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For Jill Dimond





Introduction




I have been bitter with you, my brother,


Remembering that saying of Lenin when the shadow


Was already on his face: ‘The emotions are not skilled workers.’


Ern Malley1





If song lyrics were treated as poetry, Taylor Swift would be the most popular poet in history. She even invokes the romantic image of the poète maudit—the cursed poet; the poet who is mad, bad and dangerous to know—in the title song of her latest album, The Tortured Poets Department. Swift’s songs are said to be confessional, but as a literary academic of advanced years I exist so far outside her fan base as to be blissfully ignorant of her biography. The lyrics in this case appear to allude to a relationship with a self-destructive partner, but I read them as an ironic fable of the troubled relationship between poetry and song itself. Swift is aware that it’s easy to fall for the louche but charismatic boy poet, yet she knows that his masculine image is passé—like writing your poems on a typewriter—and that he no longer has the cultural authority he once possessed: a cultural authority that she has in spades. Even so, for all their personal differences, because she still enjoys his ‘show’ and can ‘decode’ him (her words), it’s apparent they retain a creative connection. Towards the end of the song he moves a ring from her middle to her ring finger in a gesture of commitment. Although—as a universally acclaimed, fabulously wealthy, multi-award-winning singer-songwriter—Swift may not be quite so tortured, she implies that she belongs in the same department.


Another literary academic, Sir Jonathan Bate, a Shakespeare scholar no less, has admitted to being a Swiftie, praising the singer’s linguistic flair and literary allusions. ‘This isn’t just high-class showbiz,’ he wrote in Britain’s Sunday Times, ‘Taylor Swift is a real poet.’2 But this is not a book about Taylor Swift and, although the ways in which poetry and song lyrics relate will be a significant theme within it, its range is wider and more eclectic. I begin with Swift because, like Bob Dylan before her, while her obvious skills as a wordsmith invite comparisons with high culture, her phenomenal success as a popular singer simultaneously casts doubt over the value of her words. That’s why Bate’s claim that she’s ‘a real poet’ seems less like a statement of acknowledged fact and more a provocation. Like the image of the tortured poet, poetry still carries page-based, typewritten, elite connotations—even though this privileged meaning has long been underwritten by more popular forms of verse that often, in the past especially, involved performance (including singing).


Against the tortured poet I invoke the amateur reciter, sometimes called an ‘elocutionist’, who is an equally old-fashioned and eccentric figure, and today almost wholly forgotten. Unlike the typical poète maudit, reciters could be female as well as male, and when delivering their favourite verses in front of an audience could become so unrestrainedly histrionic as to attract the epithet ‘wild’ from one local wit in the 1920s—hence my title, ‘the wild reciter’. Now an extinct species, the wild reciter was once so common as to be a pest. For my purposes, he or she is not so much the hero of this book as a symbol of a time long gone when poetry had mass appeal, and was everywhere read, memorised and performed. In other words, a motif for something presumed lost: poetry as a social activity; poetry as a form of entertainment. Light-years behind Taylor Swift in terms of high-class showbiz professionalism, the wild reciter represents poetry’s neglected and—in the best possible sense of the word—vulgar past, offering a perspective that might also speak to its present and future as a demotic art.


In Australia today most people have hardly any use for poetry in the elite sense at all. If we encounter it in school, it’s apt to be ransacked for its paraphrasable content, or made otherwise assessable in the mandated fun of a creative project, rather than read and enjoyed, privately or in performance, in and of itself as a special arrangement of language and sound. Some of us encounter it at university in comparable ways, to much the same effect perhaps. To approach poetry from a literary-critical perspective can sometimes feel like entering a conspiracy theory that invites you to take the red pill by insisting, ‘You may think this poem means X, but you’ll soon find that it really means Y.’ Yet, for all that academic study dominates its reception, poetry is undoubtedly still read and still performed in this country without becoming either a hermeneutic exercise or piece of work to be graded, and I dare say that it remains a significant medium through which the young, especially, are given to express their experiences, emotions and identities. Witness the appeal and success of poetry slams, and of Instapoetry. The trouble is that, like casual risk-taking, most people soon grow out of it.


Instead, or in any case, everybody currently hears what amounts to poetry in the words of popular songs, which, facilitated by the gramophone and radio, began to replace page verse as the most common form of lyrical utterance during the early twentieth century. The rhymes of hip-hop imply a still stronger kinship. If few people can now quote from well-loved poems, a great number will recall lines or whole verses of favourite song lyrics—often in the phrasing and intonation of the original singer. (Hence the phenomenon of the mondegreen, or misheard lyric. How many think Jimmy Barnes in ‘Khe Sanh’ sings ‘The last train’—instead of plane—‘out of Sydney’s almost gone’?) For many in the music industry, however, trying to isolate the lyrics of a song from its performance is on a par with murdering in order to dissect.


Similarly, poetry which is written expressly to be performed is different, more diminished, less vitalised, when read on a page rather than heard as part of a spoken word or slam event. The historic link between song and poetry reminds us that all language was once embodied, that embodiment—through volume and tone of voice, bodily movement, gesture and facial expression—is fundamental in oral communication, that words that are spoken or sung generate different possibilities of meaning than those which live only on the mute page, and that poetry remains an oral, as well as a literate, art form. Candy Royalle (1981–2018) was a headlining performer of her poetry on the Sydney scene, but her posthumous collection A Trillion Tiny Awakenings (2018) can offer only a shadow of her luminous live presence.


This book is interested in the ways in which poetry has been created, communicated and consumed within everyday life in this country from around 1890 until the present day: from bush ballads to slam. Of course, ‘everyday life’ is not a static category any more than ‘poetry’ is, and both continue to change with the advent of transformational new technologies. Although the internet now massively facilitates the publishing and performance of poetry, it’s a melancholy truth that, for all this healthy diversity, poetry is no longer regularly consumed across all ages and classes. In that sense, it’s no longer indisputably one of the arts of everyday life, as the genres of popular music are. That this has occurred shows the ways in which new communication technologies—sound recording, cinema, radio, television, the internet—have transformed audiences as much as they have transformed the ways in which poetry is made. By tracing the changing modes of creation, communication and consumption of poetry over the past 135 years, and by taking account of those new technologies and the audiences generated by them, The Wild Reciter aims to arrive at a larger, more capacious notion of what poetry is.


Chapter 1 introduces the wild reciter and traces the rise of poetry recitation through the powerful influence of the elocutionary movement on public speaking, school education and popular entertainment. Elocution arose in the eighteenth century as a technique for improving vocal delivery in oratory, but by aiming to transform regional and lower-class dialects into what came to be called Received Pronunciation it soon evolved into a highly desirable means of social mobility. The importance of elocution is habitually overlooked in literary history because its function was restricted to the spoken word. Yet because they were so widely employed towards self-improvement, elocutionary practices extended the reach of literary works by generating a milieu for public readings of both fiction and poetry, together with a taste for the memorisation and performance of verse in private parlours and on popular stages that lingered well into the twentieth century.


Chapter 2 turns to the heyday of literary ballads to consider how late nineteenth-century Australian journalists, in conjunction with visiting entertainers from the USA, helped create an heroic rural version of white national identity; in particular, the image of the ‘noble frontiersman’ on his horse—a figure with more than a family resemblance to the American cowboy. It looks at how the Bulletin, together with the arrival of touring Wild West shows, shaped that classic Australian bush ballad, ‘The Man from Snowy River’, and also how AB Paterson’s champion continues to be deployed in defence of settler identity into the present via film, television and arena spectaculars. Numerous bushmen have been put forward as the original Man, but what if Paterson was instead inspired by a visiting cowboy from the USA?


Paterson remains popular, but the highest-selling book of Australian poetry remains CJ Dennis’s The Songs of a Sentimental Bloke from 1915, which added the urban larrikin as a complement to the bushman as a national type. The poems are famous for their comic vernacular, instantly becoming performance pieces, with a few of their phrases entering everyday speech. Dialect verse was immensely popular with reciters, but Dennis’s lasting fame is now likely to rest in the 1918 film version made by Raymond Longford and Lottie Lyell. In chapter 3 I look at the ways in which the filmmakers adapted Dennis’s verses to silent film though comic action and the inventive use of intertitles.


The influence of cinema on literary form is a longstanding area of study, but that of recorded music much less so. Chapters 4 and 5 explore the impact of the commercial music industry on poetry through the work of Lesbia Harford and Kenneth Slessor, opening up questions about the relationship between poetry and song lyrics, and private and public voices. Many of Harford’s poems were written to be sung to her own melodies, and during her lifetime most were only ever privately circulated. Her emotional candour and avoidance of late-Victorian poetic mannerisms reflects the influence of song lyrics rather than conventional literary models. Mass-produced sheet music and gramophone recordings meant that popular music circulated more widely than ever before, increasingly becoming the soundtrack to people’s lives.


Compared to the intimacy of Harford’s voice, Slessor’s suite of urban light verses, Darlinghurst Nights, was written for mass circulation in the conservative Smith’s Weekly. They take on some of the verbal style of 1920s tin-pan alley lyrics and Broadway shows, and suggest how a sudden influx of American jazz recordings in the mid-1920s began to dominate public taste. Writing poetry for mass consumption also had a positive effect on the style and subject matter of Slessor’s serious work by offering him imaginative access to the spectacle of modern urban life.


In chapter 6 emphasis shifts from the work of single authors to an interwar case study of how poetry was consumed and created by the working-class readership of the Railroad, the newspaper of the New South Wales branch of the Australian Railways Union. Ballad poetry is typically linked with traditional working-class identity, and yet a glance at the Railroad’s pages during these years reveals a surprising diversity of poetic styles and registers that challenge class stereotypes. The rapid expansion of the paper itself in the 1920s, including the introduction of new lifestyle features, highlights its openness to wider innovations in commercial journalism, with ticket-collector ‘Johnson’ providing his own illustrated light verses about life on the railways in emulation of Slessor’s Darlinghurst Nights.


Radio helped to kill off the last of the wild reciters, not simply by offering alternative entertainment, but also by reorienting public taste away from elocutionary histrionics and towards the more intimate voice transmitted across the airwaves. The new medium offered fresh opportunities for poets but, with the advent of modernism, also worked to exacerbate a new class distinction between poetry and verse, and to consign the kind of classic recital poems favoured by earlier generations—pieces which George Orwell referred to as ‘good bad poetry’—to an embarrassing past. Chapter 7 describes this transition, and presents an account of how poetry found a niche on Australian radio, especially through the work of poet John Thompson, who came to prominence in ABC radio features from the 1940s and did more than anyone in his field to attract an audience for verse on air.


Newspapers had published topical verse since the Victorian age, but after World War II it looked decidedly old-fashioned, except in the pages of the Sydney Bulletin, which traded on its literary reputation. Writing under the pseudonym ‘Swilliam’, Ronald McCuaig produced hundreds of clever topical poems for the Bulletin in the period 1949–1961. Many of these are very witty indeed, for their wordplay, and for their parodic and satirical skills, even when the news items that prompted them have been long forgotten. Chapter 8 examines a selection of these poems in terms of their comic strategies with an eye to larger questions about the relationship between poetry and journalism, the place of humour in modern poetry and the curiously marginal status of light verse.


Chapter 9 describes the arrival of performance poetry in Australia, initially through the exotic example of Russian poet Yevgeny Yevtushenko at the 1966 Adelaide Festival, whose poetry recitals were electrifying mass entertainments. Yevtushenko presented as a visitor from a global modernity that seemed to bypass this country and, if his impact was brief, he foreshadowed a mood for cultural change. It would be the hip new poetry of postwar America, which arrived around the same time, that would have the most powerful impact on the next generation of Australian poets. Those whom John Tranter named the ‘Generation of ’68’ also embraced a radical youth culture of sex and drugs and rock’n’roll, with the lyrics of Bob Dylan in particular, and from pop music in general, helping to drag poetic language down from its ivory tower. Poetry readings, often highly interactive, were a feature of the countercultural scene but have tended to be treated as merely colourful sidelights rather than important venues for experiment and innovation.


A celebrity name can certainly sell a book of verse, from 1960s singer-songwriter Rod McKuen’s bestselling musings such as Listen to the Warm (1967), to The Beautiful Poetry of Donald Trump (2017), which comprises humorous aggregations of the president’s sayings and tweets. At a time when serious poets who have dedicated their careers to the art sell fewer than a hundred copies of their work, what exactly is it about extra-literary fame that should add value to authorship? Chapters 10 and 11 examine the work of two stars of older electronic media who made names for themselves as poets, and in doing so sought to renegotiate the nature of their stardom. Radio presenter John Laws had far fewer literary pretensions than littérateur and TV star Clive James, and for that reason has been less troubled by his poetic reputation than the kid from Kogarah, who made the meaning of celebrity a keynote of his work, but who ultimately came to see poetry as the only kind of fame worth having. Each has something to contribute to our understanding of the status and situation of poetry in relation to mainstream media.


Australian literature’s ‘grunge’ moment in the mid-1990s coincided with a resurgence of the verse novel, led by Dorothy Porter with The Monkey’s Mask, a lesbian detective thriller told in imagistic poems that was later turned into a successful film. Porter insisted that Australian poetry should invest itself with the vitality and sex appeal of popular culture, and saw the murder mystery as a way of bringing an audience back to poetry. And it worked, for a time. The Monkey’s Mask was celebrated as a boundary-crossing experiment, but chapter 12 wonders whether the audacious poetics that Porter embraced might ultimately have become the chief victim in her novel, being constrained to modify their bad behaviour under the generic demands of crime fiction. The Monkey’s Mask offers a chance to reflect on poetry’s shifting place in Australian culture at the turn of the millennium.


Once in a while a journalist will announce that poetry isn’t dead by ‘discovering’ spoken word or slam poetry, though they’ve been around for decades. Unlike the wild reciters of the past, present-day spoken word poets are overwhelmingly young and may have links to popular music, hip-hop, stand-up comedy and theatre. Their work is ephemeral, occasionally improvised, and rarely sees publication, but is carried on their voices and through their performing bodies. And, just like the wild reciter, whose words also vanished upon utterance, they fail to make an appearance in academic accounts of Australian poetry. So chapter 13 recognises how slam poetry offers what the proposed Australian Poet Laureate probably won’t: a truly community-based voice. As a reflection on community, I lastly analyse the recently bestselling poetry titles in Australia.


For all the revisionist work of recent decades, many of the same poets’ names still circulate in histories of Australian poetry, even in supposedly radical reappraisals. Several of those names resurface in these pages too, yet this is not intended as an alternative league table. By taking account of the historical variety of verse-making, The Wild Reciter is concerned to reclaim some poets who have been demoted from, or unaccounted for within, conventional literary historiography, but I see the book’s approach as less a series of individual studies than as a selective social history of poetry in Australia. At this point I acknowledge a debt to Joan Shelley Rubin’s magisterial Songs of Ourselves: The Uses of Poetry in America (2007). Though I deal with a different country in very different ways, Rubin’s work is the great model for this book through the emphasis she places on the various social uses to which poetry may be put.


The Wild Reciter ends with a famous quotation from a well-known British-American poet backhandedly celebrating his art, so by way of sounding a cautionary note I’d like to bookend it here at the start with another well-known example that queries the cultural value of poetry—or, more precisely, what we mean when we say poetry. For, to be brutally frank, it’s very easy to be put off by the stuff. As the American modernist Marianne Moore declared, ‘I too, dislike it: there are things that are important beyond all this fiddle.’3 And fiddling is what much high literary poetry can seem like: aridly introverted, wantonly obscure or leadenly ‘playful’, and at times a combination of all three. I myself have long enjoyed an antipathy to any form of ‘visual’ or concrete poetry. In contrast, my partner is very fond of photographing poetic graffiti around inner Sydney. Here’s just one example, stencilled in cursive script in a back lane in St Peters:




This wall has a soul beneath her mission brown skin,


Formed of colour and spray, stencil and sprawl.


She howls of political protest and whispers of loves lost,


A cultural pin-up with stories etched deep in her flesh.





My academic soul might chafe at the sentimental clichés, but this is perfectly effective in its place, and even moving. And its handwritten look and its location are intrinsic to its meaning. By making direct reference to the surface upon which it appears it may be classed as playful, but it’s neither introverted or obscure, and it reads exactly like what a great many people who don’t like ‘poetry’ would, for want of a better word, call poetry. If I have a problem with this, I’m part of a tiny elitist minority, and I need to get over myself if I want to understand the interrelationship that necessarily exists between ‘poetry’ as a specialised genre of interest to a few and poetry as a familiar art form accessible to everybody, as close as graffiti or the lyrics of a Taylor Swift song.


Another sample of poetry written on property, below a rear window overlooking a lane in North Newtown, maybe helps to explain why:




ALICE


RULES


(I WAS NAK’D


WHEN I WROTE THIS)





Somehow this manages to be both sweet and creepy in about equal measure. Yet whatever the author was or wasn’t wearing when they wrote it, the fact is that nobody is ever really naked when they write, because we’re clothed in language as social beings from the moment we begin to speak. The history of poetry is immemorial, but The Wild Reciter is concerned to show that—just as a can of spray-paint is able to shape written language in wholly new ways—through wholly new media technologies, poetry also possesses a modern popular history very different from its past. But can this last example of graffiti be classed as poetry—with or without inverted commas? For its author there were evidently things more important beyond such a fiddling question. As Marianne Moore ultimately conceded about her art, ‘Reading it, however, with a perfect contempt for it, one discovers in/it, after all, a place for the genuine.’ Again I start to chafe, and want to ask, What is genuine? But then, if it’s a quality to be uniquely attached to poetry, I guess the answer will depend on what you understand by that word too.





1.



Hunting the Wild Reciter


Elocution, Education, Entertainment


In the early 1990s I reluctantly agreed to accompany my mother to an Australian folk music concert that she was keen to hear at a local RSL club. Unusually for someone of her generation, whose LP collection favoured crooners such as Al Martino and Barry Crocker, she wanted to experience the Australian folk group The Bushwackers live. Perhaps it had something to do with leaving Coonabarabran at an impressionable age. When I found out that the curtain-raiser was the actor Leonard Teale reciting poems by ‘Banjo’ Paterson, my disaffection was complete. As an academic dedicated to teaching more challenging literary texts, the prospect of having to sit through some old-fashioned bush ballads left me cold. How wrong I was.


Teale was best known for his role in the pioneering 1960s Australian police drama Homicide, but he’d cut his teeth as a voice actor on radio—one of his roles was as Superman—and as a stage presence he proved mesmerising, especially while reciting that most overexposed of all bush ballads, ‘The Man from Snowy River’. Unlike other actors of his generation whose training favoured a ‘cultivated’, often faux-English accent, he delivered the poem in a resonant, but not too broad, Australian voice, capturing its register between heroic ballad and demotic folktale. Teale held us with his glittering eye, and for several minutes I was as one with the club audience, following that famous stripling on his small and weedy beast as ‘he raced him down the mountain like a torrent down its bed’. The metaphorical union of man and horse with landscape sang to me then as never before, and it transformed my attitude to the poem.


A taste for bush ballads endures to this day in Australia, and an urban fashion for spoken word and performance poetry is on the rise again, so clearly there’s still an audience willing to be moved by live verse in Australia—but it’s a minority taste. Thirty years on from that night at the RSL, an act like Teale’s in such an ordinary suburban setting is almost unimaginable. Outside of tiny urban folk clubs, bush poetry is a distinctly regional phenomenon, a sideline of the country music scene. Performance poetry and slam events, on the other hand, despite their populist ambitions, are typically the preserve of young urban cliques. In the 1920s, however, Australians were reciting verse all over the place—so much so that the humorist ‘Kodak’ O’Ferrall lampooned them:




Way out in the suburbs howls the wild Reciter,


Storming like a general, bragging like a blighter;


He would shame hyenas slinking in their dens


As he roars at peaceful folk whose joy is keeping hens.


‘How We Beat the Favourite’, ‘Lasca’, ‘Gunga Din’,


There they sit and tremble as he rubs it in.


When he’s done they thank him! Never do they rise,


Tie his hands and gag him as he rolls his eyes,


Bag his head and bear him swiftly through the night.


That’s the only remedy for villains who recite.1





To serve this market for declaiming poetry aloud, a range of ‘reciters’—recitation-friendly anthologies of poems and other texts for performance—were in constant publication until the middle of the twentieth century. The British novelist Kingsley Amis in his introduction to The Faber Popular Reciter of 1978, surely among the very last of its kind, observed:




When I was a schoolboy before the Second World War, the majority of the poems in this book were too well known to be worth reprinting. If they were not in one anthology they were in a couple of others; they were learned by heart and recited in class, or performed as turns at grown-up gatherings; they were sung in church or chapel or on other public occasions.2





Kodak’s satirical portrait, too, suggests that recitation drew upon a popular canon of frequently heard poems. Hardly surprising that, as his star began to wane, the wild reciter could be mistaken for the last vestige of an age-old folk art, especially when the cultural institutions which sustained him also fell into disfavour.


Old-style recitation involved the memorisation and public performance of printed poems written by others rather than the performer. Poetry readings today normally require the author to read their own work. While recitals inevitably took in the verse of famous ‘high’ literary poets, they were also likely to include works by popular writers, journalists or entertainers, for whom poetry was a sideline. During recitation’s heyday a performer might also include in their repertoire a range of highlights from fiction and oratory as well as dramatic character sketches, but it’s evident that rhyming verse in a variety of traditional metres was favoured, and this will be the focus here.


Speaking to Read


As a spoken performance, recitation would seem to have a straight-forward relationship to orality and hence to folk culture. Yet while recitation may have become ‘folkloric’ through its association with bush poetry and music, it has a much more recent history that can be traced to the development of mass literacy from the end of the eighteenth century, and especially to the burgeoning role of elocution. Up until then, the spoken (as distinct from the sung) performance of poetry was more likely to be a courtly or elite activity.3 Most people took in lyrical verse much as they do today, through silent reading if they were literate, or in the musical form of popular ballads and song lyrics. It was the proliferation of elocutionary practice that ultimately made recitation popular; so much so that by the early twentieth century ‘elocution’ was commonly synonymous with ‘recitation’. As a reviewer in the Hobart Mercury noted of Kodak’s wild reciter, ‘At one time and another most of us have been victims of the would-be elocutionist.’4 Later still, for twenty years until his death in 1950, an eccentric known only as The Tiger, or the Tangalooma Tiger, and describing himself as ‘a full-blooded elocutionist’, drew substantial crowds to his recitations of Henry Lawson and Percy Bysshe Shelley at the Sydney Domain.5 In the 1930s one prominent local elocutionist, James Brunton Gibb, was driven to protest what had become a common misconception:




Unfortunately the terms ‘elocution’ and ‘elocutionist’ have found false synonyms in ‘reciting’ and ‘reciter’. Nothing is more erroneous than these spurious comparisons, for, while an elocutionist may never recite in his or her lifetime, at least everyone who claims to be a reciter should have a command of the art of elocution.6




The standard account of elocution in Australia is Joy Damousi’s Colonial Voices: A Cultural History of English in Australia 1840–1940, which emphasises the power and prestige that the practice once enjoyed. Although by the 1920s the wild reciter could be a figure of fun, the elocutionists were deeply in earnest and, as Damousi argues, in their Victorian zenith engaged on a global civilising mission that extended to the benighted Australian colonies:




Elocution was a world-wide movement that attempted to impose a set of rules on how correct English should be spoken. Explicit in its philosophies and instruction was a belief that English eloquence in oratory, rhetoric and speech was not only to be privileged, but that it was also the way the standard of civilisation was measured.7





Elocution began in the eighteenth century as a means of training churchmen in better, more effective vocal delivery, one of several projects within British culture to standardise language usage within a public sphere increasingly dominated by the literate middle classes. Along with anticipated improvements to public speaking, English grammar and vocabulary also began to be regulated, the latter symbolised by Samuel Johnson’s authoritative Dictionary, which first appeared in two folio volumes in 1755. Thomas Sheridan’s A Course of Lectures on Elocution followed in 1762, and John Walker’s Elements of Elocution in 1781. According to Sheridan, ‘Elocution is the just and graceful management of the voice, countenance, and gesture in speaking.’8 This makes it seem commonsensical and, above all, natural, merely a desirable social skill, while concealing class assumptions about what it is that constitutes vocal correctness and grace. For if you grew up with a strong regional or lower-class accent, being able to speak in a ‘refined’ metropolitan voice could ease your way into power and prestige. That’s why elocution quickly became a fashion among an aspirational nation of shopkeepers concerned to foster just such ‘natural’—that is to say, upper-middle-class south-eastern English—speech habits.


The political implications of disciplining the voice in this way have been spelt out by the ethnographer Dwight Conquergood, who linked it to the arrogation of common land then taking place in rural England:




Ambivalently related to orality, elocution sought to tap the power of popular speech but curb its unruly embodiments and refine its coarse and uncouth features. It was the verbal counterpart, in the domain of speech, of the enclosure acts that confiscated the open commons so crucial to the hard-scrabble livelihood and recreation of the poor and privatised them for the privileged classes. Elocution seized the spoken word, the common currency to which the illiterate poor had open access, and made it uncommon, fencing it off with studied rules, regulations, and refinements.9





A century and a half later, these are the kinds of refinements that Henry Higgins offers to Eliza Doolittle in George Bernard Shaw’s comedy Pygmalion. Damousi’s book begins with Pygmalion, which is often invoked in discussions of voice and class, as it is here. Shaw’s views on speech training weren’t based in vocal snobbery but in an egalitarian desire that English speakers might communicate better with each other. The fact remains, though, that in taking up the professor’s offer Eliza seeks class mobility: ‘I want to be a lady in a flower shop stead of selling at the corner of Tottenham Court Road. But they wont [sic] take me unless I can talk more genteel.’10 Shaw demonstrates that a Cockney flower-girl can truly be transformed into a make-believe duchess with the right vocal training—although, in a scientific spirit, he called it ‘phonetics’ rather than elocution, drawing on the physiological studies of speech undertaken by Victorian scholars like Alexander Melville Bell, author of the much reprinted Standard Elocutionist (1860) and father of Alexander Graham Bell, inventor of the telephone and himself a sometime professor of elocution.11


Elocution was empowering not only in terms of class mobility. In a world without electronic means of amplification, the elocutionists also taught voice projection for all forms of public speaking, professional and amateur, including for the theatre. Indeed, Sheridan and Walker had both started out as actors. In their time, 250 years ago, all public debate, discussion and entertainment was live. As well, virtually everyone in the Anglophone world attended church at least once a week and had to listen to scriptural recitations and a sermon. Back then, as for centuries before, the only means of recording the voice was through the wholly different medium of writing, which, whatever an author’s descriptive powers, offers no immediate access to, or experience of, the expressions and gestures through which it might originally have been physically articulated. In this context it’s notable that Sheridan and Walker conflate public speaking with reading aloud rather than vocal improvisation, the subtitle of Walker’s Elements of Elocution specifically referring to it as the Art of Reading. The chief skill offered by elocutionary technique was that of animating written text through an enlivened, artful reading, which would be accompanied by appropriate predetermined gestures. According to Abigail Williams, a scholar of eighteenth-century reading practices, this led to a ‘near obsession with learning to read out loud’ across all classes.12


As mentioned, elocution was at first targeted at clergymen anxious to improve the quality of their sermons in what was an often-competitive religious market, but it was less about oratory per se, in the sense of eloquence, than emotional projection. In his Course of Lectures Sheridan made good elocution a point of national honour, arguing:




The oﬃce of a public speaker is, to instruct, to please, and to move. If he does not instruct, his discourse is impertinent; and if he does not please, he will not have it in his power to instruct, for he will not gain attention; and if he does not move, he will not please, for where there is no emotion, there can be no pleasure. To move therefore, should be the first great object of every public speaker; and for this purpose, he must use the language of emotions, not that of ideas alone, which of itself has no power of moving.13





Emphasis here falls on delivery rather than content. Ideas in themselves are not enough: speakers must be able to convince an audience through the keenness of their feelings, for in the demonstration of passion lies persuasion. The cult of sensibility that arose in British society at this time, and into prominence in the novel, was similarly cued to emotional experience as ‘natural’ moral truth. An irony for the successful elocutionist, though, was that the informality of natural feeling had to be planned for and projected. According to Abigail Williams:




Nature, informality, and ease are key terms in elocution writings. Mannered and stiff delivery was frowned upon. But naturalism needed to be learnt. All the guides of the period stress that the key to effective (and affective) reading was the exaggerated mimicry of a form of natural speech. Readers had to find a way of channelling into public performance the intonation and expression used when they genuinely felt something.14 [Emphasis added.]





To aid in this performance, John Walker wrote in his Elements of Elocution that ‘every passion, emotion, and sentiment, has a particular attitude of the body, cast of the eye, and tone of the voice, that particularly belongs to that passion, emotion, or sentiment’.15


Up until his death at the age of ninety-six in 1953, the flamboyant Melbourne teacher of elocution John Howlett Ross sported a monocle, moustaches waxed to poniards and a black sombrero.16 For all his panache, in his early-twentieth-century pamphlet Hints for Elocutionists he also extolled the virtues of strategic informality:




Having committed the whole piece to memory in the way indicated, review and reflect upon it, sentence by sentence, till you have learned to listen to and criticise your own deliverance. In this way material pauses will be made between the phrases, and the word will be the elocutionary language of each mental state, and memorised speech will have all the appearance of fluent improvisation.17





In an edition of Bell’s Standard Elocutionist, republished as late as 1938, the reader is instructed that ‘gesture must appear spontaneous, must seem to rise, as a result of unstudied impulse, from the words which are being spoken’. But two pages later, under the heading ‘Full Gesture’, we’re told:




Every accentual action should be preceded by a preparatory movement in the opposite direction to where the movement will end, the gesture needing somewhere to move from.


As a general principle, either the upper side (the thumb), or the back of the hand, should be turned in the direction of the gesture in upward motions; and the lower side, or the palm of the hand, in downward motions.


The feet should preserve a uniform angle of separation in every motion, the toes being turned outwards to an angle of not more than 75 degrees.


The left foot should be in advance when the right arm is in action, and the right foot when the left arm is used.


In turning the body, the feet must make a corresponding turn. The ball or fore-part of the foot should be the axis for a turn not exceeding 45 degrees, and the heel for a greater turn. No turn should exceed 90 degrees.18





So much for spontaneity! Nevertheless, these instructions are the endpoint of a system first outlined by John Walker a century and a half before.


Through the nineteenth century, the great influence of elocutionary practices on public entertainments such as lectures, recitals and music hall, in conjunction with an ever-expanding market for ballads and topical verse in newspapers, made the speaking of poetry very popular indeed. And, as the romantic poet Wordsworth would have it, ‘all good poetry is the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings’.19 That amateurs, especially, might stumble into excesses while attempting to master the right emotive gestures in performance is hardly surprising: we’ve only to recall Kodak’s wild suburban reciter ‘storming like a general’ and ‘bragging like a blighter’. Long before this, the English humourist F Anstey (Thomas Anstey Guthrie) had parodied the kind of sentimental verse favoured by Victorian practitioners, and offered the following mock advice in Punch:




In ordinary life, violent facial expression is seldom employed … But on the platform, everything is exaggerated: your audience expect animation—even in the most trivial situations. Endeavour, then, to impart the utmost flexibility to your facial muscles, practise elevating each eyebrow independently of the other, roll your eyes until they work with perfect ease in their sockets, and train your lips to acquire the elasticity of gutta-percha.20





A 1927 item praising a female reciter on Melbourne radio station 3LO welcomed her ‘artistic restraint … when one remembers how many elocutionists “tear a passion to tatters”’.21 Bad habits could set in early. Summarising the children’s verse speaking competition at the first City of Sydney Eisteddfod in 1933, the Daily Telegraph singled out a forceful rendition of James Elroy Flecker’s ‘War Song of the Saracens’ by ‘Little Nancye Turner, from Lithgow’, who ‘recited like a ferocious kitten, and screwed her eyes up tightly when she shouted: “We have marched from the Indus to Spain and, by God, we will go there again”, as if she meant it’.22


Elocution may have originated in a need to improve public speaking, but it extended its popularity by encouraging an appreciation for public reading that extended beyond pulpits and halls into the family home well into the twentieth century. In the Australian context, book historian Martyn Lyons has commented:




The frequency of reading aloud should not be underestimated, whether it occurred at school, or in the family when parents read to their children or to larger family gatherings … There were perhaps more Australians in the 1930s listening to literature than there are today. Public recitals and reading performances were popular and frequently advertised and reported in the press.23





If such readings initially reflected a time when literacy was less common—limited access to lighting and to visual aids were also early issues24—they were also more directly a function of its rise, and of the increasing range of written genres available for consumption, most significant among which, of course, was the novel. Corresponding to the rise of the novel was the growth of newspapers and journals, which frequently serialised fiction. Family readings became a marker of respectable, close-knit domesticity, a milieu for consumption implied by the title of Charles Dickens’s first journal Household Words (1850–59), which included serialised works, notably his own Hard Times (1854). Serials, with their cliffhangers, were well-suited for performance, and Dickens went on to a major second career as a public reader of his work.


Another reason why reading aloud for entertainment took on such significance was that many devout middle-class Victorians regarded the theatre as a sink of vice. Hence the rising popularity of athenaeums, mechanics’ institutes and schools of arts as venues for lectures and recitals.25 So-called penny readings, named for the cost of admission, flourished in Britain from the 1850s among the broader, less affluent populace. They were soon introduced to Australia, with the Melbourne Argus in 1866 piously affirming:




It is surely a beneficent and beneficial work to reveal to the Bedouins of our streets and lanes some glimpses of the bright world which genius has peopled for us with such multitudinous creatures of the imagination, to bring the waifs and strays of humanity into frequent and familiar intercourse with the works of the historian, the natural philosopher, the orator, the poet.26





Those waifs and strays could be a little uncivilised. In a letter to the editor of the Sydney Morning Herald in 1867, an aggrieved citizen signing himself ‘Strict Order’ complained of the behaviour of larrikins at a recent penny reading in the Temperance Hall:




From the reports that we several times read in your paper we were in expectation of having an hour or two’s good amusement, in good society, and where good order and decorum were kept, but our expectations were exceedingly damped.


It would be but just for me to mention that we really were delighted, and very much amused (for the first half-hour of our visit) with the address, recitations, and singing that we heard; but from that time, upon the receipt of a recitation recited by some gentleman which did not meet with satisfaction from the ‘roughs’, the yells and hootings from them were truly abominable, while the respectable portion of the audience seemed disgusted with their disorderly conduct.27





To be fair, some poetic offerings might have tried even the patience of the respectable citizens. Flowers of Rhetoric: Comprising a Series of Recitations Delivered at the Fitzroy Penny Readings is the record of one Melbourne program in which the audience was entertained by all seventy verses of Thomas Babington Macaulay’s ballad of Ancient Rome, ‘Horatius’, plus two other long poems: William Edmonstoune Aytoun’s ‘The Execution of Montrose’, about the Royalist Scottish martyr, and Tennyson’s morbid ‘The May Queen’.28


The pieces may have been memorised, but because verbal improvisation plays no part in recitation, that activity remains, in effect, a form of reading. It may employ theatrical elements but it is not, properly speaking, dramatic either. Based in the reading of a text, recitation is bound up with modern literacy rather than a folkloric revenant: a point worth stressing because folklorists can be keen to assert recitation as a folk art in ways that often override significant ruptures between pre-modern and industrial cultures. So Keith McKenry defined recitation in the Oxford Companion to Australian Folklore as ‘the art of performing verse from memory. A highly developed and widely practised folk art in Australia, it is not to be confused with mere verse reading’ (emphasis in original).29 Fellow folk scholar Hugh Anderson did little to improve on this definition. ‘Reciting,’ he wrote, ‘must never be confused with elocution or simple memorisation, and should properly be called a monologue performance, although the words have been long weighed down by preconceived notions of what performance means.’30 Again, there is a reluctance to acknowledge the role of literacy through reading and rote learning, the focus here seeming to fall on a semi-improvised mode of delivery such as in traditional folk songs, which can exist in several versions.


Nonetheless, that most folkloric of Australian poets, Henry Lawson, the so-called ‘voice of the bush’, acknowledged the importance of literacy in the circulation and reproduction of popular verse in his ballad ‘Will Yer Write It Down for Me?’. The impact of a poet’s performance on ‘the parlour of a shanty where the lives have all gone wrong’ is shown when a ‘boozer’ comes up and




Grasps the singer or reciter with a death-grip by the hand:


‘That’s the truth, bloke! Sling it at ’em! O Gorbli’me, that was grand!


Don’t mind me; I’ve got ’em. You know! What’s yer name, bloke! Don’t yer see?


Who’s the bloke what wrote the po’try? Will yer write it down for me?’31




Clearly, both Lawson’s anonymous boozer and his ‘backblocks bard’, a projection of the poet himself, can read and write in 1902 when the poem was penned. Poetry was favoured by reciters because, as Abigail Williams has remarked, it ‘had an unmatchable portability’32 underpinned by a society attuned to elocutionary habits. But what made the wild reciter stand out against the reader-aloud and cause him to survive into the twentieth century? One reason was that recitation was inculcated at school; another was that reciting became a form of popular entertainment and, for some, even a career.


The Poetry Generation


In Joan Lindsay’s novel Picnic at Hanging Rock (1967), Sara is not allowed to accompany her ethereal friend Miranda and the other girls on their ill-fated outing. Instead, for her failure to memorise it the previous day, Mrs Appleyard makes Sara stay in school to learn to recite ‘The Wreck of the Hesperus’ (1842) by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow—although the headmistress, or perhaps Lindsay, mistakenly ascribes it to Felicia Hemans, who is best known for ‘Casabianca’ (‘The boy stood on the burning deck/Whence all but he had fled’). Like her friends who will so mysteriously disappear into the Rock, though, Sara is a child of nature who feels constrained in the overstuffed Victorian confines of the college. Rebelliously inspired by her crush on Miranda, Sara insists she would rather recite her own ‘Ode to St Valentine’ instead of Longfellow’s tragic ballad, and so risks being sent to bed without supper.33 Peter Weir’s 1975 film of the book, which would signal the revival of the Australian film industry, plays the scene close to Lindsay’s telling, and also suggests the limit of cultural memory of the poem, which had been a favourite of reciters and a common object of study at school.


In his history of English teaching in Britain up till 1870, Ian Michael states that ‘Three aspects of elocution, much older than the elocutionary fashion itself, concerned the schools: reading aloud; correct pronunciation; public performance. Pronunciation, it was recognised by most teachers, could not be learned from a book.’34 The memorisation and spoken performance of Latin verse was commonly part of a classical education, and this eventually complemented, or was wholly replaced by, the same practices undertaken in English and other modern languages,35 but elocutionary belief in the virtue of ‘good’ speech also underpinned recitation in schools. As a popular form of speech training or ‘correction’, it was important in reshaping individuals, facilitating class mobility by disguising lower-class or provincial accents—including, of course, Australian accents. Joy Damousi has written that ‘in Australia a belief in the importance of speech in moulding character through teaching children to speak correctly was widespread. This was not only the case for the privileged middle classes … but was also evident in government-funded schools’.36


Along with a growing population, literacy rates improved sharply after the various colonies introduced acts to ensure free, secular and increasingly compulsory education from the 1870s. Based on census information, in 1861 across all Australian colonies 662 212 people could both read and write, 140 027 could read only, and 348 952 were wholly illiterate—nearly 53 per cent of those with full literacy (note, however, that these figures exclude First Nations people). By 1901, with a threefold expansion in the overall population, 3 020 665 could read and write—a four-and-a-half-fold increase on four decades before. The illiteracy rate remained relatively high—674 522, which was a doubling across the same period, while 78 614 people were still only able to read—but these statistics still represent a wholescale cultural transformation within a couple of generations.37


For the best part of a century following the 1850s, Australian primary school children progressed in literacy through graded school readers, which were generously illustrated anthologies of verse, short fiction, nature pieces, and historical and geographical tidbits. For example, the British Royal Readers were widely used from the 1870s until the turn of the century, and to open them is to enter a curious, lost world. In The Royal Readers: No. III children were regaled with homiletic verses, such as Mary Howitt’s ‘The Spider and the Fly’ (‘“Will you walk into my parlour?” said a spider to a fly’), and the anonymous ‘Armour for the Warfare of Life’:




The buckler of Integrity


Throw broadly o’er thy breast;


Thy helmet let bright Honour be,


And Truth thy stainless crest.38





Reflecting contemporary predilections and the scale of Victorian child mortality, death is close by throughout in such varied poems as Wordsworth’s ‘We Are Seven’, Hemans’s ‘The Better Land’, and ‘Little Jim’, attributed to Edward Farmer:




‘Tell Father, when he comes from work,


I said Good-night to him;


And, Mother, now I’ll go to sleep!’—


Alas, poor Little Jim!39





In her study The Victorian Popular Ballad, Jacky Bratton refers to Little Jim as ‘the most universally popular of the dying children’40 to have expired within the many pathetic ballads of the day.


Heroic ballads appear in greater numbers in Readers for older children. The Royal Readers: No. IV contains such standard pieces as ‘The Wreck of the Hesperus’ and ‘Casabianca’, plus two forgotten poems that celebrate imperial triumphs: ‘The Bonfire of Craig-Gowan’ by William Shand Daniel, in which Queen Victoria at Balmoral is notified of the fall of Sevastopol in the Crimean War; and ‘Jessie of Lucknow’ by Thomas E Webb, set during what Britain called the Indian Mutiny, which repeats the legend of a woman whose preternatural Scottish sensibilities enabled her to hear before anyone else the pipes of the 93rd Highlanders advancing to relieve the besieged city (‘The Campbells are coming! M’Gregor is near!—/Oh! dinna ya hear it yet? dinna ya hear?’).41 With the inclusion of Tennyson’s ‘The May Queen’, premature death is not wholly banished from the fourth Reader, but what’s noteworthy about this and No. III is the prominence of women poets, especially Hemans, but also Lydia Sigourney and Eliza Cook, among others, whose works were once commonly recited. They thin out by the fifth and sixth Royal Readers, intended for children on the cusp of adolescence, when men, and themes of action and battle, come to the fore. Thomas Gray’s ‘Elegy in a Country Churchyard’ appears in No. V, along with other favourites like Byron’s ‘The Destruction of Sennacherib’, Sir Walter Scott’s ‘Lochinvar’ from Marmion, and Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s ‘A Psalm of Life’, which instructs its child audience that:




Lives of great men all remind us


We can make our lives sublime,


And, departing, leave behind us


Footprints on the sands of time.42





In their 1992 oral history of Australian reading practices, Martyn Lyons and Lucy Taksa called the generation that grew up before and during World War I ‘The Poetry Generation’, and their interviewees—sixty-one of them, all over seventy, born between 1886 and 1917—reported encountering the work of the following poets:43






	
Writers



	Mentions







	Henry Lawson


	32







	William Shakespeare


	31







	Banjo Paterson


	29







	Henry Longfellow


	21







	CJ Dennis


	20







	William Wordsworth


	18







	Alfred Lord Tennyson


	15







	Adam Lindsay Gordon


	14







	Rudyard Kipling


	10







	Mary Gilmore


	10







	John Milton


	10








Source: Martyn Lyons and Lucy Taksa, Australian Readers Remember: An Oral History of Reading 1890–1930, Melbourne, Oxford University Press, 1992


In this list only a handful of poets might be considered twentieth-century writers, and even then largely on the basis of longevity. None are modernists, and only one is a woman. Though Lyons and Taksa were interested in reading rather than recitation, their figures make no clear distinction between these different modes of consumption. As they point out: ‘The poetry in the imaginary library of the Australian reader, which we have tried to reassemble here, did not sit silently on the page. It was memorised and recited.’44 The range of poets recalled by their interviewees represents a span from the low and local (Lawson, Paterson, Dennis), through a middle rank of popular Victorians (Longfellow, Tennyson), to the high and canonical (Shakespeare, Wordsworth, Milton), emphasising the extent to which poetic taste was informed by a school education system that fashioned Australian identity in terms of imperial citizenship.


Joan Shelley Rubin has described how love of country was also a major lesson to be learned in American classrooms: ‘Like the goal of fostering appreciation for beauty, the enhancement of patriotic fervour was not entirely separable from moral instruction, because patriotism was a subset of “love for that which is good and ennobling”.’45 Rubin’s Songs of Ourselves is an exemplary study of the public uses to which poetry was put in the United States in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, but poetry’s role in school education forms only one of several focuses. The major work on how memorised poetry was employed in the teaching of children is Catherine Robson’s Heart Beats: Everyday Life and the Memorized Poem, which offers a comprehensive history of recitation in British and American schools up until the mid-twentieth century, by which time it had almost entirely disappeared from curricula. For Robson, what underpins a ballad like ‘Casabianca’ is the theme of ‘noble sacrifice’ or ‘Christ by other means’. This is a topos that informs many heroic ballads and marks the shaping influence of nineteenth-century religious thought, especially upon a ‘pedagogical canon’ that ‘was called upon to serve increasingly imperialistic and nationalistic ends’.46


School education is by its very nature a conservative practice, and changes in syllabuses can progress with glacial slowness. At primary school in the 1960s I was taught to recite ‘Bell-Birds’ by Henry Kendall and ‘The Women of the West’ by George Essex Evans, mossy colonial celebrations of nature and pioneering respectively, and vestiges of a curriculum from before World War II designed to encourage patriotic sentiment. My parents remembered these poems from their own school days, and my mother could still recite certain lines. Older poetry generations in Britain and the US similarly encountered the verses their forebears had lisped through as children. As Robson has said: ‘Three generations of individuals in either country between 1880 and 1930 could conceivably have been assigned a near-identical set of poems for memorisation over the duration of their school years, albeit under the sway of different pedagogical justifications and from textbooks with varying amounts of annotation and apparatus’.47


The eponymous hero of VS Naipaul’s Trinidadian novel A House for Mr Biswas (1961) misappropriates a copy of the much-reprinted Bell’s Standard Elocutionist as a schoolboy, and the book stays with him throughout his life, both as ‘his favourite reading’48 and as the repository of a cultural capital that, however outmoded and irrelevant to his own context, he can never accrue. Biswas was taken out of school just as he had started to memorise ‘Bingen on the Rhine’ by Caroline Norton, an English poem about a dying legionnaire in Algiers who pines for his hometown in Germany. It is up to his educated son Anand, a version of the young Naipaul himself, to achieve what was denied his father:




He increased the pathos in his voice, spoke more slowly and exaggerated his gestures. With both hands on his left breast he acted out the last words of the dying legionnaire.


‘Tell her the last night of my life, for ere this moon be risen,


My body will be out of pain, my soul be out of prison.’49





Anand’s touching performance takes place in the 1940s, when the cultural cringe it depicts was still common across the British Empire. The poem also appears in Canadian LM Montgomery’s Anne of Green Gables (1908), a novel much concerned with school recitation, whose heroine knows it off by heart: ‘Don’t you just love poetry that gives you a crinkly feeling up and down your back?’50


Resuscitating an Immoral Piece of Poultry


Poetry was genuinely popular during the Victorian era in a way that it has never been before or since, and certain party pieces clearly had a long afterlife. As Bratton has stated, social and technological innovations during that period, ‘from the growth of the industrial towns to the diversification of the periodical press’, changed both the audiences for poetry and their literary taste.51 Australian poet Les Murray thus praised the verve and variety of nineteenth-century newspaper poems in this country, and the way in which journals in those days worked to cross-fertilise the high end of verbal art with the low. The Victorian period represented ‘the narrow-columned middle ground’ of poetry, before the ‘social-divide model of Australian verse’52 had started to appear, after which ‘literary’—and, by implication, modernist—elites overruled the mass of poetry lovers: ‘as in previous ages, the sharp distinction we make between poetry and song would have seemed strange’.53


The relationship between poetry and song during the Victorian period is also important. The stage was overwhelmingly musical in character, from opera and operetta down to melodrama, fairy ballets and pantomime. Partly for this reason, popular poetry was typically lyrical, in the literal sense that it might be sung, and often metrically complex. WS Gilbert is in many ways a representative figure for poetry’s close contemporary affiliations with song. As author of the comic Bab Ballads and librettist for the Savoy operas, written with Sir Arthur Sullivan, he broke new ground in both form and rhyme—as when pretentious poet Reginald Bunthorne confesses to being ‘an aesthetic sham’ in Patience (1881):




If you’re anxious for to shine in the high aesthetic line as a man of culture rare,


You must get up all the germs of the transcendental terms, and plant them everywhere.


You must lie upon the daisies and discourse in novel phrases of your complicated state of mind,


The meaning doesn’t matter if it’s only idle chatter of a transcendental kind.


And everyone will say,


As you walk your mystic way,


‘If this young man expresses himself in terms too deep for me,


Why, what a very singularly deep young man this deep young man must be!’54





The supreme expression of this melodious turn was music hall, in which, Bratton has said, ‘all branches of popular entertainment came to be absorbed’.55 Rudyard Kipling himself appropriated the working-class culture of the music halls in many of his ballads. As Peter Keating has written in his account of the poet, Kipling’s ‘own interest in the poetic possibilities of the language and rhythms of everyday speech was shared by composers of music-hall songs, though not by the most respected poets of the day’.56


Music hall arrived in Australia during the gold rushes of the 1850s, contemporary with its first flowering in Britain. Music halls were originally greater or lesser hotel saloons with a concert stage, where mostly male patrons sat at tables and were entertained by a high-spirited mixed program of song and dance, humour and acrobatics. In the late 1860s the halls were overtaken by proper variety theatres, in which fixed-row seating meant that carousing usually had to be conducted elsewhere. These appealed to a broader range of classes and laid the foundation for what came to be known in Australia as vaudeville, the American term for variety theatre, which entered dominant usage here around 1900.57 The British, in contrast, retain music hall to describe much the same thing. Numerous elements in both forms had their origins in the eclectic structure of blackface minstrel shows, which incorporated comedy routines alongside singing, dancing and instrumental items. In fact, blackface performers remained common on variety programs, in Australia as elsewhere. Here the Tivoli circuit is the best-remembered of the metropolitan vaudeville networks but, such was the mass appeal of variety, that suburban and regional circuits also flourished.


With its comic monologues and sentimental ballads, vaudeville was a powerful influence on the popularity of recitation as it encouraged amateurs to try their hand. Among the most acclaimed English monologists was Bransby Williams, renowned for his rendition of ‘The Green Eye of the Yellow God’ (1911), an orientalist fantasy in sub-Kiplingesque style that had been especially written for him by another monologue artist, J Milton Hayes. This tale of foolhardy British pluck and dastardly native payback was once so well known—a wild reciter’s standard party piece—that it was satirised for decades, up to and including The Muppet Show. It famously begins:




There’s a one-eyed yellow idol to the north of Khatmandu [sic],


There’s a little marble cross below the town,


There’s a broken-hearted woman tends the grave of Mad Carew,


And the yellow god forever gazes down.58





In a similar vein, the novelist Sax Rohmer, creator of evil Dr Fu Manchu, offered Williams ‘The Pigtail of Li Fang Fu’ (1919), which bumps up the lurid racism by several sadistic notches.59 Set in an opium den, ‘the House of a Hundred Raptures’, a drug-addled but pukka English officer sees the owner Li Fang Fu thrash his beautiful ‘ivory’ daughter and rises to her defence. Captain Dan turns the whip against the villain, and when it breaks, he continues the punishment by cutting off his queue (‘pigtail’):




In his terrible, icy passion,


Captain Dan that pigtail plied,


And with it he thrashed the Chinaman,


Until any but he had died—


Until Li Fang Fu dropped limply down


Too feeble, it seemed, to stand.


But swift to arise, with death in his eyes—


And the long keen knife in his hand!60





Twenty-first century readers will find such works irredeemable, not only for their shamelessly racist tropes but also for the obvious hyperbole in which they’re expressed: a trait which points to the long residual taste for the sensationalism of stage melodrama.


More narrowly, ‘melodrama’ also once described a distinct musical form designed to complement elocutionary performance. As Marian Wilson Kimber, in her book The Elocutionists: Women, Music, and the Spoken Word, explains: ‘That melodrama ever quite solidified as a recognisable, independent musical genre can, perhaps, even be called into question by the wide range of terms that were used to refer to works that combined speech and music: not only melodrama, but also accompanied recitation, pianologue, musical reading, and others’ (emphases in original). Such terms ‘have fallen out of collective cultural memory’ because of their connection to elocutionary performance, whose traditions have sunk virtually without trace.61 Both ‘The Green Eye of the Yellow God’ and ‘The Pigtail of Li Fang Fu’ were published with musical accompaniments, although, according to a note to the former, ‘not in the ordinary acceptance of that term’: ‘The pianist should follow the words exactly as they are printed over the music. At the same time it will be found absolutely necessary for the reciter frequently to wait for and follow the music thereby accentuating and strengthening respective points in the poem.’62 In this period a clear distinction between recitation and song can sometimes be hazy, especially as songs by vaudeville performers could be delivered in a kind of Sprechgesang halfway between speaking and singing.
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