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Days like These


As a playwright and activist, Michael Gurr has been a close observer of Australian public life and culture since the early 1980s. This is his personal account of a changing nation and a writer’s evolution.


Born in Melbourne in 1961, he wrote his first play at eighteen. His mentor in the theatre was the legendary Australian playwright Ray Lawler.


His plays have been performed around Australia and in the UK and USA. He has won four State Literary Awards for Drama in Victoria and NSW and Green Room Awards for Sex Diary of an Infidel and Jerusalem. He has written screenplays, radio plays and worked as a radio arts presenter. His plays include Julia 3, The Simple Truth, Shark Fin Soup, Crazy Brave and Intelligence.


Michael Gurr has been active in both mainstream Labor politics and alternative political causes. He worked as speechwriter in the campaign that brought Steve Bracks to power in Victoria in 1999.


His documentary play Something to Declare—about asylum seekers in Australia—has been performed many hundreds of times around the country.
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One thing leads to another





One thing leads to another.


Asked to audition as the presenter of an arts program on ABC Radio National, I go along. The audition involves presenting the show—live. I quiz the outgoing host, Michael Cathcart, about a book he’s co-editing—a collection of Australian speeches. Two years later, he asks me to launch Stirring Australian Speeches at a bookshop in Brunswick. Sybil Nolan of Melbourne University Publishing, hearing the launch speech, asks me to write an essay for a book about the dismissal of the Whitlam government. Reading the essay, she suggests the book you hold now.


The idea is to set down what it’s been like to work in the theatre and at the edges of politics over a couple and a bit decades. To be born in 1961, begin work in the early 1980s, to still be at it in 2006. To pause, lift my head and have a look around.


Generalisations that label eras or decades as one thing or another make me uncomfortable. But in setting these things down, it’s hard to ignore the temperature of different times. And I realise that I have been in and of time, more influenced by the cultural climate than I thought. The exploratory 1970s, the jittery 1980s, the divided 1990s beginning politically in hope and moving up to the present—with so many in furious bewilderment at a time when truth has lost its currency—nationally and worldwide. From the detail of Australian politics to the making of war, a new kind of dishonesty seems to be in fashion—and its effect has yet to be properly felt.


This book takes a discontinuous form because that’s how it arrived—one thing would lead me to something else so I would write about that. It follows an internal chronology rather than the calendar. With the exception of the political diaries, it’s all been written in retrospect. I’ve followed the instruction I was given: What did it feel like at the time?


I live in Melbourne’s West with my partner of fourteen years, Brandon Hardie Jones. He appears as ‘Hardie’ in these diaries and only infrequently because this book is mostly about work. And anyway, good things are harder to describe than difficult ones. Likewise the friends who sustain me more than they imagine make only guest appearances.


Hardie disputes that this is possible, but my first memory is at eighteen months. I’m sitting on a table being posed for one of those official baby photographs. The photographer is taking a long time to set up and I want him to get a move on—this was the birth of impatience.


I also recall my first ambition—to be an adult. I imagined and kept imagining that a certainty and clarity would somehow settle around me when that wonderful moment came. Politics and art would somehow set the world to rights. It’s no big surprise to find that certainty and clarity remain always out of reach, but a question haunts me: Do we change much? Or do we spend our time gathering evidence for the first things we felt?


Days Like These is a diary about faith and home. Faith, because that’s turned out to be the subject of most of my writing; home, because it describes various places where I’ve tried to make one.


Michael Gurr
Footscray





Ten year olds don’t get a lot of mail






November 1971


Ten year olds don’t get a lot of mail, so it’s an event to find a letter addressed to you on the kitchen bench after school. It’s written in old lady’s handwriting on a small piece of notepaper. Included is a green two-dollar note. She is writing to say how sorry she is to hear about my paraplegia, how she was moved by the poem I wrote about my condition, how she admired the bravery I showed by having it published in the Herald and that I might spend the two dollars on something to brighten my day.


The Herald has published the poem in their ‘Kidz’ section, announcing it with a mere, ‘Here is a poem by Michael Gurr, aged 10. He says it is a look at the world through the eyes of a paraplegic’.


It’s a guilty thrill: the joy of having convinced someone. Returning the money doesn’t hurt at all. She writes back to say she’s glad I’m not a paraplegic, has spent the money on some needy children and good luck with my poetry. You can feel the bristle in her tone.


My maternal grandmother asks me if it would be possible to write some happier poems. Ivy wants something a bit more uplifting; she especially doesn’t like the one about the war in Vietnam, though at least it rhymes. We are sitting together watching the sea from the verandah of her house in a service-station and milk-bar town called Indented Head. This is the usual destination for school holidays, where a walk to look at the disappearing wreck of the paddle steamer Ozone is a regular event. At some unspoken signal, Ivy goes inside the house and returns with a large book. Today it is Van Gogh. At other times it will be Italian sculpture or Renaissance painting. She handles these books with infinite respect—they contain a kind of magic. We look through them, very slowly, mostly in silence. It seems we stare at each colour plate for five minutes before the page is turned. Time drifts.


Holidays exaggerate my feeling at ten years old that nothing ever happens, a sense of perpetual waiting, whether on a kitchen chair, a beach or at night under a drift of mosquito repellent in the bungalow. Tomorrow there will be a church service in Portarlington, followed by a long afternoon watching great uncles and aunts play at lawn bowls. The white and green of summer, the knock of bowl on bowl, the afternoon tea. None of this has boredom’s fidget, it is more like time suspended, the narcotic effect on a child of spending long hours with old people. Van Gogh’s chair is a lightning strike, a point of voltage, a postcard from somewhere where something is actually happening.


February 1969


Mrs Neat wears a hat and teaches religious instruction. On Tuesday mornings she comes into our classroom at Lloyd Street Central School and relates Bible stories to the modern world. The Prophet Amos was like a newsreader, but he had good news to tell. The Centurions were like bad police, if we could imagine such a thing. She is like a skinny Margaret Rutherford. Very interested in hygiene, she is strongly opposed to handkerchiefs, which she sees as germ factories. Tissues only, she says, demonstrating the use of one and dropping it decisively into the bin.


I enjoy Mrs Neat, I like her whole mad endeavour: to find modern analogies for ancient Middle Eastern politics. But then I discover that hers is a solo show—audience participation is not welcome. I ask her, not entirely innocently, whether Jesus had brown skin, given where he was born. Her look is savage—she has identified An Enemy and I am exorcised from the classroom. In the corridor, she zeroes in: Where did I get these kinds of ideas? What was I trying to prove? She was furious and going to need a tissue in a minute. Getting sent to the Principal for under-age sedition is no fun, but experiencing a capacity to upset is oddly exciting.


October 1968


My father’s parents live in a sparsely furnished flat a long way from the big white house in Malaysia where my grandfather worked for Pacific Tin. It’s very quiet here, with my grandmother having taken to her bed, a presence to be visited at arranged times, her soft worn leather Bible never far from her side. The detail of what is spoken has passed into a tone: courtesy and decorum, an elevated sense of good behaviour.


My grandfather speaks only very occasionally of his previous life: the war he spent in Changi and Syme Road Jail, of chalk marks drawn around each man’s space, to be crossed at some danger. He had delayed leaving Singapore—believing along with all Englishmen that Churchill would defend the place. When the truth dawned he had the family dog put down and buried under a palm tree outside the Raffles Hotel. His wife and son waited in Australia.


The images are colonial, the life recalled in genteel calm as if through tropical growth or under soporific ceiling fans. My grandmother’s German-American past remains shrouded—a career as an English teacher is talked of—but not the name change from Messershmidtt to Smith. I listen a lot, sit still, absorbing images but not meanings. Again the sense of waiting, of hoping that something will begin.






February 1973


At the National Theatre Drama School in St Kilda, the Director Joan Harris sits behind her desk. Her office is a clutter of actor’s head-shots, crumbling props and mugs full of dead biros. She has maintained a conversation here for years. It feels like one you can drop in and out of, whoever you are: terrified wannabe actor, staff teacher or pushy parent. The place is divided into two halves—a serious course for adult actors and Saturday morning classes for everyone under eighteen, where I have enrolled. The conversation in Joan’s office is about making things happen. Not about theatre necessarily, but something. For Joan, standing still is the enemy of talent. She radiates an endless curiosity, an enabling warmth. Whatever your idea or problem, you want to leave this office with her endorsement.


I started coming here when I was twelve. It’s the first place I’ve been excited and at ease. There is now something beyond the endless Monday to Friday of the maths I cannot grasp, the lunch hours that stretch into days and the hundred-yard races I excel at but can’t see the point of. A student with a fast mouth and a melancholy that won’t go away, I don’t know what to do with most of what I think. Weekends aren’t much better: what exactly is supposed to happen? I watch other twelve year olds with a kind of bewildered envy as they throw themselves enthusiastically into this or that. I’ve started writing, copiously, aimlessly, sometimes filling a page with the same sentence repeated over and over, just to will something into being. I have a vague sense that my presence somehow offends some of the kids around me at school, that I am always on fairly thin ice.


Two or three teachers had tried to help. Little moments of private encouragement, or warnings against standing out too much that I didn’t understand. And then, at last, the eccentric authoritarian who said I should go to the National Theatre Drama School. A man in Coca-Cola print trousers who powered around Lloyd Street State School ordering people about with a kind of effervescent glee.


It’s called a drama school but we’re not learning acting. It’s far removed from a talent school for kids who want to be on TV. It seems more connected to finding out how to live. Sure, we learn improvisation and we put on little shows, but it’s light-years away from showbiz. There are three cards on Joan Harris’s noticeboard: TRUST. RISK. ALLOW. Actors must trust their colleagues, actors must take risks, actors must allow new things to happen without fear or ego getting in the way. But these things are bigger than theatre.


February 1981


By the time I’m too old for the junior classes at the National, the writing has turned into plays. Today I am sitting opposite Joan Harris but I can’t hear much of what she is saying because I am staring at a stack of fresh photocopies of the first play I’ve written. This is like being published. The play is called Indoors, a Joe Orton-ish domestic murder-comedy, and Joan is going to put on a public reading. Actual actors are going to say my actual words in front of an actual audience. The reading happens, an audience comes, they react. I can’t hear a thing. It’s my first experience of writer’s vertigo—a sensation so exciting and strange that you are deaf to the experience, terrified, and want it immediately to happen again.


For the next few months I bring Joan play after play. I work as a stage manager for one of her senior school productions, wrangling a cast of twenty-six. She commissions me, for $600, to write a play for her students. The First Church in Hell, with a cast of thirty-three, is ostensibly a comedy about religious evangelism in the outback, but it’s really an exercise in traffic management. And then she bundles up all my plays and sends them to Ray Lawler, who is Literary Adviser at Melbourne Theatre Company. I’m invited in to meet him and Carmel Powers, who works there with him assessing plays.


September 1981


Melbourne Theatre Company’s rehearsal and administrative building is known as The Factory. On the red train down there I’m heady-nervous. Ray and Carmel are interested, curious, Ray particularly about the surreal little collages I make as covers for my plays. Would I like to sit in on rehearsals? For a month or two I watch John Sumner and Bruce Myles directing plays. A discreet presence in the corner, I barely speak to anyone, but there is something about the way these people work that is making me feel at home. It’s a combination of rigour and fun. The work seems very serious yet it’s punctuated by moments of silliness, breakouts of dirty humour. The rhythm of it strikes me as exactly right.


Some money is found and I’m offered a job: Playwright-in-Residence. No-one seems to know exactly what this job means and it turns out to be pretty much what you want it to be. I’m given a desk, a typewriter and the run of the building. On Day One, I learn something about the role of Marketing and Sponsorship in the subsidised theatre. The man who runs this stuff approaches me as I settle in. He wants my typewriter. His justification is simple:


—I have a greater need for it than you do.


I stand my ground. For six months, I do what I have never done since: write from nine to five. The workings of a big organisation like this are intimidating for a while, I feel slightly apologetic for my presence. Ray Lawler comes over to my desk.


—You don’t have to stay ‘til 5 p.m. every day, you know.


We grow closer. He hints at things I should be reading, encourages my disrespect for the formalities of a large organisation, takes me to the pub. When he sees me bored, he asks me to read a few unsolicited scripts, to tell him what I think. It’s very hard to learn anything from great plays—a perfectly realised play has a secret in it that can’t be copied and should just be enjoyed. Crap, unproducable plays are full of instruction: they show you exactly where things have gone wrong.


When the six months are over a little party is held in Ray and Carmel’s office. We gather around the cask and chips. John Sumner, until then a fairly distant, unapproachable man, appears in the room.


—What’s this in aid of?


He’s told.


—Then what are you going to do now?


He’s told that I have no idea.


—Then would you like to stay on?


In a few minutes, money is found for another six months and the cask is put sheepishly back in the cupboard. The second half of the year is more loose. I write less, drift in and out of rehearsals more, there are more laughs. To walk from one rehearsal room to another is a series of seductions. I am utterly seduced by Brecht, but realise that his theories don’t actually work when applied to his plays. It’s only when the actors forget to alienate us that the scenes start to live. Or maybe he knew that vulnerable flesh on stage was enough and you didn’t need to emote? After lunch, a different room, the precisely calibrated moves of actors creating a perfect period world. I watch an hour of bowing. Then back to Brecht. An actor has gone too far with emotion: how to pull it back and show it without telling us how to feel? Then someone else has got it exactly right: there is something called intellectual warmth, where you feel the thing completely but don’t tell the audience what conclusion they should draw. Back across the corridor, women in hoop skirts are still bowing before the Emperor. But not quite right, let’s try that again.


Is theatre the only form that people want to work in while knowing so little about it? Aspiring novelists have read novels, violinists have at least heard recordings, but it’s not unusual to meet young playwrights who have seen maybe two plays and read none. This was me: an iron filing to a magnet I knew nothing about.


When the year was over, I loftily declined the offer of a job as an assistant stage manager. Twenty-one year olds know when they’ve learnt all they need to know about theatre. The Commonwealth Employment Service only asks that you write down that you’ve looked in the newspapers for a job, scanned the boards in their office and dated your form correctly.






November 1975


The playground at Lloyd Street State School is like most of its kind. A few scrappy trees, blue-gray asphalt, a stainless-steel trough of drinking fountains and a caretaker who never talks. His storeroom smells of dust, fuel and damp and is utterly off-limits. But the toughest kid in the school has a key and he stands at the door like a bouncer and admits a stream of fourteen-year-old boys who go in there to fuck, or pretend to fuck, the bad girl with nail polish who wants to be everybody’s friend.


Leanne wasn’t that girl. She didn’t join in the competition without rules that is life among fourteen year olds. She didn’t learn the Sharpie dances, she didn’t care whether she was part of the In Group. She laughed at things, couldn’t be bothered with the aggro, and we were friends. When she walked up to me in the playground on November 11, 1975, and said that one of the teachers had just told her the government had been sacked, I didn’t believe her. I said, in a tone I have spent my adult life trying to suppress:


—No. I’m sorry. That’s just not possible.


Leanne said:


—Wanna bet?


We shook on it and the next day I gave her a green two-dollar note. She didn’t really want the money because she thought that Whitlam’s sacking was a bad thing.


Between the sacking and the December election, things got a little hot at Lloyd Street. We wrote ‘Fraser’ on the blackboard, replacing the ‘s’ with a swastika. A teacher countered by chalking up the word ‘Whitlam’ with the ‘w’ and the ‘m’ crossed out. We thought ours was better. ‘Shame, Fraser, Shame’ badges were banned. My big yellow ‘We Want Gough’ badge was confiscated. Some of us wagged school to sit in what was then Melbourne’s City Square holding art-class paper we’d painted up with generically outraged slogans.


What was I thinking? Why did I want Gough? I knew that somehow something unfair had happened. To object to the Dismissal was to be against those who picked on people. I wonder if that taunted girl at Lloyd Street who couldn’t sit for her father’s whip marks on her legs is alive now. Schoolyard wisdom said she stank and if you sat next to her you’d get her germs. There were songs about her. It seems to me that if you lined up against the bullies you probably thought the Dismissal was wrong. Not that we put two and two together; not that we stood up for her all that much; it was just a feeling of knowing which side you were on.


I cycle down to Joan Child’s office: she’s the local Labor candidate. I knock on the door and she opens it. I want to join the ALP. In fact, to a fourteen year old it doesn’t feel like an alternative government at all, more like an oppressed minority. Joan Child asks me how old I am. It’s a dilemma: I’m not old enough for Young Labor. She says to come back when I turn sixteen. I don’t. Probably just as well. By then I was knocking on a shop-front in Glenhuntly Road looking for another home, a place that gives order and purpose to instinct and anxiety. It’s a place where you imagine a sense of rightness and appropriateness will settle around you. A place where self-consciousness is happily subsumed to a common cause. I think I’m grateful to Joan Child for sending me away. God knows what would have happened.






August 1977


He wears the tiniest shorts you’ve ever seen, smokes constantly and smells of booze. He doesn’t actually teach us about English Literature, he just demonstrates its glamour. David Niven, Melbourne High School’s Lit boss, lays down the law to provoke you.


—There is only Shakespeare and Chekhov. Everything else is shit.


—Gerard Manley Hopkins is better than you think, a fact you will one day discover for yourselves.


—T. S. Eliot only wrote one decent poem. I’m going to read it to you now.


He picks on you and sends you to the nearest servo for more cigarettes. Wills Super Mild are less than a dollar a pack. He gives me an A for my essay on Sylvia Plath and then pauses dramatically.


—Brilliant essay. But however much you like her, you really shouldn’t refer to the poet by her first name.


There’s more than a touch of the amateur actor in him, the pleasure he takes in his rich cigarette-wrecked voice, his studied outrageousness. Later, I hear that his life has cracked and the discreet powers at Melbourne High School have employed him to wash bottles in the science department. He’s sleeping at the school. They are looking after him. I heard they even drove his coffin past the school in a guncarriage.


Striding into a classroom, David Niven will pretend-shout at the least likely kid:


—Read me an Emily Dickinson poem!


The boy chokes through it.


—That’s not how you do it. This is how you do it.


And throws the switch to actor. The ten of us sitting in a basement classroom are allowed in on a wonderful joke. That novels and poems are sexy and important. After we’ve all sobbed our way through Jude the Obscure he reads us the sequence where the eldest child hangs his siblings in a cupboard and has us in stitches. He’s teaching disrespect.


—Who’s rooting a bird at MacRob? says David Niven.


Two hands go up.


—Well, I don’t think a same-sex school encourages homosexuality, do you?


As if we’re going to answer. His unpredictability is so unlike anything else that all of us skip through to high marks for English Lit by doing no work at all.






June 1979


The staffroom in the art department at Melbourne High School is a haven for smart-arse misfits. The teachers there, Rebecca and Frances, smoke and laugh and indulge us. When I meet Frances again years later, she smiles.


—We didn’t really teach you anything, did we?


She pauses.


—Except for the things that mattered.


She’s right. They teach us to discriminate a little, and what looks shambolic is in fact a tumbling, disordered generosity. You can say anything, ask anything, promote any idea. Whatever we do is OK if it’s either fun or true. Self-indulgence gets short shrift. From the outside, the room that is permanently scented with France’s Gaulois smoke probably looks clubby and like a form of in-school wagging. It sometimes is, but it’s also an argument about telling the difference between bullshit and real. A good teacher lets you carry on like you’re the only person who has ever seen a Rothko, the first to read Rimbaud. Situationists, performance artists, sudden five-minute infatuations with Max Beckman—it’s art history on fast forward. The art room is also the place where kids can hide, sometimes in cupboards, so they can avoid playing the sport they dread. Pansy sanctuary.


Leigh Bowery is there, though he isn’t mates with the teachers the way a couple of us are. Leigh is metaphorically saving up for his airfare, no-one gets very close to him. Later he will turn up as the subject of Lucien Freud paintings, perform gross-out performance art pieces in London, die and be portrayed by Boy George in the West End. But now he does flat acrylic paintings that are part cosmetics poster, part Warhol. He casts a cynical, knowing eye over the life that is trapping him in Melbourne—holding court without having a court. Bowery plays dry ironic jokes, like choosing an unlikely candidate for adoration and running a graffiti campaign on the subject’s beauty. It is a brutal kind of humour.


A boy who was effeminate or in some other way cut from different cloth could always expect the usual dose of exclusion or bullying, but I never saw Bowery copping any flak. Partly because he was built like a rugby player—but he also behaved with an outrageousness that neutralised any attack. When someone is giving a very big, faggy performance, calling them a fag is hardly hurtful. Likewise a corridor encounter between an effeminate student who had taken to wearing foundation make-up and his would-be tormentor. Shirt-fronted outside a classroom, the make-up boy simply raised an eyebrow. The tormentor was literally lost for words.


May 1993


Asked to return to Melbourne High to speak to their student assembly, I put together a speech that aims to provoke a little, to give courage to the excluded. But time has passed and I feel a sophistication and ease coming off this audience. What I am saying seems somehow past its time—a good feeling, but also a disconcerting one. I realise I am speaking to them as though from inside a time capsule—defending the outsiders and ratbags who I now sense are more easily accommodated. I have sat in this hall as a student and watched this happening: the returning ex-student slightly reliving old battles.






January 1976


The singer isn’t singing, he’s yelling. The band are ramshackle, the sound is muddy, the crowd full-on. He gets to the end of a verse, pauses endlessly, seems to walk away from the microphone, turns back and snarls the chorus like it doesn’t matter. Bob Dylan’s Hard Rain concert is broadcast on TV and something falls into place. I actually—how can I put this?—find my instamatic camera and take pictures of the television. Later, it turned out this was the shabby end of the Rolling Thunder Revue; all the lyricism and theatricality had gone by then. But right now, it is imperative to own the album of this concert. The day after seeing the show, it is strangely pleasurable to discover how few kids at school liked it. The snobbery of the pop music crush.


True fans, unselfconscious and rapt, find everything infatuating. I absorb the back of the record cover. I memorise liner notes as keenly as the lyrics. Fudged lines, sloppy endings, backing singers coming in at the wrong moment: all these things are right. Idiot Wind burns the house down around you. How can something be so vague and so precise at once? It could be about anything or anybody. The fury of it is exhilarating. It’s a big open wound of a song and this live performance is so misanthropic that you can’t keep the grin off your face. If you’re fifteen and impatient to crystallise vague impulses into something concrete, this album arrives like a new set of clothes. While not your own, they will certainly do until the real thing turns up.


Sometimes art throws up things that are both exact and elusive, that come from a very particular sensibility but somehow leave room enough for us to not just look at them but inhabit them. It happens more often in music than anywhere else, but the best paintings do it. An open expression on the face of a Vermeer woman, the biggest, deepest Rothkos. Bits of Mahler tell you something different each time. They’re the works you feel some sort of partnership with, even ownership of.


There’s a swoon in being a fan, an uncritical abandonment, only a little like love, because it lacks love’s outward impulse. The crush-fan is focused inwards, the music exists only for him. It’s an overripe moment, sublime and adolescent, in love with the idea of creativity.


Bob Dylan drops into my life like a fat encyclopaedia. Suddenly this is the real homework. To get through everything he’s recorded is more important than sitting at a desk in a schoolroom listening to the rat-sized man who is shrinking The Grapes of Wrath to a series of symbols, motifs, themes and objectives. One of those human calculators who could reduce ice-cream to its molecular compounds and leave you with nothing to eat. Along the way in the Dylan education you encounter the Dylan-maddies, the obsessed ones, but you wave them past. They’re silly, they don’t get it. They’re toddlers, I’m real. The intellectual snobbery of a fifteen year old—the only forgivable kind.


The intense involvement of being a fan has its shadow-side. A fan can mistake the internal thrill for the real thing; he can come to believe that the thing he loves has been invented for him alone. And when real love or grief or compromise don’t arrive to push him into the messy, plural, grown-up world, things can go wrong. If you can’t share your obsession, or laugh at it, you start to build a cocoon. The fan becomes the owner of what he loves. The collector becomes a hoarder, the follower a stalker. Unless he realises that the joy is shared, he takes a gun to school. The gun isn’t always real, sometimes it is carried in a pocket behind the ribs: a hatred for everything that doesn’t feed me. Those who cling to this way of experiencing the world beyond adolescence find the worries of others boring. You can sometimes see them on the news: autodidact young men being led away with jackets over their heads.


The clothes I borrowed at fifteen came from music and from the plays I discovered. There’s that word: I had discovered them. I began more than one conversation with a theatre-wise adult with something like:


—Are you familiar with Ionesco?


To their credit, the answer was mostly a neutral Yes. Recognising the fan, they mostly resisted the impulse to slap me or walk away.


Because, of course, I was the first person to read Ionesco. The first to discover the possibilities of absurdism. The third play I wrote finished with a stage image of a gigantic birthday cake into which the protagonist had put the chopped-up bodies of the residents of his rooming house. If there’s a better image of a narcissistic adolescent ego I can’t think of it just now. Now, I see him singing Happy Birthday to himself and I get the point. Then, I think I thought the protagonist was taking some sort of unspecified revenge on the world.


I’m writing a few plays like this, half-digested absurdism and a fair slug of Joe Orton. You could revel in the sex’n’murder of John Lahr’s biography, the playwright as sexual adventurer and scourge of the establishment, but underneath was the stylist, the formalist. Joe Orton wanted his work presented beautifully: he knew that to properly goose an audience they had to be unsuspecting. He hated the experimental.


Fans imitate, writers try on styles. It’s hardly conscious—it’s most like someone realising they can sing but not knowing exactly how or exactly which songs. As the ideas form, the craft itches for an outlet. It’s all a muddle. Orton for his sexy epigrams, Edward Albee for the Jamesian paragraphs, a workout to see how long you can keep a single sentence going. At Melbourne Theatre Company in 1983, Patricia Kennedy stops mid-rehearsal of A Pair of Claws. She’s rehearsing a very long speech. She turns to me.


—It’s a bit like Albee, isn’t it? You have to drive the idea through with all those little interruptions coming in between.


In one of my least convincing performances I pretend I haven’t read much Albee. Now I think of it, she may have been giving a note to the rest of the cast rather than trying to out me as an imitator. She was probably telling them how to act it—and she would have been right.


I’m writing a new play every couple of months. There’s the physical pleasure of writing a character’s name on one side of the page and what they say a few spaces across. Talk’s addictive because it’s all we do. Plays are the least lonely thing to write because there’s always a reply coming. Someone is always about to interrupt.


May 2001


Asked to write 800 words for a newspaper on the state of something—theatre, native title, the Labor Party—I run out of steam at 400. I’ve said what I want to say. Unless someone butts in I can’t get the energy to go on.


August 2004


Bob Dylan at some stadium or other. Now that he’s in his sixties, everything is connecting up. The ancient American folk songs are exposing themselves in his songs. Things are coming together: the performance shows you the bones of where the music came from. He’s called his CD Love and Theft. The ego of originality has given way to something more. You hear old influences coming up, alluded to. At this time of life, simple blues and Woody Guthrie are sort of nodding at each other across Bob Dylan’s songs. There’s a harmony here that is encouraging at exactly the right time. I’m trying to write a play that indicates rather than explains. The Simple Truth is trying to open doors, not walk you through them. This concert gives me courage. More importantly, it gives me back a sense of humour, puts purpose back in my step. The old man seems to be having fun. I don’t know why musicians and writers never meet in Australia. I don’t want interesting crossover projects, but I think we might be able to egg each other on.






June 1996


Tired of shouting at the television screen and fed up with the bullying personality of the Kennett government, I write some paragraphs for Labor Leader John Brumby’s campaign. I fax them to his Chief of Staff who rings and says thanks. They use a bit of what I wrote, lose the election and I get a phone call. I meet with Brumby and walk away realising that I now have a part-time job. We haven’t sat down and talked about anything much, I’ve just shaken his hand and been put on as a part-time speechwriter. OK.


It seems that the Victorian Labor Party is trying to beat Kennett at his own game. It’s become a fight between the leaders to be the toughest kid in the school. In Parliament, Scotch College Jeff taunts Melbourne Grammar John with the old Scotch line:


—If you can’t get a girl, get a Grammar boy!


It’s like that a lot. John Brumby, doing what everyone agrees is the toughest job in Victorian politics, seems straitened by the conventions of the role. Cast as Opposition Leader, he plays it with conviction, but you sense that no-one is listening to Labor. The Kennett fireworks fill the sky, the booster-party is in full swing: who wants to hear about someone’s grandma stuck on a hospital trolley? John Brumby always gives a professional performance, but people don’t see much of his warmth. Privately, he’s friendly—on TV he snaps to attention. The truism ‘Oppositions never win elections, governments only lose them’ is only half true. Partly it’s about changing the subject, something Labor can’t seem to do right now. Starting a conversation in a different part of the room and hoping like mad that people will come over and join in. In 1996 we’re the wallflowers.


Opposition happens in physically cramped offices and is prey to odd moods. There is never any shortage of people to tell you how badly things are going, and many engage in the comforting sport of talking down a half-good idea. We’re like a little herd of Eeyores, A. A. Milne’s defensively depressed donkey.


—Good Morning, Eeyore.


—Is it? asks Eeyore.


Opposition breeds a grim pleasure in some personalities. An adviser meets me in the corridor.


—What are you working on?


—Brumby’s speech for the State ALP Conference.


He can’t contain himself.


—Oh God, the Conference speech! Oh Jesus. The dear old Conference speech!


He’s cackling now.


—Have fun, mate! Have fun!


I’m left standing in the corridor thinking that a certain amount of pessimism is probably justified at this time—the Party is at its lowest post-Split point. But glee? Old retired hands offer dark warnings to the rookie speechwriter about the people he is soon to meet:


—They’ll set up meetings with two groups, mate. The ethnics and the disabled. Avoid them. Do whatever you can. Jump under a tram, hide under someone’s desk, just don’t get stuck in a room with them.


Speechwriting is invisible work—it should be—but an odd sort of magic attaches to it. In a tight corner, a bit of rhetorical lift can do wonders for everyone’s spirits. People peer at the words in a speech differently to the way they examine a policy release. They hunt through speeches looking for answers. They’re suspicious of you because what you do is just outside the realm of things that can be calculated. You’re taking other people’s work and moving it around, trying to translate it into the voice of the man who will say it, driving it with whatever emotion you think it can hold. You’re taking policy and statistics and trying to make them personal. There are plenty of hands involved in putting a speech together and the writer in me learns pretty smartly that this is a different world, where fondness for a turn of phrase is merely quaint and, especially for speeches addressed to the Party, nuance is everything. It is explained to you that any talk about reform of the education system must be balanced by an equal number of words praising teachers—or else the teacher unions will be itchy in their seats. Of course, the written speech may not be delivered at all—reading the room, the leader might decide to talk about football instead. There are only a couple of speeches for John Brumby that we get right: they are the fighting ones when his leadership is under pressure. The best one was his last Conference speech when some union leaders staged a mini-walkout. I’d been looking forward to the coverage of that speech. The Herald Sun gave us ‘Labor’s Day of Hate’.


I can’t say I’m enjoying this job. Long unproductive conversations about how bad everything is don’t lift my spirits like they seem to for some. But then I didn’t sign on for fun. I signed on to find a useful place to put anger. It’s an ugly administration Kennett runs. There’s the disability service that’s had its budget cut by 60 per cent. They’ve been told that if they speak in public about this cut they’ll lose the rest. Dedicated people are given an impossible choice: struggle on delivering an inadequate service, or get a five-second run on the news and deliver nothing.


Jeff Kennett preens a lot, he runs a fairly preening government. They strut and puff their chests out and act like the state is a fun park run according to very strict rules. I’ve never been to Disney World, but I met someone who worked there once. She got paid lousy money for jumping around in a silly costume. The Empire of Compulsory Joy. Sometimes you feel the state government is just one step away from putting its ministers into uniform.


I write an overblown, hyperbolic piece for The Age called ‘Victoria: The S & M State’. They reject it. I had tried to explain something I feel instinctively: that there are moments in history when people seem to take a weird pleasure in being punished. In Victoria’s case, a decade of Labor government had, either symbolically or actually, spiralled down into a kind of dull chaos. Even people who were about to vote Labor had the wry wince on their faces. They knew what was coming and half-felt they deserved it. People seemed eager for Jeff Kennett’s short sharp shock. It was the Thatcher vision of zero government, but with added ad-man. As nurses and teachers were sacked, schools closed and judges seen off, flash events and big new buildings appeared. We didn’t deserve woolly-cardigan things like clean hospitals and well-run schools. We needed punishment. And after our punishment, our eyes red and the backs of our legs smarting from the strap: cake. Casinos and car races. Journalism simply died in Victoria. At some level, reporters wanted the approval of the man. You could almost see them lining up for a smack.


March 1999


It’s happened. John Brumby has stood aside and Steve Bracks is the new leader of the Victorian Labor Party. I’m called in for a meeting. Officially I am just a speechwriter, I write speeches, that’s all. I’m handed notes in bulk, facts and figures, and I try to distil them into something that someone might actually say. So how to explain this other role, this sense of responsibility? Steve Bracks is not a man for a lazy chat, there’s a diary in his head. He thinks three meetings into the future. If there’s nothing actually happening he doesn’t exactly shoot the breeze. Our moments alone are punctuated with silences, both of us working out the next step. Out of one of these silences I get an idea. What if I asked you questions for an hour, wrote up the answers as an autobiographical essay and we offer that to the press? A sort of ‘get to know the new guy’? We do this. He likes the result but the press think it’s corny and no-one runs it. But out of this go-nowhere exercise come some of the words for the campaign.


With the Kennett glitter still wowing the press, it takes a monumental effort for the Opposition Leader’s staff to galvanise around ordinary things like the numbers of kids in classrooms. Labor’s natural pessimism surges up and down. Staffers are sometimes happiest when things are going badly. The feeling is more familiar. But the unnoticed work that John Brumby has done in regional Victoria, tapping into Kennett’s neglect, fuelling their resentment of the city, is quietly paying off.


The dining room of the Victorian Parliament is old-fashioned like the Coles caf. I sit down opposite Steve Bracks and order a cup of tea. He likes this place.


—You know, this is probably the only place left in Melbourne where you can get tomatoes on a Salada biscuit.


And then he politely unpicks the speech I’ve written. He wants all the anger taken out of it. What you write at home at 11 p.m. feels fine. But it looks over the top at 11 a.m. in the Parliamentary Dining Room over Saladas. I take the speech home and tone it down. We won’t compare Jeff to Joh. Cheap grab. In fact we should stop talking about Jeff at all. It’s a speech about law reform and you become an instant shallow expert. I feel I’ve got a four out of ten. What strikes me most on the tram home is how much everyone must work to the top of their form in Opposition. The sheer energy it takes to stay connected and interested. You open the newspaper and someone writes:


—Here is another nice-looking man in a suit who will be sacrificed to the lost cause that is the Victorian Labor Party.


At least when you put on a play you get slagged for doing something. In Opposition you get slagged before you do anything. Steve Bracks actually cares about infrastructure: he doesn’t just think it’s a good idea, he gets excited about it. I smack my forehead, often and hard, trying to find a better word for infrastructure than infrastructure. A word that would make us actually see a schoolroom, a hospital ward, a train station, actually visualise it, a word that would connect government to daily life. I’ve never found it.


There’s a meeting with media and policy advisers in Steve Bracks’s office. We’re going over a speech. There’s a sentence in it that I have to fight for. ‘We must not be afraid to demand from government the things we demand from each other.’ It seems to me to sum up the central problem of politics. I don’t explain myself well at this meeting—you get points for calm reasoning, not for simple insistence. And because I am part-time, with no desk and therefore less familiarity with the office, I know I have outsider status. But this idea seems to me to be at the very heart of the fight for anyone on the Left. How do you take the common daily gestures of generosity and expand them into public policy? Your friend needs fifty bucks to get her through the week. That old guy is struggling with the coin-return mechanism on his supermarket trolley. Of course you help them if you can, of course you do. But how to expand the ordinary into something bigger—that’s the challenge.
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“This book connects politics to life in a way you rarely see—it’s funny
and beautifully written. Michael, as an outsider who ended up on the inside of
politics, is able to tell unique truths.” JULIA GILLARD
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