; while his womenfolk, to whom he was devoted, were free to bedeck themselves with finery, he stuck to the same suit for twenty years. Murray’s most striking characteristic was his exceptional honesty, so marked that it impeded his career as a retailer. But since it came with a distinct chill, domestically it added to his remoteness: Stephen later recalled his father’s ‘touching attempt to make contact with his children’. He later came to realise that his personality had been scarred and sealed by terrible experiences on the Western Front.


Murray had found his niche shortly after he married Alice Margrett, when he joined his father-in-law Steve in his horse-trading business. This was quite distinctive, even prestigious, supplying the Indian Army with mounts from Australian farms—‘walers’, the horses were called, as they were identified with New South Wales. It has been described as the longest haul on which livestock was regularly carried in the nineteenth century (and after), and Steve Margrett was at the centre of it. Although the thirty-first(!) child of a Cheltenham baker—born insignificant in a snooty English spa town—Steve’s dapper style, charm and business acumen took him to the heights of society in Calcutta, where, owing to his military bearing, he was known as ‘the Colonel’. Towards the end of his life he would boast that he had not missed Christmas dinner in Calcutta or a Viceroy’s Cup in forty-five years. Grandmother Maud would recall those occasions with pleasure, regaling the young Stephen with stories of their ‘absolutely marvellous’ social life.


Stephen’s mother Alice was also cognisant of antecedents, less distinguished, including pub owners and poor farmers on the western fringe of Melbourne: she put up the barriers almost as keenly as her husband would have defended them. Conservative, sceptical and articulate, Alice was a woman of great flair, superbly turned out in taffeta gowns from Le Louvre; these were sometimes sprinkled with the ash she dropped everywhere, for she was a chain smoker. Practical and kindly, Alice could turn her hand to surprising things. When the family fortunes took a turn for the worse, she began making and marketing ingenious felt toys. But she was an overbearing parent, particularly to her daughter Barbara, and on occasion to ‘My darling only son Stephen’.


‘Bibury’, designed by a fashionable architect and built alongside Alice’s mother’s house in Macquarie Road, Toorak, was peopled by a cook and a nursemaid as well as the family; outside there was a gardener. Alice threw lots of bridge parties, particularly when Murray was away, as he often was—in addition to business trips that took him to country properties, he was absent for four months each year in India. To pass the time, she endlessly read middlebrow fiction borrowed from libraries. But for Stephen, who at first did not recall this, theirs was a ‘bookless two-storeyed brick house on a Toorak hill’. It sounds lifeless, and in a measure it was, since for him there was a double absence. First there was his father being so often away, and then the family absorption with India—over at his grandmother’s prints of British life there lined the walls—augmenting a loose imperial consciousness. (For a time it was personalised in an Indian servant, Makbul, while at an early age Stephen was taught to count to twelve in Hindustani.) Despite the apparent solidity, there was little in this setting that could be called distinctively Australian. Increasingly for Stephen this would feel like another absence.1


The education of young Stephen


Born in 1922, Stephen was just twelve when he was sent to Geelong Grammar School, ‘the Eton of Australia’, located with its playing fields on the shores of Corio Bay. From his prep school Glamorgan Stephen brought home reports of being ‘inclined to be pugilistic’, and his need to become more considerate. Now he found himself bullied. Hating boarding school at first, Stephen announced he would run away. Soon he found a more acceptable form of escapism and began reading voraciously—largely middlebrow novels (like his mother). At home he had read Mary Grant Bruce and Ethel Turner, but practically none of this new material was Australian.


Stephen was failing to distinguish himself at school, when suddenly there was a crisis. He was at home that day in 1938 when a cable arrived, saying that no further horses would be required; the Indian Army was to become fully mechanised. Years later he recalled the look on his parents’ faces as they contemplated ruin, or something like it; the signs had been plain, but Murray had persuaded himself that good horses would always be needed, not least because of the roughness of the country. There was an interview with the headmaster, because it seemed Stephen would have to leave school; but JR Darling saw promise in the boy, his grandfather was induced to come to the rescue, and a way was found to keep him on.2


JR Darling was probably the greatest headmaster Australia has seen. He once stated that everybody in the school was good at something, and that it was the school’s job to find out what it was. An admirable educational precept—sadly unrealisable in most schools. Darling was a brilliant entrepreneur—the bold stroke of launching the bush school Timbertop solved a number of problems at once—and, for all his high principle, a gifted tactician. In order to build greater awareness and appreciation of the arts, he organised mass plays in which the whole school would participate. His prefect system was more controversial, and when in later life Stephen pointed out that some of those chosen had not had notable careers, he was simply told that you don’t choose boys to run a school because you think they will be leaders in later life. As an enlightened Englishman, Darling believed in noblesse oblige, in community, and in self-sacrificing leadership by the privileged. He once said that the school would not be doing its job until it was sending Labor members to parliament. ‘He was the first and incomparably the most humane, liberal, and best employer I had,’ recalled the radical historian Russel Ward; Manning Clark was employed by him, too. Darling saw ‘problem boys’ as a challenge, and while Stephen was not in that category, he was idiosyncratic, slow to find himself, and needed guidance.3


To some extent he got it from EWH Pinner, his housemaster at Cuthbertson, a laconic Australian who understood that (following occupational best practice) there should always be a margin between what he knew and what he decided to act upon. But Darling’s endorsement of Stephen as someone worthy of support resulted in a sudden spurt of engagement. In class, he was reported as being less pedantic, showing more humour, and also greater patience with difficulties. But a couple of teachers thought, in history, he was prone to regurgitating the views he thought were required. Otherwise, it was noted in his final year, he was unusually opinionated. In history, ‘His work is thorough & conscientious. I imagine his mind will mature late …’ It was difficult to judge his ability right then.


Beyond the classroom, Stephen became a presence in the school. He was on the library committee, the students representative council, and became secretary of the Public Affairs Society, where he worked to Russel Ward. He was involved in bringing speakers from Melbourne—including Ralph Gibson, the state secretary of the Communist Party. Once they were addressed by their own Manning Clark, who gave his impressions of Europe: Stephen noted that he ‘dwelt on international “atmosphere” and psychology rather than actual facts’. In the meantime he was assisting with the production of Shakespeare’s Henry V—phase two of Darling’s cultural consciousness raising—with himself cast in the title role. That was no mean achievement, since he had tended to slur his speech and had had to work hard on it. Now, with the ‘English’ dressed in school cadet corps uniforms, and with the ‘French’ in borrowed Melbourne Grammar navy blues, Stephen stood forth ‘smothered in a glory of red tape’, and ‘rendered the part of King Henry with characteristic vigour’.


Geelong Grammar gave Stephen Murray-Smith much, a scholarship to study ‘at any British university’ not the least of it. The Darling ambience—as his son David recognises—gave him the courage to go against the herd. Although ‘forced into being a premature rebel’, Stephen was made to feel it was quite acceptable to be oppositional towards family and school. In the fullness of time, Darling became a personal friend, while the headmaster’s characteristic mix—radicalism by temperament blended with conservatism in taste—would gradually become his own.4


 


The whole of Stephen’s last year at Corio was overshadowed by the Second World War. Manning Clark later recalled his first day at the school, and how Stephen approached him ‘carrying an armful of books, and with the expression of a troubled man on his face, the fretful expression of a young man who wanted answers’. They would elude him all through his first year of adult life. Earlier a vocational guidance counsellor had recommended that Stephen study commerce, with a view to becoming a company secretary. Something of this sober purpose remained when he enrolled in the combined Arts/Law course at the University of Melbourne.


He was not at all clear what he wanted. The education he had been given was a traditional English one: in middle school, a steady diet of Latin, maths, and German. In later life Stephen would scarcely draw on the first two; more immediately he would fail first-year German. He had an acute sense of vacuum. School had been boarding school; Stephen later said he did not know anything about the student union or clubs. He hung around mainly with Geelong Grammar friends, notably Tim Burstall and the daredevil, stylish bohemian Denison Deasey. In escapist mode, he wrote to his friend Rob Hamilton, saying after the war, let’s go exploring. Yet while yearning for new horizons, Stephen maintained a close connection with his school. It had been an integrating agent: Darling’s program of ‘national service’ had taken Stephen into slums, prisons and factories, giving him a real and unsettling view of how the other half lived.5
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