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    PREFACE


    There is an axiom in the publishing trade that any anthology is worth a hundred enemies. By that yardstick I reckon that anthologizing Meanjin should be worth at least a thousand, so perhaps at the outset I should explain something of how this book has been put together.

    This selection does not pretend to be the ‘best’ of Meanjin in any absolute sense. If anyone ever believed in such transcendent standards, a few weeks’ experience of the arbitrary, contingent process of editing a magazine would soon disillusion them. What we have tried to do here is to construct a narrative of some of the major developments in Australian cultural and intellectual life over the last fifty years as they have been refracted through the prism of an aggressively eclectic ‘little magazine’. To tell the story of Meanjin in the words of those who worked and wrote for it is also to tell another story — or, to be more accurate, many other stories.

    If Meanjin has been a hardy perennial among cultural magazines, this is partly because it has been in a state of more or less perpetual revolution. Most literary magazines have a distinct life-cycle; they start with a rush of enthusiastic idealism, but gradually peter out as their stable of contributors becomes ossified and their views predictable. Meanjin, by contrast, has provided a forum for several generations of Australian writers (a literary generation being far shorter than a biological one). Much of the credit for this must go to Clem Christcsen, who founded the magazine in Brisbane in 1940 and remained at its helm until 1974. It was the breadth of his vision, and his sheer bloody-minded determination, that kept the magazine alive against substantial odds. Under his guidance Meanjin not only served as a training-ground for successive generations of Australian poets and novelists, but also promoted interdisciplinary intellectual work long before the term came into currency. Perhaps most importantly, at a time when Australia was still pretending to be a British island that had somehow been misplaced off the coast of Asia, Meanjin acted as a vital link with other cultural traditions, not only publishing significant works by writers from other countries, but also providing a much-needed space for the work of Australian writers of non-British origin.

    We have tried to give an indication of Meanjin’s wide range of concerns in this book. Eclecticism, however, is the bane of the anthologist. Our initial forays yielded a selection of about 1200 pages. From this we have whittled the book down to its present length by a series of stages, each more painful than the last. After much soul-searching, we decided that we simply did not have the space to offer a reasonable representation of Meanjin’s extensive coverage of the visual arts, a field that would warrant a volume in itself, or of the vast array of overseas material that has appeared in the journal over the years. Among the remainder, when in doubt we have tended to select writings that address large questions in preference to those with a more specific orientation; but even here the constraints of space have made it impossible to republish a number of remarkable long essays. In some cases essays and letters have been abbreviated; excisions are indicated by spaced ellipses ( . . . ). We have taken the liberty of correcting obvious typographical errors, and in a few cases have accepted authors’ corrections to the original text.

    One theme that constantly recurs in the Meanjin correspondence is the dearth of resources to sustain the magazine. In this respect times have changed less than one might wish. The Meanjin office at present has two staff: an editor (nominally working two-thirds time) and an assistant editor (nominally working half-time). Without special assistance it would have been impossible to compile this volume. I would therefore like to thank the Australian Research Council for its financial support. We are also grateful to the Literature Board of the Australia Council for their assistance.

    Like anything associated with a literary magazine, however, the compilation of this volume has had to rely on the voluntary assistance of a small army of individuals. Philip Mead and Gerald Murnane have put a lot of care and thought into the formidable task of selecting the poetry and fiction. Chris Wallace-Crabbe read a penultimate draft, and tactfully pointed out some of my blind spots. Charles Ferrall tackled both the archival research and the mass of administrative work with an initiative and patience far beyond the call of duty, and Lisa Jacobson helped us to steer the book through the crucial last stages.

    Above all, I would like to thank Clem Christesen, Jim Davidson and Judith Brett, the past editors of the magazine. Meanjin has been very much their creation, and I am acutely conscious that it is a trying experience to have someone else taking a snippet here and there from the pages of a magazine over which one has laboured long and hard. That all three former editors have been prepared to spend long hours working through the initial, tentative selections and suggesting alternatives is a tribute to their patience and their commitment to Meanjin.

    Any errors and idiosyncrasies in the editorial commentary, however, are entirely my responsibility.

    Jenny Lee

  


  
    PART ONE

    EXPANDING FROM

    WITHIN


  


  
    The first issue of the Meanjin Papers appeared in Brisbane in December 1940. This was hardly the ideal time or place to establish a literary magazine. Australia was in the throes of what is now described as the ‘phoney war’. There were no large-scale hostilities in the Pacific, but contingents of Australian troops were being despatched to Europe and the Middle East, and every second country town seemed to have become an army camp. The daily press was full of strident Empire nationalism and, with the banning of the Communist Party in June 1940, the Menzies government had made it clear that internal dissent was not to be tolerated.

    Brisbane was hardly at the centre of Australian cultural life. A sprawling provincial city with a small population, it was conservative and inward-looking. Reflecting on his Brisbane years a decade later, Meanjin’s founding editor, Clem Christesen, bluntly described the city as ‘a deadly place for an aspiring writer to live in’. Various attempts to establish a literary magazine in the city had already foundered, and Christesen’s first approaches to other writers met with apathy and scepticism. But he was not easily dissuaded. Lacking the capital to launch a ‘fully fledged’ magazine, Christesen decided to start small and ‘expand from within’.

    The first edition of 250 copies was printed for £4 10s. It was an eight-page booklet, its beige cover bearing the legend ‘Meanjin Papers No. 1. CONTEMPORARY QUEENSLAND VERSE’ above a design of four black footprints, one for each of the poets whose work was represented: Brian Vrepont, James Picot, Paul Grano and Christesen himself. The issue was entitled ‘Traditionalist Number’ and prefaced with a brief statement by Christesen.

    Number 1, December 1940

    Foreword

    ‘Poetry’s unnat’ral; no man ever talked poetry ’cept a beadle on boxin’ day, or Warren’s blackin’ or Rowland’s oil, or some o’ them low fellows; never you let yourself down to talk poetry, my boy.’ But we have disregarded Tony Weller’s advice to his son, Samuel. In an age governed by the stomach-and-pocket view of life, and at a time of war and transition, we still strive to ‘talk poetry.’ For we believe that it is our duty to do so. 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. Therefore we determined to commence publication of the Meanjin Papers. Media for similar expression are sadly lacking in this country. It is hoped to continue publication of this brochure throughout the war period — and perhaps well into the Peace. Prose, as well as verse, will be included.

    The name of the magazine was intended to emphasize its regional character. Readers of the first issue were informed that ‘Meanjin’ was the Aboriginal word for ‘spike’ and was the name given to the finger of land bounded by the Brisbane River and extending from the city proper to the Botanic Gardens. Nevertheless, from the first Christesen harboured ambitions of establishing a national presence for the magazine. A twenty-nine-year-old native son who had worked in newspapers and radio and now held a Cabinet appointment as publicist for the Queensland government, Christesen threw himself into publicizing his new venture. He distributed his early issues, unsolicited, to literary people in all corners of Australia, with a request that they either forward 2s. payment or return the copies.

    Critical response was mixed. The Brisbane Courier-Mail’s regular literary critic, Firmin McKinnon, wrote a brief review that lumped the first issue of the Meanjin Papers together with two other recent publications from the perfervidly nationalistic Jindyworobak school. McKinnon’s comments expressed a common complaint: harking back to the romantics, he deplored the signs of incipient modernism in poetry. ‘This is not an age of good poetry,’ he intoned,

    
      and Australian poetry certainly should not be judged by that of 1940 . . . [T]he contemporary poetry of Australia, perhaps, like much of the national consciousness, stands irresolute at the crossways, without a signpost. Much of it, pretending to be lyrical, is merely impressionist prose cut into poetic lengths.

    

    In literary circles, however, the unprepossessing little booklets met an overwhelming response. Extracts from the flood of correspondence that ensued were published in the third issue. One of the strongest reactions (though by no means the most favourable) came from Randolph Bedford, veteran writer, journalist and Labor parliamentarian.

    

    Randolph Bedford to С. В. Christesen

    Parliament House, Brisbane

    3 March 1941

    Dear Mr. Christesen,

    . . . Your ‘Meanjin’ papers are plucky for the time, but what a waste of good type, paper and ink. Just imagine such lines as these

    
      ‘The ego fruitful in collective peace,’

    

    and

    
      ‘I suffer, not you; you suffer, not I;

      Let States declare a dividend

      Earned of such separate end,

      Let States try, and die.’

    

    GOOD GOD! If I tackle this ridiculous stuff I would have to make your paper a slaughter house. Alleged to be new, it is as old as stupidity. Gilbert got on to an equally ridiculous racket in ‘Patience,’ and as a youngster on the ‘Bulletin,’ I wrote of the soulful poem in derision. It began —

    
      ‘In grim and lonely silence disarrayed,

      Fate turned a handspring on the closet roof.’

    

    I suppose this nonsense finds a recrudescence as a result of the last war — Gertrude Stein who wrote ‘Tender Buttons’ has even got an audience; and the other Stein, Ep, who makes an alleged statue like a swollen trunk and labels it ‘Pregnancy.’ These alleged poets should be forced to do something useful, such as digging post holes. . . .

    Sincerely,

    Randolph Bedford

    

    More favourable responses came from outside Queensland. Nettie Palmer sent congratulations from both herself and husband Vance, and R. D. FitzGerald wrote: ‘I believe myself to be in complete disagreement with what I believe to be your aims, but loudly applaud you for having such aims in a time somewhat aimless mentally and completely chaotic physically.’ The older generation of Queensland writers seemed to share these sentiments. In particular, James Devaney, a Queensland poet and prominent member of the Queensland Authors and Artists’ Association, took an avuncular interest in Christesen’s activities. Devaney had the wisdom to know that this raw new venture should be encouraged, whatever his own reservations about it. He offered Christesen a willing ear, and a lot of well-judged advice. And in 1941 he secured a small scoop for the novice editor: a sharp-edged poem by his old friend, John Shaw Neilson.

    Number 5, October 1941

    To Norah McKinney

    JOHN SHAW NEILSON

    
      Your father is quick with the gun, and he long has been hating

      The poor little sparrows who keep on their loving and mating.

      Your father the keen man he is, and I see his face harden;

      It costs him a lot for the poison he puts in the garden.

      Your father has spite on the chin and the core of his narrow;

      He says that the phosphorus burns, and is best for a sparrow.

      The end of September it was and a patch of bad weather,

      And you and the spawn of the enemy sobbing together.

      Oh you with the love in your eyes and the smutch on your pinny,

      It’s a very good girl that you are, then, my Norah McKinney.

      Your father the strong man he is, with the gloom in his marrow,

      But the love that was deep in your heart it was poured on a sparrow.

      All Sunday your father has hate that he hoards for to-morrow,

      But you gave the mercy of God to a thief in his sorrow.

      That mercy was up in your eyes and it fell on your pinny:

      It’s a very good girl that you are, then, my Norah McKinney.

      The young thing had only one right — ’twas the right to be frozen,

      But how for the mercy of God could he ever be chosen?

      Your father the big man he is and his forehead is narrow,

      But you had the pity of God and the tear for a sparrow.

      I talk in the tongue of the asses, a fine thing for braying,

      A fine thing for buying and selling, a fine thing for paying.

      But I being wrong in the reason and dull over money,

      It’s love that I want to be telling, all in the green honey.

      I saw you with spawn of the enemy, you two together;

      The end of September it was, and a patch of bad weather.

      Your father has gloom in his eyes and a gloom in his marrow,

      But the pity of God that was in you, it fell on a sparrow.

      It’s love that I want to be telling of you in the pinny:

      It’s a very good girl that you are, then, my Norah McKinney.

    

    Between the enthusiasm of the new generation and the tolerance extended by the old, the magazine’s circulation expanded rapidly, as did its scope. The subtitle ‘Contemporary Queensland Verse’ was dropped after the first issue. For much of 1941 the magazine appeared with the subtitle ‘Contemporary Queensland Prose and Verse’; then, at the end of the year, simply as ‘Contemporary Verse and Prose’. By that stage the original eight pages had swelled to thirty-two, and the magazine was rapidly establishing an audience in all parts of the country.

    In the interim the war had taken a new turn. With the rapid Japanese advance through South-East Asia, the hostilities were coming perilously close to home. The sharpening consciousness of war had contradictory effects on Meanjin. At one level, it posed many problems, both practical and personal. Paper rationing was introduced late in 1941. Christesen was left tramping the corridors of Paper Control, where an endless succession of bureaucrats passed his requests from hand to hand. He recalls: ‘It was like a Kafka nightmare. I used to wonder whether I’d ever see the outside light again.’ The nightmarish experience of war was sharpened by a deep sense of personal loss. Christesen sorely felt the departure of James Picot, who enlisted in March 1941. Though the two kept up a lively correspondence for some time, contact was severed after Picot’s capture at the fall of Singapore. Picot died a prisoner of war on the notorious Burma–Thailand railway. Many years later, Christesen learnt that the crime for which his good friend had been killed was to address his captors in their own language, thereby branding himself as a spy.

    At another level, however, the journal was buoyed up by the surge of patriotism that accompanied the intensification of the war effort; the question of defining what it meant to be Australian was given a new urgency. Christesen maintained a vigorous correspondence with various proponents of cultural nationalism, including Jindyworobak stalwart Rex Ingamells, and W. J. Miles and S. B. Hooper of the Australia First movement. During 1941 Christesen began soliciting material for a ‘Nationality Number’, which appeared at the end of the year with a declamatory preface by Rex Ingamells and a rambling polemic from P. R. Stephensen, the high priest of Australia First, proclaiming the necessity of ‘developing here a distinctively-Australian culture’. One hoped-for contribution, however, did not eventuate: an essay on Australianism by Xavier Herbert.

    

    Xavier Herbert to С. В. Christesen

    Caloundra

    19 October 1941

    Dear Clement Christesen,

    Forgive me for keeping you waiting so long for a reply. I received your first letter and packet of papers as soon as they arrived, and was grateful for your promptness. The reason for the delay is that I wanted to write that bit on ‘Australianism’ you asked for. I had several shots at it, the last only a couple of days ago. I had to give it up. It seems that I can write nothing of any value that is not in the nature of fantasy. Facts seem not to matter a bit to me. That, I suppose, is a great asset to one as a story-teller. At the same time it is a bit of a nuisance to one in one’s practical work-a-day life.

    Although I am madly patriotic, I am bored by talk of ‘Nationalism’. What is Nationalism but the Football-team spirit? Actually, I hate Australians. I hate their faces, those long Punch noses (did you ever see the monster Punch in a Punch-&-Judy-Show?) & their cruel thin lips & moron’s brows and hooded idiot’s eyes. Yet I can turn to them with relief and love from contemplating the juicy faces of Pommies. I loathe Englishmen so much, that I can tell their foot prints (bare feet, of course); & about their tracks there is to me something obscene. Oh, I’m not a bit practical about my patriotism. Here’s an example. Some years ago, in the town of Darwin, I rushed out of my house in the middle of the night & attacked a number of drunken Pommy sailors (off a British warship) who were piddling in the street. I rushed upon them roaring: ‘How dare you piss on my country!’ They bolted.

    Now, if Meanjin Papers would allow me to write an article on my contempt for a Pommy’s tracks, or to recount the Darwin incident, I could make a lovely job of it. But I’m sure that’s not what they want. Yes, I’m afraid that I must stick to fiction, as the only medium for expressing my tantastic ideas. . . .

    Now, this is all I can write. I’m sorry I can’t give you the article. It would have pleased me mightily to have appeared in ‘the papers’.

    Again I ask your forgiveness. I hope I shall see you again soon. If you should be coming here, would you let me know, so that I can get you to bring me some paper?

    My wife sends her regards, and thanks you for The Publicist. I am posting all the papers back to you with this.

    With best wishes,

    Xavier Herbert

    P.S. It has just occurred to me that I am no madder than the average person. I differ only in that I don’t try to hide it.

    

    In February 1942 the supposedly impregnable Singapore naval base fell to the Japanese army, and Darwin was bombed by Japanese aircraft. In March, amid an atmosphere of public panic, Christesen published a ‘Crisis Number’. His editorial announced that ‘we are faced to-day with a war on two fronts. Military victory alone will not save us, if we lose the intellectual battle.’ It was the latter struggle that preoccupied most of the contributors to the issue.

    Number 8, March 1942

    Battle

    VANCE PALMER

    The next few months may decide not only whether we are to survive as a nation, but whether we deserve to survive. As yet none of our achievements prove it, at any rate in the sight of the outer world. We have no monuments to speak of, no dreams in stone, no Guernicas, no sacred places. We could vanish and leave singularly few signs that, for some generations, there had lived a people who had made a homeland of this Australian earth. A homeland? To how many people was it primarily that? How many penetrated the soil with their love and imagination? We have had no peasant population to cling passionately to their few acres, throw down tenacious roots, and weave a natural poetry into their lives by invoking the little gods of creek and mountain. The land has been something to exploit, to tear out a living from and then sell at a profit. Our settlements have always had a fugitive look, with their tin roofs and rubbish-heaps. Even our towns . . . the main street cluttered with shops, the million-dollar town hall, the droves of men and women intent on nothing but buying or selling, the suburban retreats of rich drapers! Very little to show the presence of a people with a common purpose or a rich sense of life.

    If Australia had no more character than could be seen on its surface, it would be annihilated as surely and swiftly as those colonial outposts white men built for their commercial profit in the East — pretentious facades of stucco that looked imposing as long as the wind kept from blowing. But there is an Australia of the spirit, submerged and not very articulate, that is quite different from these bubbles of old-world imperialism. Born of the lean loms of the country itself, of the dreams of men who came here to form a new society, of hard conflicts in many fields, it has developed a toughness all its own. Sardonic, idealist, tongue-tied perhaps, it is the Australia of all who truly belong here. When you are away, it takes on a human image, an image that emerges, brown and steady-eyed from the background of dun cliffs, treed bushlands, and tawny plains. More than a generation ago, it found voice in the writings of Lawson, O’Dowd, Bedford, and Tom Collins: it has become even more aware of itself since. And it has something to contribute to the world. Not emphatically in the arts as yet, but in arenas of action, and in ideas for the creation of that egalitarian democracy that will have to be the basis of all civilised societies in the future.

    This is the Australia we are called upon to save. Not merely the mills and mines, and the higgledy-piggledy towns that have grown up along the coast: not the assets we hold or the debts we owe. For even if we were conquered by the Japanese, some sort of normal life would still go on. You cannot wipe out a nation of seven million people, or turn them all into wood-and-water joeys. Sheep would continue to be bred, wheat raised; there would be work for the shopkeeper, the clerk, the baker, the butcher. Not everyone could be employed pulling Japanese gentlemen about in rickshaws.

    Some sort of comfort might even be achieved by the average man under Japanese dominance; but if anyone believes life would be worth living under the terms offered, he is not worth saving. There is no hope for him unless a breath of the heroic will around him stirs him to come out of the body of this death. Undoubtedly we have a share of the decadent elements that have proved a deadly weakness in other countries — whisperers, fainthearts, near-fascists, people who have grown rotten through easy living; and these are often people who have had power in the past and now feel it falling away from them. We will survive according to our swiftness in pushing them into the background and liberating the people of will, purpose, and intensity; those who are at one with Australia’s spirit and are capable of moulding the future.

    I believe we will survive; that what is significant in us will survive; that we will come out of this struggle battered, stripped to the bone, but in a wider world than the one we lived in hitherto. These are great, tragic days. Let us accept them stoically, and make every yard of Australian earth a battle-station.

    If patriotism was the order of the day, however, Australia First was not. In the very month in which the ‘Crisis Number’ appeared, the police swooped on the Australia First crew and their sympathizers, Ingamells included. Stephensen and several others were interned under the War Precautions Act. Nevertheless, the quest for a national sense of belonging, of identification with the land, remained an important motif in Australian intellectual and literary life. Often, as in the following essay, the search led back to Aboriginal culture.

    Number 2, 1943

    Steps into the Dream-time

    A. P. ELKIN

    The Port Jackson–Lower Hawkesbury region of New South Wales is famous for its aboriginal rock ‘carvings.’ Each of the numerous ‘galleries’ usually consists of a series of outline-engravings on a horizontal surface. These depict one or more marsupials, birds, fish or reptiles, native weapons and implements and ritual symbols. The most important figure, however, represents the cult-hero and culture-giver of the tribe. He it is who made the natural features of the region, gave life to its fauna and flora, endowed human beings with their implements and weapons, taught them their laws and instituted their rites and ceremonies. He is now in the sky, where he can be visited by the initiated men of the highest degree, the ‘wise men,’ generally called by us medicine-men. He takes an interest in what men do, especially in their ritual. Indeed, the ritual ground which is marked either by permanent or temporary symbols depicted on the rock, earth or trees, represents the sky-world, his world, that is, his presence.

    Moreover, in the ritual, by appropriate ‘dressing,’ by chanting the myths, and by contemplating and even touching the representation of the hero and other symbols, the initiated man becomes identified with him, the source of life in the past, present and future.

    One of the most interesting symbols on the rock galleries or ‘trading boards,’ consists of a series of foot-tracks. In some cases these are only small holes, heel or toe marks, but in others are obviously foot tracks. In a few ‘galleries,’ the latter, being larger than human feet, are referred to by some recorders as mundowi, spirit-tracks. Actually in all cases, be they large or small, definite foot-tracks or less determinate marks, they represent, or indeed are, the steps taken by the hero of the cult (‘lodge’) in that place, as he performed some act or endured suffering, perhaps death, which is now of ritual importance.

    The significance of the tracks is associated with the pattern and function of all ritual. This is 1) to re-enact the past, that is an event in the life of the cult-hero; 2) to pre-enact the future, which the present actor desires for himself and which is the same future as that experienced by the cult-hero; and 3) to gain moral courage and life in the present and immediate future. The basis of these ‘blessings’ is the identification of the actor with the cult-hero; and the outward means and sign of the inward and moral identification is to perform ritually what the hero himself did, and which has become of ritual, that is, life-giving significance. This includes following literally in his steps towards, and across, and from, the ceremonial ground. In this way, the actions and thoughts of the ‘actor,’ the participant in the cult, follow the sequence of the occurrences in the hero’s experience. Thus is the efficacy of the ritual ensured.

    The footprints are frequently irregular, because the hero was suffering and stumbling blindly unto death when reaching his sanctuary. Moreover, the newly initiated, when being shown the ‘gallery’ for the first time, is led blindfolded and walks with uncertain and irregular steps like the hero in his sufferings. In fact, he is guided along the hero’s tracks. They are the steps to death, or rather through death. For just as the hero was not holden of death, so, too, the candidate, being killed in the ritual, is raised to life, or born again. He is now a new creature, with strength to live a man’s life, to obey the tribal laws, and to perform the life-giving rites on which the vitality of the tribe and of nature depends.

    Every aboriginal sanctuary must be approached by the track made by the great hero or heroes of the ‘dream-time.’ This is so whether that track be marked by permanent foot-prints or not. The route is taught to the worthy, and to them, the cult-hero is, indeed, ‘the way.’ Although an aborigine knows quite well the direction and location of a site sanctified by the mythological and symbolical presence of the hero, he will, if necessary, spend much time looking for the landmarks, until he is certain that he can approach by the heroic and mythological path. By this approach, identification with the hero is begun. It becomes complete when the individual, having duly ‘prepared’ himself, takes his place in the ritual. For the time being, he is no longer himself. He is the hero himself As a result, the life and power of the hero flows through him to the world around.

    The ritual path leads the aborigine into the world of the past; from it come the sanctions for his behavior to-day and also his hopes for the future. In other words, they are not merely backward-pointing. The heroes were great adventurers, performers of great exploits, who were ready to cope with any emergency, including death. Consequently, those who become identified with them are endued with determination and courage to face new situations. Thus inspired, the tribal leaders have modified old customs and institutions or adopted new ones, and have led their groups now here, now there. But each change and migration has, in course of time, become sanctioned and sanctified by mythology, that is, by the cult-hero. The myth of this hero of the ‘dream-time’ is like an ever-lengthening chain, and those who provide the additional links are the custodians of the tribal mythology themselves. And why not? They are the representatives, even the ‘incarnations’ of the cult-heroes. They are the link with the ‘eternal dream-time,’ and on ritual occasions, are the myth in action.

    To the aborigines, those foot-prints, those mythological paths, are not simply relics, fossils or memorials of an age long past. They are steps into a present, of which the past and future are but phases. In aboriginal philosophy, as in dreaming, the limitations of time and space do not exist. They live in the ‘eternal now,’ in all the richness of its experience and the inspiration of its conviction.

    Our Steps?

    What about ourselves? Have we any steps which lead us to our ‘eternal dream-time,’ to that sanctuary of thought, sentiment, and inspiration, whatever be its outward form, where the manifold streams of our country’s past flow again in us — blood of our blood, thought of our thought; — and where, too, the future is already present, so that we may step out boldly even into the night, knowing that the ‘heavenly city’ with its perpetual light can be brought down to earth? If our answer be ‘no,’ it is obvious that we have not yet fashioned an Australian culture, with a tradition which is a ground of hope, and a goal which will sanctify our traditions. Perhaps we are not yet sure where our ‘eternal dream-time’ is, and our steps are uncertain, with no guiding hand to direct us to the place of vision! It may be that we are pondering whether it lies in the eastern Mediterranean in the sanctuary of Plato and Virgil, of Homer and Lucretius; or in the more northern lands, in the ‘gallery’ of Marx, Engels, and Lenin, or perhaps Trotski; or in a land across the Pacific, in the ledgers of business triumphant; or even in those small northern ancestral islands, in the pages of Shakespeare and John Bunyan, of the Areopagitica and the Authorized Version.

    Culture, however, is a people’s continuing response to its own environment — not to conditions of another time and place, however great and ennobling. We cannot fly with borrowed plumes nor run with artificial legs. Our literature and art in all its forms, like our ways of living, our politics and our religion, are vital elements in that complete whole we call culture. It must express our character, and not another’s. It must be our response to Australia — the expression and means of our living together in our own land.

    The elements of a great myth are in our heritage. Let the myth-makers arise and express them in such a way that they will become an integral and dynamic part of our life from childhood to death. We have our heroes and our epics, no less wonderful and inspiring because their setting is Australia and their period the past 150 years, or because, to the people of the time, there seldom came the vision that anything of cultural or national significance was being done in their midst.

    Think of those simple but stout-hearted folk who ventured for four months and more across the world in sailing ships to begin life afresh in a strange land, not to fill a ready-made niche there, but to carve out one on plain or mountain, along the coast or in the interior, pushing out a little further than their predecessors, looking for a land of promise! Men and women, and even children; educated and uneducated; alike they ventured and toiled to reclaim a continent where we can plan a society of the just and good and free! Why are they not the subjects of epic-myths as powerful as those of Abraham and Lot, of Moses and the children of Israel? They, too, crossed Jordan and redeemed a land and a heritage for those that should come after them. But do we tell their deeds as a sacred duty, and seek to be one in spirit with them, so that we, following their examples, shall step out, ever onwards, beyond the confines of our material, social and intellectual settlement, seeking the new Jerusalem?

    And what powerful symbols of determination, endurance, leadership and faith many of the explorers could be to us, if instead of ‘debunking’ them because of human frailties, we ‘heroized’ them for what they did, for the powers and virtues which they manifested, in cutting the tracks for us and seeking pastures for our flocks and herds. What great myths would grow up around these culture-heroes, if they had been aborigines! To them would be ascribed the making of the natural features which they discovered, and incident after incident would be preserved in myth and ritual and constantly conned over as inspiration for the present, thus making these heroes a potent cultural force. Surely we will do no less!

    Of course, there are also other tracks into our ‘dream-time’ — tracks first blazed by men and women venturing and struggling for free institutions, for social and industrial justice, for knowledge and for art. They too, when the vision comes, will be seen to lead, as through gates of pearl, into our city of life.

    And above all, there is Australia itself — Australia whom so few Australians know, for they have not crossed the Dividing Range — formerly the barrier and beckoning challenge to the discovery of unknown geographical and material possibilities, and which even now calls us to cross and experience for ourselves the spiritual riches of a vast quiet land, where in contemplation of the ‘eternal dream-time,’ strength, vision and contentment are found.

    Finally, let us have no doubts. We shall know when we have found the path into our ‘eternal dream-time,’ with its life-giving myths and traditions. For we shall realize that we are not retreating into a time that is no more, nor into a phantasy, safe from the angular facts of daily life. On the contrary we shall be irresistibly drawn on by the vision of what has been and can be, and indeed, already is. Our task will be to express it, to work it into our national life, and to do so in the spirit of adventure and conviction. In that spirit we shall place our feet firmly in the heroic steps, and go forward to build an Australia, not only economically just, democratically free, educationally wise and morally strong, but also culturally alive — an Australia in which we shall live out our ‘dream-time’ myths, sharing them with all men of vision, courage and truth. Thus, from within, will come the ‘new order,’ the city of life.

    Alongside this continuing search for a touchstone of national consciousness, Meanjin also evinced a sharp awareness of international developments., both political and cultural. Christesen was an eclectic reader, and often garnished the magazine with well-chosen quotations from his favourite authors. Perhaps his youthful nationalism was also tempered by the influence of Nina Maximov, a university tutor of White Russian background, whom he had married at the beginning of 1942. But there were also larger forces at work. By the end of 1942 the immediate military threat to Australia was over, and in spite of rationing and the presence of large numbers of American troops, for many Australians life had returned to something approaching normality.

    Meanjin, too, began to settle down a little. From the beginning of 1943, the slim bi-monthly became a plumper quarterly. The crusading nationalism of the early issues was increasingly leavened by a closer attention to aesthetic questions. Here, Christesen was fortunate enough to bring into his stable a genuinely fierce literary critic, in the person of A. D. Hope, then a little-known lecturer at Sydney Teachers College. Hope’s uncompromising literary standards and lively prose style quickly made a mark. Here he reviews four Jindyworobak publications: Content are the Quiet Ranges and Unknown Land, by Rex Ingamells, and Their Seven Stars Unseen and The Australian Dream, by Ian Mudie.
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From: Corroboree on Parnassus

    A. D. HOPE

    The latest work of Mr. Ingamells and Mr. Mudie does not differ much from their earlier verse in theme, theory or method, though Mr. Ingamells is now writing a little better, and Mr. Mudie a little worse. I have the same feeling with Mr. Ingamells that I have when I see. a man striving hopelessly to extricate a bogged car. Here is a fellow man in a fix. Let’s give him a hand. Mr. Ingamells is plainly a decent man unequal to the task he has set himself. He has a small poetic talent which has grown with each volume he has published. He has a deep sympathy with the aboriginal of whom he writes and a considerable incapacity to understand the aborigines’ world owing to the fact that he cannot understand his own. He has a great deal of genuine love for and observation of the country he lives in. He is capable, as many of the poems in these two volumes show, of pleasant and sometimes moving poems of observation and imagination on these themes. But his treatment of his subjects is at its best when it is merely ornamental. As soon as he begins to be an apostle of the cultural Renaissance, it becomes evident that his whole social doctrine is the produce of an uncritical and uninformed mind. Unknown Land, his latest analysis of Australia’s cultural problem, shows Mr. Ingamells indulging in a kind of head-line thinking similar to that which solves all social problems by attributing them to the machinations of the Catholics or the Jews. For all that I enjoy Mr. Ingamells’ verse when he is dealing with subjects within his capacity.

    With Mr. Mudie, on the other hand, I have the feeling of watching a happy drunk lurching on the edge of the platform in front of an oncoming express train. Mr. Mudie is so intoxicated with his vision of the Australia that will be, that he pays no attention to the powerful sweep of that great machine as it is and to its real direction. All his poems have the one theme, the renaissance of Australian culture and the emergence of a self-conscious nation of Australians. Most of his verse is apt to be rhetorical and even oratorical, and the long prize poem, The Australian Dream, in spite of a few good images and in spite of its burning sincerity, is too full of versified political jargon. His shorter poems on the whole are better poetry — though like Mr. Ingamells in his worse moments, Mr. Mudie’s obsession with culture makes it almost impossible for him to produce examples of it. This I think is the fundamental mistake of these two old men of thejindy tribe. Culture is not produced by writing about it, and that is all they have done so far. They are liable to wake up one day and find that some Australian who never heard of culture in his life has jumped their claim and worked it while they were still marching round singing their Jindy version of Onward Christian Soldiers, and trying to organise a proper gold rush.

    And, in a different mood, we have Nettie Palmer recognizing that the war is effectively over, and contemplating the future with remarkable prescience.
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From: Australia — an International Unit

    NETTIE PALMER

    When, as Bernard O’Dowd put it in a famous and unsuperseded sonnet, Sailor Time dredged up a new, last sea-thing, and it was Australia, did Time do well? Or would he have done better to sink this island back into its sea? This question has to be looked at every little while. What is the human value of this last Continent, which stepped straight into the age of industry, world-communications, world-wars, and accepted them all? Its very name is a synthetic product, not a hundred and fifty years old; so is its constitution, still newer. Australia as a white man’s country lacks all antiquities of civilisation (ruined castles, primitive folk-songs, traditional law). Instead of these, we have had the possible benefits of a new start, virgin pages, and the future for our own to make or ruin. Can we use them?

    These questionings haunt us in normal years. Perhaps any significant work in the arts, plastic or verbal, has been mainly an attempt to provide an answer, to meet this challenge. A new country that is merely an imitation of its predecessors, that discovers no new thoughts and forms, that contributes nothing to the meaning of the world — would it deserve to exist?

    At the present time the questions do not so much haunt us as shout at us from the skies. This country of ours — how does she stand; where is the Napper Tandy to tell us the truth? We are in the fifth year of this war. Sometimes, as the war drags its slow length along, we see no breaks in our experience of it, even as onlookers; but this year, 1944, seems to make us take a long breath, even if it is the climax. We see now that this country of ours, this last sea-thing, has been virtually saved from invasion. The tide touched it, the fiery rain scorched it, and then incredibly withdrew. Ah, we know it was no accident, that withdrawal; we know that tide is still being held back as if by a human dyke made of the strength and agony of human bodies. But the fact is that the country is physically above the tide. And how does she stand?

    It is time for stock-taking, as never before. In stock-taking, though, the auditors need the books to be produced. The ‘books’? Yes, and in this case the significant examples of the written word, the spoken word, the collective thought and utterance of Australia in paint and sound and design. In no country could it be more difficult to get all the facts in these matters; each generation falls away and is in turn forgotten. Responsible historical summaries are now slowly appearing; patterns and periods are beginning to be discovered, such as the resurgent nineties, the complacent 1920’s . . . All these have to be included in any current understanding, but there is much to impede this. There are among us, endemic, those who from their attitude have been described as cultured Philistines. Their culture is entirely a borrowed thing, their Philistinism is shown in regard to the world as they see it in Melbourne or Cairns — a contempt for all signs of mental or artistic vigour; a pride in knowing nothing of our past. To me this variety of pride is incomprehensible: to rejoice because the country you belong to has not contributed at all to the thought of the world, not done its ‘bit’ . . .

    Those of us who are anxious that our country should deserve to float about the tide have various reasons for our belief in her present, and more important, her future. Each of us has a special experience, a special standpoint, a mental habit of our own. For a long time my own chief interests have been international literature, and, in consequence, our own literature and its contribution. At present I seem to see where the tributary meets the river. For many years Australians have been told they were isolated from the world, therefore unimportant, with nothing to be expected from them in the arts or literature. They were told their minds were full of great empty spaces; then to fill their minds a little they were offered only a fluid that came by pipe-line direct from London. Anyone who resented that restricted diet was forced to ‘aggressive Australianism,’ humorous or not. Refusing to accept or to revere English literary fashions that by the time they reached us were already old-fashioned, English reputations that were being made and unmade by the advertisements accompanying the weekly review columns, they were thrown back on an independence that amounted to literary isolationism. This was in some ways a healthy gesture — but a gesture sometimes becomes a rigid posture.

    Yet all this time there was another course possible. We had only to admit we were part of mankind. Instead of the unhealthy attitude of ‘England is writing pastoral poetry, therefore Australia is automatically reading pastoral poetry this season’ (alternatively reading, ‘therefore Australia is refusing to read pastoral poetry’), there was the third course — to find out mankind for ourselves. The strange turns of recent history have brought a large cross-section of mankind to us, in person; and have made the writings and thought of mankind more accessible. The fires that harried Europe, long before the present war began, burst open many a seed-pod and sent the seeds flying overseas. In recent decades we have become used to a variety of new citizens, with ideas and outlooks new to us. They have made it possible for us to know their literature a little. We have been more inclined to learn some of their languages, and we come to take for granted a more direct communication with countries in various stages of development — some of them, like the South American republics, being nearly as new as ourselves, and dealing with many of the same problems. We are no longer impelled to know what some coteries in London are saying about Russia or France before we begin to use our minds about Russia or France. With regards to the hopes of Free Italy or Greece, we have the direct means of access — no more or less — obtainable by all the free nations. We can be a little proud, I think, that in Australia such movements have been able to raise their flags for the future.

    This stock-taking would not begin to be valid without including the refugees from Europe and elsewhere, who, at first in bewilderment and grief, have made this country their home. Instinctively, they have made their challenges to our monolingual speech and our remnants of Victorianism; more than that, in their natural mental curiosity, they have often posed questions about our past and our social purposes, have made us see how much more is needed to be known by so very many more of us.

    The last great item in this assessment is the arrival and circulation here of overseas soldiers. The results are barely beginning to show. That is, we feel the real results will be incomparably vaster than what we see already: libraries of American books, University courses in Dutch, contacts with the literature of modern China — English, Canadian, American poets in Meanjin. Perhaps I have suggested enough. I was never good at addition. The international outlook of such an indubitably (if not aggressively) Australian organ as Meanjin seems, to me at least, a symbol of our cultural continuity, a ratification of Sailor Time’s whimsical act. . . .

  


  
    PART TWO

    FROM ERN MALLEY TO

    TOM COLLINS


  


  
    Perhaps it is a testimony to the Australian sense of humour that two pseudonymous authors should have been at the centre of local literary debate in the 1940s and early 1950s. Tom Collins, the ‘author’ and left-footed narrator of Joseph Furphy’s Such Is Life (1903), was a standing parody of one of the staples of nineteenth-century Australian writing — the earnest treatise on life in the back-blocks, written in high literary style by some educated itinerant.

    Ern Malley was constructed half a century later, and in a more cynical spirit. The target was Max Harris, then a young Adelaide writer and editor of a self-consciously avant-garde literary magazine called Angry Penguins.

    One hectic afternoon in 1943, the poets James McAuley and Harold Stewart set out to parody everything they disliked about ‘modern’ poetry, and particularly the English ‘Apocalyptics’, with their free use of rhythm, their introspective bent, their paradoxical use of language. They then equipped the poems with a fictitious author — Ern Malley, a recently deceased mechanic and insurance salesman — and despatched them to Harris with a covering letter from Ethel Malley, sister of the deceased. Sure that he was onto a scoop, Harris published the poems in a special issue of Angry Penguins in Autumn 1944. At that point, all hell broke loose. The hoax was revealed; worse, Harris was dragged through the courts after the police decided that the poems were pornographic.

    The hoax was gleefully reported to Clem Christesen by A.D.Hope, who was in on the plot.

    

    A. D. Hope to С. В. Christesen

    22 June 1944

    . . . I suppose by now you have heard of the super-hoax played on Maxie Harris. Two pals of mine invented Ern Malley and led Max right up a tree. After you’ve read the latest A.P. Ern Malley Special Number and reflect that it was all done by two of the conventional poets whom Max particularly despises, you will indulge in a few moments serious reflection on the terrible danger in which the editor of a literary journal lives and then you will sit back on your heels and indulge in a good horse laugh. I’ve been sitting on the bank for the last six months watching Maxie played for sucker — but of course sworn to secrecy . . . How Max will roll those great big bed-room eyes! as one of the conspirators remarked. How angry was my Penguin! Do review it in your next number. It’s the finest literary hoax since Bacon wrote Shakespeare.

    Yore luvin frend

    Jim the Penman.

    25 June 1944

    . . . As you will see a lot of fun has been had by all. I am rather pleased by the whole thing because, amusing as the hoax is itself, Stewart and McAuley have conducted it in a way which raises it above the level of a mere hoax and makes it a serious piece of criticism. I’m interested to see what Harris’s reaction to the second article will be. He will wriggle, of course, but I don’t think he can get off this hook. The method of composition is surely a final test. It was this which made it so much better than my own projected hoax which I gave up on learning of their scheme. I had planned to send him a number of similar poems but poems constructed on the surrealist plan. It was true that I wrote the whole ten in two sittings of an hour each, approximately, and that they were deliberately phoney constructions but Max could simply have replied that it only proved his point about composition — whereas with Stewart and McAuley he seems to be left with no appeal to the unconscious. The Ern Malley poems are complete artifacts and it will be very difficult for Max to unsay what he has said about them. The best touch from my point of view is his coupling Ern Malley and himself as author of The Vegetative Eye. The conclusion that if one is phoney so is the other is irresistible.

    Well keep your spirits up and your head down. The bullets fly close to the ground these days.

    A.D.H.

    [Marginal addition:] I may say, in case you doubt the statement that the whole of Ern’s works were composed at a sitting that McAuley and Stewart are both remarkably apt at improvised parody and have practised it for years on a number of subjects. They are in addition remarkable blokes.

    29 June 1944

    I’ve been thinking over your suggestions about the By-Now-So-Angry Penguins and those Cruel Boys. I don’t want to review it myself. Eve said my piece about gentleman Max and his Literary Confidence tricks. I suggest that in any case we might wait to see how things develop. Probably, as you say, by August the whole box of tricks will be out of date — in any case I suppose Meanjin’s proper role is one of dignified restraint rather than a war-dance in the bowels of a prostrate rival. But it won’t do any harm to point the moral even if we don’t adorn the tale. Let me know your opinion. . . .

    

    In the event, Christesen asked the Adelaide Uterary critic Brian Elliott to comment on the affair.

    Number 2, 1944

    A Summing-Up

    BRIAN ELLIOTT GIVES ERN MALLEY DECENT BURIAL:–

    I think I may quite decorously begin by saying that I am heartily tired of Ern Malley, Ethel Malley, McAuley, Harris, Stewart, and everybody down that alley. But a summing up is certainly called for; and as I have been right at the centre of this flutter from the beginning perhaps I can do it more fittingly than anybody else at the present moment. What follows, therefore, though it may partake of a certain ennui, is at least not without the support of a considerable effort of critical thought, and I hope may do poetic justice to all the parties concerned. Whether Malley may then be allowed peacefully to rest in his urn is yet to be seen.

    Everybody in Adelaide had been talking about the poems of the great new poet, but unfortunately (in a way!) I did not see them until Angry Penguins was out. I immediately sensed a very powerful odeur de rat. My first (and I still think, in the circumstances, natural) impression was that Harris was the author. The poetic line was much less foggy than Harris’s commonly is, but I thought he was possibly trying out something new and . . . in effect, was doing just what Messrs. McAuley and Stewart set out to do, writing with his tongue practically bursting his cheek muscles to see if the fools would still crowd as before into the circle. I asked him — giving him full credit for Shakespearean allusion — whether the mystic word ‘ducdame’ might be his motto. I was wrong: Harris was fooled along with the rest; genuinely sucked in. I was fooled too, by being a little over-subtle; but no more of that. Harris didn’t write the poems, and the hoaxers declare that he was not intended to be their victim. Yet naturally, as the most vigorous voice of the Angry Penguin coterie, the parody falls most weightily on him. And as to that, it may fairly be said he deserved it thoroughly. I think they all did. What is so admirable about the whole hoax is its wonderful prophylactic value. A clean sweep with modern Australian poetry! Away with the humbug and the pretentious flutter which makes up nine-tenths of it! What can the Penguins do now, poor birds, but look about them and consider one of two other present realities besides the lilies of the psychological field?

    But the hoaxers should not be permitted to have too absolute a triumph. As newspaper stuffit came off pretty well, and they won hands down. But there is a little more to Mr. Harris and his brood than they have allowed. I think the critical situation ought to be more thoroughly aired than it has been, and I should like to see justice done (or said) on both sides.

    To begin with, the hoaxers declared that the only way to settle their doubts as to the goodness of the sort of eggs the Penguins were laying, was by experiment. If Mr. Harris had the discrimination to reject the poems they concocted, then they, and not he, would be placed in the ridiculous position. But is this so sure a test? A test of discrimination I think it is, and not a bad one; but not a test of the poetic judgment. Mr. Harris and Mr. Reed have acted with what seems to me incredible naivete in the matter of this publication, but they do not (in my opinion) stand convicted of insensibility. That is to say, I commit myself to the contention that in spite of what the authors say, the Ern Malley poems are not devoid of poetic merit. If there is merit in them, then the test was one of rational discrimination only, and was greatly confused by the presence of real poetic values to offset the absurdity of the story. This real value is something to be demonstrated, since the authors deny it; I shall come to it in a moment.

    There is another aspect of this ‘test’ which ought to be examined. The authors claim that the poems are nonsense from beginning to end. But that is not so. They themselves describe the work in another phrase as ‘a serious literary experiment.’ It is that: it certainly is that. I think highly of what poems of Mr. McAuley I have read, and reasonably well of the one or two of Mr. Stewart’s that I have seen. But nowhere else in their writing have they written (I feel) with the same genuine seriousness. There is a paradox to assimilate here, it is true: they wrote nonsense seriously. But that is definitely something that can be done, and the result is of the order of parody, literary parody.

    I do not think that the authors’ statement that they aimed at no coherent theme can therefore be taken at its face value. There is no coherent rational theme perhaps. (Actually I don’t think that is quite true either. There is a constantly recurring motive of the young poet’s frustration and sense of the obstacles to poetic realization.) But their poems are held together by the energies of their serious intention. To prove that upon the rational level they are nonsense, is not to demonstrate that they are meaningless on the poetic — unless the authors confuse the rational with the poetic. These things are not the same at all, though admittedly poetry that is rational is much easier to assimilate than poetry which is non-rational; and equally clearly, poetry of the non-rational kind is the easiest kind to imitate if (here’s the rub) nothing more is aimed at than the avoidance of reasonable statement. I am inclined to wonder if Messrs. McAuley and Stewart did not commit themselves, in their published declaration, to more than they really believe. They began, and I take it they were sincere, from the doubt that ‘we had really failed to penetrate to the inward substance of these productions.’ That is, they were open to conviction; although from another part of their statement (that ‘for some years now we have observed with distaste the gradual decay of meaning and craftsmanship in poetry’) it would seem that they had in part already made up their minds. This was not so reasonable of them as they seem to pretend. Leaving aside the question as to whether there is any conflict of logic here, or even any latent malice, it seems that they set out to prove a deficiency in reason, but used a method that was not at all likely to approach the question which they meant to enquire into; namely, the ‘inward substance’ of the Penguin poetry.

    I am here making a serious criticism of Messrs. McAuley and Stewart for their method, and for an implied lack of poetic sensibility. I am not, however, claiming that their censure was not deserved. The eggs in the Angry Penguin basket are often enough addled, and it is time someone cracked a few and cried shame. But it is important that it should be done in a way which does not smack of the philistine; and this is unfortunately one of the inescapable implications of the hoaxers’ method.

    I really think that what this parody has done has not been to demolish the ‘school’ of Penguins as the authors hoped, but merely to emphasize the old rule which ought never to have been forgotten: namely, that poetry should never desert the truth of the heart. (That sounds a little sentimental, but I distrust the word ‘sincere,’ which might mean earnest only; and it is not enough for poetry to be earnest.) The Penguin ‘school’ has produced much verse which has been merely manufactured to formula (or haphazard). This is not true, I think, of Mr. Harris’s own poetry at its best, but I should not care to commit myself to contending that it was never true . . . after all, he is still quite young and no doubt often foolish. But it does also seem to me that the Penguins (and Mr. Harris in particular) have a genuine aesthetic inspiration if they can only discipline themselves to interpret it in stricter emotional honesty. This is a severe provision. But they should realize that by electing to attempt to express the experience of beauty at a higher-than-rational plane, they have a much greater need of discipline than have the rationalists and the logicians.

    As to the poetic literary quality of Ern Malley, it may most of it be due to the simple fact that the poems were written by two competent people with the inescapable implication of their good taste. If ‘no care was taken with verse technique,’ it is difficult to see how the two Night Pieces merely happened. These, in fact, could quite well have been two separate treatments of the same agreed set of symbols in an agreed metre — but as to that I make no hazard. But whether by the purest accident, or by design unacknowledged, both of these poems reach a high order of suggestibility (in crude terminology ‘atmosphere’).

    Incidentally, the spirit of irrationality which produces two pieces so closely resembling each other in so many particulars seems to be an extremely careful and much considered irrationality; and as to the contention that the authors took no care with the verse technique, the test of that is in the ear.

    What moves me to admiration in the poem is the audacity of it. ‘The symbols were evident.’ ‘A frog makes guttural comment’ — even to punning on the name of a magazine. The iron birds with their supercilious beaks suggest to me a humour which is almost Aristophanic. That was why I felt the newspaper statement to be an anticlimax: because it reduces the genuine Aristophanic hilarity of the parody to a kind of sour academic philistinism. The evidence of the poem itself, however, conflicts; and I dare say the newspaper publicity is really best ignored for the most part (if only it weren’t so much more likely to stick than the good humour of the spirit within the poetry). . . .

    There is no doubt that this hoax has been brilliant and successful. I have my fears that it may be too successful. Much of the poetical action which is attacked is perfectly genuine, and will suffer from being discredited. There is some hope though, that, as the effects balance out, mote good than harm will have been done, if only because for the first time some elements of Australian poetry have come into sufficient prominence to be given the kind of close attention and scrutiny which is necessary before poetry can be written at all. I think the Penguins should welcome this, after their wrath has cooled a little. Because it may very likely be true that the element of falsity which Messrs. McAuley and Stewart aimed to denounce is partly there and partly not there. In other words, some of the poetry is perfectly genuine, but a great deal of it is confused and chaotic; and this condition has arrived largely because they have lacked the kind of attention which a poet must have before he can ever gain sufficient confidence in his audience really and genuinely to put himself into what he writes.

    The hope that ‘more good than harm will have been done’ proved sanguine. The Malley affair cauterized the development of modernist poetry in Australia, which was precisely the project that Christesen and his associates had initially hoped to promote.

    Yet there were lessons to be learnt from this brief tussle. After seeing Harris pilloried for an adventurous editorial decision, Christesen trod a careful path between the competing ‘traditional’ and ‘contemporary’ schools of poetry. He published many of the canonical poems of Hope and McAuley, but he also lent an ear to a large number of unknown writers, among them Judith Wright, who was Meanjin’s first secretary.

    Number 2, 1944

    For New England

    JUDITH WRIGHT

    
      Your trees, the homesick and the swarthy native,

      blow all one way to me, this southern weather

      that smells of early snow;

      And I remember

      the house closed in with sycamore and chestnut

      fighting the foreign wind.

      Here I will stay, she said; be done with the black north,

      the harsh horizon rimmed with drought.

      Planted the island there and drew it round her.

      Therefore I find in me the double tree.

      And therefore I, deserted on the wharves,

      have watched the ships fan out their web of streamers;

      those paper prayers reeled from the heart to London,

      (thinking of how the lookout at the heads

      leaned out towards the dubious rims of sea

      to find a sail blown over like a message

      you are not forgotten.)

      Or followed through the taproot of the poplar . . .

      But look, oh look, the Gothic tree’s on fire

      with blown galahs, and fuming with wild wings.

      The hard inquiring wind strikes to the bone

      and whines division.

      Many roads meet here

      in me, the traveller and the ways I travel.

      All the hills’ gathered waters feed my seas

      who am the swimmer and the mountain river;

      and the long slopes’ concurrence is my flesh

      who am the gazer and the land I stare on;

      and dogwood blooms within my winter blood,

      and orchards fruit in me and need no season.

      But sullenly the jealous bones recall

      what other earth is shaped and hoarded in them.

      Where’s home, Ulysses? Cuckolded by lewd time

      he never found again the girl he sailed from,

      but at his fireside met the islands waiting

      and died there, twice a stranger.

      Wind, blow through me

      till the nostalgic candles of laburnum

      fuse with the dogwood in a single flame

      to touch alight these sapless memories.

      Then will my land turn sweetly from the plough

      and all my pastures rise as green as spring.

    

    Number 1, 1945

    Dust

    JUDITH WRIGHT

    
      This sick dust, spiralling with the wind,

      is harsh as grief’s taste in our mouths

      and has eclipsed the small sun.

      The remnant earth turns evil,

      the steel-shocked land has turned against the plough

      and runs with wind all day; and all night

      sighs in our sleep against the windowpane.

      Wind was kinder once, carrying cloud

      like a waterbag on his shoulder; sun was kinder,

      hardening the good wheat brown as a strong man.

      Earth was kinder, suffering fire and plough,

      breeding the unaccustomed harvest.

      Leaning in our doorway together

      watching the birdcloud shadows,

      the fleetwing windshadows travel our clean wheat

      we thought ourselves rich already.

      We counted the beautiful money

      and gave it in our hearts to the child asleep,

      who must never break his body

      against the plough and the stubborn rock and tree.

      But the wind rises; but the earth rises,

      running like an evil river; but the sun grows small,

      and when we turn to each other, our eyes are dust

      and our words dust.

      Dust has overtaken our dreams that were

      wider and richer than wheat under the sun,

      and war’s eroding gale scatters our sons

      with a million other grains of dust.

      O sighing at the blistered door, darkening the evening star,

      the dust accuses. Our dream was the wrong dream,

      our strength was the wrong strength.

      Weary as we are, we must make a new choice,

      a choice more difficult than resignation,

      more urgent than our desire of rest at the end of the day.

      We must prepare the land for a difficult sowing,

      a long and hazardous growth of a strange bread,

      that our sons’ sons may harvest and be fed.

    

    Number 2, 1945

    The Incarnation of Sirius

    JAMES MCAULEY

    
      In that age, the great anagram of God

      Had bayed the planets from the rounds they trod,

      And gathered the stars into a shining nation

      Like restless birds that flock before migration.

      For the millennial impulse of new flight

      Resolved the antinomy that fixed their light;

      And, echoing in the troubled soul of Earth

      Quickened a woman there to bring to birth

      What scarce was human: a rude avatar

      That glistened with the enclosed wrath of a star.

      The woman died in pangs, before she kissed

      The monstrous form of God’s antagonist.

      But at its showing forth, the poets cried

      In a strange tongue; hot mouths prophesied

      The coolness of the bloody vintage-drops:

      ‘Let us be drunk at least, when the world stops!’

      Anubis-headed, the heresiarch

      Sprang to a height, fire-sinewed in the dark,

      And his ten fingers, bracketed on high,

      Were a blazing candelabra in the sky.

      The desert lion antiphonally roared;

      The tiger’s sinews quivered like a chord;

      Man smelt the blood beneath his brother’s skin

      And in a loving hate the sword went in

      And then the age sank, bloody and aborted.

      The stars that with rebellion had consorted

      Fled back in silence to their former stations.

      Over the giant face of dreaming nations

      The centuries-thick coverlet was drawn.

      Still on the huddled shape Aldebaran

      Glittered with its sad alternate fire:

      Blue as of memory, red as of desire.

    

    Number 2, 1947

    Heldensagen

    A. D. HOPE

    
      Pop-eye my hero, Everyman my refuge,

      Ahab within mad master of my craft,

      My instinct Noah, safest on his wet raft

      And only bed-wrecked in the bibulous deluge.

      My evening bus seeks out her northwest passage

      And I my hero in the comic strip.

      In every age the hero has taken ship

      Away from the Newer Deal, the Nobler Message.

      Commercial travellers’ tales from a slick Munchausen;

      Plastic milleniums of the technocrat;

      The tribal psychologist pulling out of my hat

      His portrait of Mansoul as a bottled abortion;

      Admirals with power to organise my search

      For Ithaca through this ten years monstrous dream:–

      To all Messiahs the same reply: I am

      Sinbad and on this Roc you build no church!

    

    Number 3, 1948

    On a Tapestry

    ROSEMARY DOBSON

    
      ‘And in whose eyes I drown,’ the Lady said.

      Her thoughts unspoken beat upon my ears,

      Compounded of all elegance and grace,

      Blown by the wind, she swayed, her hands entwined,

      Viewing beyond the lilies and the trees

      The limitless horizons of her grief.

      The unicorn was pensive at her side,

      The lion heraldic on a coral sea.

      ‘And for whose words I die,’ the Lady cried.

      The longing turned her body half away

      And in that curve was all her grief expressed.

      Behind her reared the towers of all the world,

      Hill upon hill of battlements and spires —

      The disregarded riches of her life.

      A bird above her preened its crimson beak

      And apples hung like bells upon a tree.

      ‘Whose I am utterly,’ the Lady said.

      The wind behind the arras stirred the folds,

      I saw the truth of joy upon her lips,

      The eagerness with which her body turned,

      And in a dream it seemed she spoke to me,

      ‘In loving is my sum of happiness.’

      ‘Oh, all the sadness in the world —’ I cried

      Who loved not, whether loved or unbeloved.

    

    Number 3, 1949

    Waiting for a Train

    BRIAN VREPONT

    
      Looking from Milson’s Point station

      To Pyrmont, over a harbour water,

      Pyrmont is a pastel of sleepy tones.

      First to the eye the Sierra

      Of glued terraces — weathered

      Old umber in young sunlight,

      Stretching uphill, and oil tanks

      In a spread of mould;

      These lead to a steep street-slope,

      Deserted of movement save

      The sunlight strolling;

      Deeper and unurgent the dense

      Houses pointed by a chimney stack

      Breathing black in morning’s face;

      A distant church spire

      Fingers the sky, on the horizon

      A green pencil line of sea;

      Sharp in the foreground of my train —

      Three ships — one a mere curved smudge,

      One scarlet bellybanded and funnelled,

      The third with yellow,

      The three tethered to a nebulous wharf.

    

    Meanwhile, Christesen had also begun to publish short stories. Though fiction was no great feature of the magazine at this stage, the temper of some of the best short stories that appeared in its pages during the 1940s anticipated a theme that was to become very important in the following decade: a concern to engage with working-class life and culture.

    

    Dal Stivens to С. В. Christesen

    Department of information,

    Melbourne,

    18 December 1944

    . . . I must say I was disappointed you thought the two stories slight. . . . Somewhere between mythology and reality the real Trumper is lost. The average Australian is very close to poetry when he talks of his sporting heroes — and kelpie dogs.

    I don’t think one should have preconceived lines into which the short prose work should be fitted. . . . The whole thing that matters is whether the short prose work succeeds in evoking an emotion economically. . . .

    When I read a short prose work my only concern is not what I think the writer ought to do but what did he try to do and to what extent has he succeeded.

    There! I’ve got it out of my system. But this word ‘slight’ is always guaranteed to set me off; I got it so much in my younger days from editors who turned down stories I knew to be good — and who, after London critics had approved and time had broadened their judgement, then wanted stories. These were largely commercial magazine editors and not over-intelligent.

    You and your paper, of course, are in a different category.

    Number 1, 1945

    The Man who Bowled Victor Trumper

    DAL STIVENS

    Ever hear how I bowled Victor Trumper for a duck? he asked.

    — No, I said.

    — He was a beautiful bat, he said. He had wrists like steel and he moved like a panther. The ball sped from his bat as though fired by a cannon.

    The three of us were sitting on the verandah of the pub at Yerranderie in the Burragorang Valley in the late afternoon. The sun fell full on the fourteen hundred foot sandstone cliff behind us but the rest of the valley was already dark. A road ran past the pub and the wheeltracks were eighteen inches deep in the hard summer-baked road.

    — There was a batsman for you, he said.

    He was a big fat man with a chin like a cucumber. He had worked in the silver mines at Yerranderie. The last had closed in 1928 and for a time he had worked in the coal mines further up the valley and then had retired on a pension and a half an inch of good lung left.

    — Dust in my lungs, he said. All my own fault. The money was good. Do you know, if I tried to run a hundred yards I’d drop dead.

    The second man was another retired miner but he had all his lungs. He had a hooked nose and had lost the forefinger and thumb of his right hand.

    Before they became miners, they said, they had tried their hand at many jobs in the bush.

    — Ever hear how I fought Les Darcy? the big fat man asked.

    — No, I said.

    — He was the best fighter we have ever had in Australia. He was poetry in action. He had a left that moved like quicksilver.

    — He was a great fighter, I said.

    — He was like a Greek god, said the fat man reverently.

    We sat watching the sun go down. Just before it dipped down beside the mountain it got larger and we could look straight at it. In no time it had gone.

    — Ever hear how I got Vic. Trumper?

    — No, I said. Where did it happen?

    — It was in a match up at Bourke. Tibby Cotter was in the same team. There was a man for you. His fastest ball was like a thunderbolt. He was a bowler and a half.

    — Yes, I said.

    — You could hardly see the ball after it left his hand. They put two lots of matting down when he came to Bourke so he wouldn’t kill anyone.

    — I never saw him, I said, but my father says he was very fast.

    — Fast! says the fat man. He was so fast you never knew anything until you heard your wicket crash. In Bourke he split seven stumps and we had to borrow the school kids’ set.

    It got cold and we went into the bar and ordered three rums which we drank with milk. The miner who had all his lungs said:

    — I saw Tibby Cotter at the Sydney Cricket Ground and the Englishmen were scared of him.

    — He was like a tiger as he bounded up to bowl, said the big fat man.

    — He had even Ranji bluffed, said the other miner. Indians have special eyesight, but it wasn’t enough to play Tibby.

    We all drank together and ordered again. It was my shout.

    — Ever hear about the time I fought Les Darcy? the big fat man asked me.

    — No, I said.

    — There wasn’t a man in his weight to touch him, said the miner who had all his lungs. When he moved his arm you could see the muscles ripple across his back.

    — When he hit them you could hear the crack in the back row of the Stadium, said the fat man.

    — They poisoned him in America, said the other miner.

    — Never gave him a chance, said the fat man.

    — Poisoned him like a dog, said the other.

    — It was the only way they could beat him, said the fat man. There wasn’t a man at his weight that could live in the same ring as Les Darcy.

    The barmaid filled our glasses up again and we drank a silent toast. Two men came in. One was carrying a hurricane lantern. The fat man said the two men always came in this night for a drink and that the tall man in the rain coat was the caretaker at one of the derelict mines.

    — Ever hear about the kelpie bitch I had once? said the fat man. She was as intelligent and wide awake as you are. She almost talked. It was when I was droving.

    The fat miner paid this time.

    — There isn’t a dog in the bush to touch a kelpie for brains, said the miner with the hooked nose and the fingers short.

    — Kelpies can do almost anything but talk, said the fat man.

    — Yes, I said. I have never had one but I have heard my father talk of one that was wonderful for working sheep.

    — All kelpies are beautiful to watch working sheep but the best was a little bitch I had at Bourke, said the fat man. Ever hear how I bowled Victor Trumper for a duck?

    — No, I said. But what about this kelpie?

    — I could have got forty quid for her any time for the asking, said the fat miner. I could talk about her all day. Ever hear about the time I forgot the milk for her pups? Sold each of the pups later for a tenner.

    — You can always get a tenner for a good kelpie pup, said the miner who had all his lungs.

    — What happened when you forgot the pups’ milk? I said.

    — It was in the bucket, the fat miner said, and the pups couldn’t reach it. I went into the kitchen and the bitch was dipping her tail in the milk bucket and then lowering it to the pups. You can believe that or not, as you like.

    — I believe you, I said.

    — I don’t, said the other miner.

    — What, you don’t believe me! cried the fat miner, turning to the other. Don’t you believe I bowled Victor Trumper for a duck? Don’t you believe I fought Les Darcy? Don’t you believe a kelpie could do that?

    — I believe you bowled Vic. Trumper for a duck, said the other. I believe you fought Les Darcy. I believe a kelpie would do that.

    The fat miner said: You had me worried for a minute. I thought you didn’t believe I had a kelpie like that.

    — That’s it, said the miner who had all his lungs. I don’t believe you had a kelpie like that.

    — You tell me who had a kelpie like that if I didn’t, the fat miner said.

    — I’ll tell you, said the miner with the hooked nose. You never had a kelpie like that, but I did. You’ve heard me talk about that little bitch many times.

    They started getting mad with each other then so I said:

    — How did you get Vic. Trumper for a duck?

    — There was a batsman for you, said the fat man. He used a bat like a sword and he danced down the wicket like a panther.

    Number 3, 1946

    Absentee

    MONA BRAND

    Now what does the clock show? Only three! Still two hours of it! Two hours that are like a hill you have to climb over with a ton on your back. Don’t let the hours be piled into a hill — let them be a straight slope you can go running down fast. The machines are making the noise of a train, of an express train, streaming down the long, straight rails. You be a passenger — you be a girl riding on a fast train.

    Of course there’s no seat for you on the train, but you can walk up and down. As much as you like you can walk up and down. Certainly when you’re on a train you don’t have to be tying together the broken threads, and you don’t have to watch the spindles and the bobbins with their whizz, whizz, whizzing rhythm. Don’t you think about the spindles. You think of what’s outside the train window — the trees and the green grass and the smoke coming up out of the chimneys.

    Easily you can think of the smoke because of this fluff all about you — this fluff that comes up off the machines and floats through the mill and all around you, clinging to your face and your clothes and your hair — to your fine, free, shining, golden hair.

    You’re Lana Turner, and you’re on a vacation — you’re going down South. You’re going deep down over the border to the orange groves and the palm trees and the long, full summer.

    Oh, but there’s a hand, and it’s holding on to the time — it’s a hard hand!

    But you, you at the tall machine with your running and tying — why don’t you snatch a fistful of life? Wrench yourself free of the whizzing and tying. You can creep out from under this roof that stoops down over your life. Go out into the free air, and walk over the yard slowly, to the tin shed, and the only haven. But you’ve got to ask the foreman, and he’ll say, ‘What, again?’ Not that you mind what he says, the old fish-face.

    Go now! But wait — don’t go now — because, look at the boss coming through. His sad, tired face looks down, because he doesn’t want to be coming through, but he has to and now he’s talking to Fish-face. It’s warm and smooth with a faster rhythm, and time leaps on. The boss drags down the big hand of the clock, because you can look at his clothes which are thick and grey and good. You can stare at the warp and the weft standing out in their squares. And he’s got a broad back, and he’s so close you can touch him.

    He’s gone now; there’s a machine where he was, and time’s like a sea that’s closed over the place where he was. Oh, this isn’t a job, this running and tying! It isn’t a job because it hasn’t an end. You can never say to yourself, ‘Now I’ve done that much — that’s good.’ You just go on and you go on. You tie up the threads that get broken; that’s all. Every thread you tie up is a bit of time you’ve tied up. All day you’ve been tying up time.

    What a life! What a life for Lana Turner! What a life for the girl with the fine, free, shining, golden hair.

    Why not go out and get yourself a drink now? Why not go out and put your mouth under the tap and turn on the sharp water? They can’t stop you turning on water. Everybody turns on water. Everybody but Fish-face. And then when you’ve turned on the water, and come back, of course it will be a bit later, and a bit later, and a bit later. And the lateness will climb up in a high point, and stretch to five o’clock and touch the whistle. And a blast of the whistle will shatter the machines, and they’ll murmur and stop, and then you can go home.

    And now you can go home, because here it is — the whistle. This is what you wanted, isn’t it? You wanted to go home. Off you go and punch the clock. Give it a hard punch — give it a punch to go on with. You’re in a hurry, you are. You’ve got to catch a train.

    Look at the night. The wind blows needles of rain in your face. It’s cold and fast and it hurts and you rather like it. In the grey street, with the dark coming on, the lights look like moons. Misty and yellow they look, with a soft edge dimming out of them.

    You’d better hurry, Lana. Remember who’s calling at your apartment tonight? Of course there’ll be Larry, and perhaps there’ll be The Kid — poor Kid. You’ll have to be putting them off, Lana. You’ve got a date with Someone Else. ‘Now please don’t be silly, Larry . . . and . . . I’m sorry, Kid.’

    That noise you can hear — that’s the train. It gets crowded down the line, and now there’s all this mob from the mill getting on. Don’t let them push you about, those boys. Don’t look at the boys. Don’t look at the boy with the oily hair and the pimpled face. You’re shy when it comes to boys. Look the other way, get in another carriage; get on your own.

    Now you’re in and you’re standing in a crowd, but you’re on your own. The train swings and jerks so you’d better hold on. Now, where were you? Oh, yes — Larry. ‘Larry, you’re not to be stupid, please. Why, of course I like you, I’ve always said I like you — but not ‘like that.’ You know how it is, don’t you, Kid — or do I have to explain?

    Just down the hill and you’ll be home. It seems years since you left home, and you’re hungry. What is it for dinner tonight? But you don’t have to wonder, do you? Sausages again. It’s always sausages. There’s something wrong with your mum, and she can only think of sausages. And she’s left the gate open and the children will be up the street, and you’ll have to go and get them. As if you didn’t have enough to do without running all over the streets after a couple of kids. But they’re not out after all; they’re home. That’s Stanme you can hear yelling. You’ll give him something to yell for, won’t you? You’d like to, anyway. You’d like to give Valerie a piece of your mind too. Valerie’s getting a big girl, and nobody cares about Valerie. Your mum doesn’t care. Your mum doesn’t care about this family at all since your dad cleared out.

    You’d better put your nose in the kitchen and say hello to your mum. You’d better ask if you can help dish up. You needn’t wait to hear if she says yes — you’d better ask her, though.

    She’s thought of sausages. And it’s full of steam and smell and frying, the kitchen is. Look at the sideboard mirror — it’s clouded over. Wipe off the mist and the steam with your hankie. Wipe off a circle big enough to see yourself, wipe off a big circle.

    Look at you. This is you. So you thought you were Lana Turner? What, with your straight black hair, and your face like a white pie, and your eyes like heavy grapes?

    Turn your back on the mirror — it will get misted again, and then you can be Lana Turner — Lana with Larry coming, and The Kid; Lana with a date to keep — with Someone Else.

    You ought to ask your mum if she’d like to go to the pictures too. You know she’ll say yes. That’s why you won’t ask her, because you know she’ll say yes. She’ll interrupt you all the time. She won’t let you be Lana Turner. Well, anyway, you’d better wash up. You’d better scrape up the dishes, and pour on the water, and watch the steam rise. Don’t make yourself late with the dishwater and the grease and the steam rising.

    You’re not very late; they still have some single seats — and it’s warm inside. It’s dark and warm and the war’s on the screen. The seats are soft and there’s a carpet, and maybe your feet will dry off, and maybe when you go out, maybe it won’t be raining.

    It is, though; it’s still raining. And you’ve seen yourself in the foyer mirror. Oh, what a blob you are with your black hair and your white face and your eyes like heavy grapes! Because, in America everybody is young and beautiful, and they wear furs and full gowns, and diamond flower-shapes are in their hair, and they live in white houses, and they go places, and everybody loves them. Yes, everybody loves everybody in America. And there’s Uncle Sam, and he loves everybody, and everybody loves Uncle Sam, and nobody gets up to breakfast, because there’s a black maid, and she brings it in on a tray.

    But you have to get up for breakfast. Anyway, you have to get up. Put your key in the door, Lana, but don’t turn the key. Don’t turn it yet. Look, you haven’t said goodnight. Someone Else wants to say goodnight to you.

    — Goodnight . . . goodnight . . . goodnight.

    It’s warm in bed, Lana, and your fine, free hair is gold on the white pillow, and your arms are white, and you’re so beautiful. ‘Ah, it’s no good, Larry, and I’m sorry, Kid. It had to end like this, didn’t it? Don’t take it to heart, Larry. You knew there was Someone Else. Who is he? Who is he? Well, he’s . . . I’ll tell you who he is. He’s . . . he’s . . . he’s . . .’

    He’s not the foreman and he’s not the boss. He’s dressed like the boss and he’s got that sort of a face. He’s taller, though, and he’s getting taller and taller. When you stretch up and try and touch him, then he’s gone. Then he comes back, and he’s not like the boss at all — no, he’s the boy with the oily hair and the pimpled face. But you like him now, don’t you? Yes, he’s not so bad now, because now he’s Someone Else. And you’re riding with him on the train, and you’re both near the door, and the train is swaying, and now you’re swinging out of the door, and you’re clinging on so hard to the boy with the oily hair, because you’re going to fall. And he’s holding on to you, and he’s going to fall too, and you’re both falling and falling and falling . . . and somebody’s screaming. Who’s screaming!

    It’s the alarm clock screaming. You’d better turn it off. You’d better get some sleep.

    Wake up! You’ve overslept. You’re late. Oh, you’re late, you’re late, you’re late. Too late for breakfast. Get dressed and run for the train, that’s all. You’ve just about time for the train. You’d better hurry.

    Why should you hurry? You’re late already. It’s awful when you’re late. The foreman looks at you. Not that he says anything — it’s the way he looks at you. You’d better not go.

    You’re not a millionaire — you’d better go. Well, you’d better hurry if you’re going. You’d better hurry and you’d better hurry and you’d better hurry.

    You did hurry. It’s because you live at the end of the hill that you’ve missed the train. It’s because the station is at the top of the hill, and because there’s a ladder of steps going up, and a bridge across and the steps going over. And the train was coming and you heard the train and you remembered the steps and the going up, and the longing to scream and fall down with the weight in your thighs . . . and the pain in your mind that goes up with the guard’s green flag.

    It’s gone now. The train’s gone and the day’s gone. The day at the mill has gone with the train, because you’d rather not go than be late with the foreman watching, and not saying anything, but only watching.

    Look, Lana, it’s a lovely day! Look at the sky. Did you see the sky, Lana? It’s blue like summer, and you can go down South. You can go down deep over the border to the orange groves and the palm trees, and the long, full summer.

    So this is goodbye. Don’t take it to heart, Larry; never mind, Kid. I said it had to end. And the end is always like this — it’s the burnt-out cigarette, the lipstick on the cup, the way I wear my hair. Give me something to remember you by. I told you there was . . . Someone Else.

    On the critical front, among the liveliest of the writings in the early issues of Meanjin were a series of ‘Letters to Tom Collins’. Taking as its occasion the centenary of Joseph Furphy’s birth, the series served a dual purpose: it was both a vehicle for remedying the neglect into which Furphy’s work had fallen, and an opportunity for writers of various persuasions to reflect on the changes that had occurred since Furphy wrote his monumental novel, Such Is Life. Several of the ‘correspondents’ took this as an opportunity to write about literary matters in a direct, colloquial style.

    Number 10, Spring 1942

    The Case for Critics

    Laurieton, N.S.W.

    September, 1942

    Dear Tom,

    I am not an admirer of yours because I consider you a literary snob. For years I had been hearing about a classic called ‘Such Is Life’; and prowling through the village library I unearthed a first edition of your great work. The librarian was only too glad to part with it for half-a-crown. He had, he said, been cleaning out a lot of old junk like that. ‘Burnt a coupla hundred of them old books a month ago.’ Incensed at the thought of an early Australian classic so narrowly escaping, I carried home ‘Such Is Life’ and settled down to digest it.

    It was indigestible. Enormous sentences unrolled themselves like strips of fly-paper on which the mind dangled bumbling and bewildered. Those sentences were written by a word-intoxicated man, wallowing, positively wallowing, in print. All that magnificent material, all that humour and kindliness and observation, sicklied o’er with the pale cast of an elaborate prose style.

    And the reason why your works are lost to the vulgar (meaning me)? You had to be literary, you had to show you could write like the big bugs! You wanted to let the reader know you had read Shakespeare, that you thought of setting up as a Shakespearian critic. One of Lawson’s worst short articles (but how much better) showed he had the same low taste. Of course it adds in a way to your lovableness, but it is like meeting a man who has bellowed about the rights of the workers and tossed his last sixpence (‘Tucker or tobacco: hooray it’s tobacco’) and camped with you and argued with you — meeting such a man, I say, all dressed-up and shiny, slicked up for a vice-regal party. Someone should have restrained you. Some friend should have led you aside and said: ‘Look here. You don’t need to dress your stuff up like that. The chaps who want to read it will never be able to wade through the long words.’

    The curse of book writing in this country is largely pretentiousness. If stuff gets into print it automatically becomes Australian Literature in capital letters. The idea seems to be that if reviewers don’t speak nicely to young Australian Literature it may go off in a huff and choke. So the critics encourage and encourage, they laud a good medium-quality book as an epic, and a classic, a mighty saga; and the faithful public (a few, anyway) buys the book and is naturally disappointed.

    There is some reason for sympathy with the low-brow who ‘doesn’t like Australian books.’ He has grown tired of having cat’s-meat passed off on him as sirloin. A really cold ferocious critic is badly needed to prick the swelling conceit of self-styled ‘Australian Literature.’ A hopeful beginning has been made by ‘Southerly,’ whose critic goes about searching for small cracks in which he may insert his proboscis, a veritable hornet.

    The trouble with most literary folk is that they huddle into warm little circles of mutual esteem. There is no bitter blast from a ‘Quarterly’ or ‘Edinburgh Review’ to break the heart of a Keats or set a Byron roaring. Not that the reviewers ever really did break Keats’s heart or anyone else’s for that matter. The vitality of a book, the actual percentage of life the author manages to spin out of himself like some shining ectoplasm, is what carries a book down the years. Your ‘Such Is Life,’ I admit it grudgingly, will probably float along on that vitality of yours, but its sails will be sighted far out to sea by a few, whereas its rich cargo might have fed multitudes if you had kept closer to the shores of common speech.

    To revert to our discussion on critics and criticism. I think you would have agreed that until a writer learns to take punishment he hasn’t much stamina. I am urgent in the cause of higher critics and higher criticism; men like Hazlitt who could say when he was dying: ‘I have written no commonplace, not a line that licks the dust.’ Nor any kindly lies, guaranteed to encourage second-rate writing, in the idea that it has only to persevere.

    Yours sincerely,

    Kylie Tennant

    And in 1943 a young teacher at Geelong Grammar contributed his own letter on a subject that had come to be of central importance to Australian culture, particularly under the stress of war.

    Number 3, 1943

    Mateship

    Geelong Grammar School Victoria

    Dear Tom,

    I feel embarrassed in addressing you by your Christian name — in this your centenary year; nor does your hatred of pretentiousness, your enthusiasm for intimacy put me at my ease. Australian writers have become more polite, more formal since your departure from human society; the drawing-room has replaced the drover’s hut. I don’t think you would like us if you came back to earth. We wince at the behaviour you approved of Perhaps it is ‘matey’ or ‘friendly-like’ to call you Tom, to use the vernacular to communicate our experiences to you. You and Lawson almost canonised the word ‘mate.’ ‘Mateyness,’ I believe, made life bearable for you; it was your metaphysical comforter. A true mate was a ‘dinkum Aussie,’ a real pal. Please don’t think that I disapprove of your sentiments, that I am ridiculing the ideal which warmed your heart. The French were the inspiration for all men of good will when they were the apostles of ‘fraternité.’ But . . . yes, you should see what has happened to your ideal — ‘Dad and Dave,’ ‘having a good time,’ and then the sneer of the upper 1000 at the vulgarity of things Australian. This hurts us, Tom, and I believe it would hurt you. So I ask you: what are we to do about Dad and Dave, about this ideal of yours which embarrasses the elite and sustains the vulgar? You see there is a rift in our society — the elite flee to the garret, to the polite drawing-room, to Europe, while the people ape the mate ideal, being bonzer sorts! I am not asking you to feel penitent, to take back what you said. I am addressing you because I believe you tried to do something worth while — to interpret Australian life.

    I said you and Lawson gave us the ideal of being ‘mates,’ that it was your comforter. But I wonder whether either of you had the courage to say what you really felt about Australian life. Perhaps you were horrified, even terrified and thought that things would not be quite so bad with a mate, that if men huddled together, if they were as endearing to each other as little children they would repress the awful spectacle you saw. Yes, Tom, in Australia we are all afraid; and you and Lawson had a great chance to explain why, because by your time the excitement of the discovery was over: man had uncovered the woman he was to live with (queer, Tom, how expectancy distorts a judgment). Yet you do not seem to have noticed the queer relationship between man and earth in Australia: how he treated her as a harlot, frenziedly raped her for her wealth — wool, gold, wheat; no wonder his conscience was uneasy, no wonder he was restless. The monuments he erected, the houses he gave his fellow men, the entertainments he provided — vulgar, meretricious, pretentious. It was beginning even in your time. Yes, and the swaggering, and the sensitivity to criticism — this was the behaviour of guilty men. Yet you did not see how ill we were, nor how profound our despair was to become.
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