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IVIORAG FRASER

E: ster 1996

TTACH A DATE TO THE WORD ‘EASTER” and you agitate
the shadows. So much swirls around the word. There is the
death and rising, and the beginning of a Christian calendar.
Then there are all the events, celebratory and catasprophic,
that have been annexed to the word and to its moveable fecast,
and all concentrated in a moment when the seasons pivot
and everything changes.

It is impossible not to think of Ireland at this time: eighty
years sincce the Easter uprising, and still no confirmed peace.
And Isracl: when we went to press last month it was with
uneasy hopes of a bricf period, between the assassination of
Yitzak Rabin and the Israeli elections, in which sane
negotiation could take place with the Palestinians. Within
24 hours the bombing had begun.

Monthly magazines can anticipate some patterns of
political and cultural behaviour, but by and large their func-
tion has to be different from that of daily newspapers. Prime
Ministers and Premiers notoriously do not consule maga-
zine cditors whan they set their election dates. So we have
looked sideways this month, to see what can be gleaned from
experiences elsewhere.

Frank Brennan, writing from the USA, looks at the fault
lines in American racial politics and law. The picture is not
an c¢ncouraging one, but there are lessons in it, and, in
Australia, still time to learn from them.

David Braddon-Mitchell, in Auckland, looks at Australia
through the prism of a New Zealand that has gone much
further with radical free-market reforms than we have here.
Australia is usually too haughty to look across the Tasman
for models of a- :view of a possible social future. It’s about
time we did.

Back home, Shanc Maloney has taken a different tack
with the elections-that-we-had-to-have. Maloney is a crime
fiction writer with an eye for the bizarre and the human
ragbaggery of politics. He went deep into what the pundits
call a political heartland—the Victorian electorate of Bat-
man—to track the progress of Martin Ferguson, and found
out just how complex an organ the political heart can be. If
the ALP wants some raw data for their post-loss soul search-
ing they need look no further. At the very least Maloney
might help them to keep their political sense of humour.

Good news: Rowan Callick, Melbourne Burcau Chief
of the Australian Financial Review, has been awarded the
Graham Perkin Award for 1995 and named Australian
Journalist of the Year. In their citiation the judges
commented on ‘an extraordinary, diverse range’ of Callick’s
work, which included, ‘Papua New Guinea’s forcign ex-
change crisis, the “amazing” cement scandal in Port Mores-
by, economic and evironmental problems in the Solomon
Islands and perceptive picees in the journal Eureka Street '
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The ritu al setting

VER THE EASTER PERIOD, the Jewish Muscum of
Australia, which has recently moved into new premis-
¢s in Melbournce’s St Kilda, is hosting a celebration of
Jewish food. The exhibition is called “The Moveable
Feast’. Tt includes a fully operational Kosher kitchen
in which cooking demonstrations are taking place at
intervals throughout the exhibition period.

The display also includes explanations of the
types of food associated with
special Jewish days and the scrip-
tural origins of dietary laws. The
Kosher kitchen is as stylish as
anything in Vogue. It is also, we
discover, rooted in an unfathoma-
ble tradition. Scripture makes the
point three times that ‘you shall
not cook the meat of a kid in the
milk of its mother.” So the kitchen
has two scts of crockery and two
sinks: one for meat dishes and the
other for milk dishes. Yet the eye
is cqually drawn to the quality of the contemporary
benches and cupboards.

The Jewish Muscum is a class act, and ‘The
Movecable Feast’ is typical of the pains it takes, both
to cclebrate and explain Judaism. The permanent
cxhibition is a kind of interactive catechism. You can
walk through a Jewish ycar and understand where
Yom Kippur and Pesach (Passover) lie in relation to
cach other; you can ponder a life cycle which includes
birth, bar mitzvah & bat mitzvah, marriage, death and
the possibility of divorce.

You can listen to a Talmudic debate. You can
sce ways in which the name of God and the word of
God arc reverenced: ‘the centrality of the Torah in
Jewish life is evidenced in Jewish ritual and worship
in the synagogue where the Torah is treated with all
the respeet accorded to royalty.” Nothing is taken for
granted. There is even a window to explain the idea
of praycer to a visitor who may be entirely unfamiliar
with this form of human behaviour: ‘Prayer is to
remember God’s presence, acknowledge God’s
providence, sanctify life and supplicate God, secking
help, guidance and consolation.”’

Not far away from the musceum is Theatreworks,
for some years an oasis in a city that has increasingly
exchanged a rich and varied theatre tradition for a
small number of ‘major c¢vents.” This Easter,
Theatreworks and Deakin University, with the par-
ticipation of the National Theatre Drama School, have
developed a community theatre project called Fayre
Play. The idea was germinated by Robert Draffin, the
former artistic director of Theatreworks, who has an
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interest in the spiritual possibilities of theatre. On
Easter Saturday, a cycle of medieval passion plays,
including ‘Crucifixion’” and ‘Harrowing of Hell” arce
being presented in a kind of market place, where
traders and street performers will be part of the show.
On Saturday night, when many Christians participate
in the annual Easter vigil and use the symbols of fire
and water to evoke the central mysteries of their faith,
the church that adjoins Theatre-
works will host a ritual in which a
body will be shrouded in Easter cgg
wrappings and a rock will be bro-
ken open to release lollies and eggs.
Paul Monaghan from Theatreworks
says that they chose Easter as the
focus of a community theatre
project because ot the inherent
power of the Easter stories and the
significance ot those storics to a
community where Christianity is
at least nominally the dominant
religion. In point of fact, he concedes, the project is
testing how strongly or otherwise a motley commu-
nity like that in St Kilda continuces to relate to the
Christian drama of salvation.

In a way, Theatreworks has devised a braver
liturgy than many churches have come up wich this
Easter. It is brave becausc it risks tailure. Most Chris-
tian liturgies don’t take that chance. They have rosters
to make sure people are involved, but only to a cer-
tain point, and rest on symbols which have stood the
test of time. Christians are generally moved and sus-
tained by their observance of Easter. But scldom
surprised. Yet Easter celebrates a surprising and in
many respects threatening turn of events.

The Theatreworks project does beg the question
of who has proprictorship of the celebration of Easter.
[t is customary at Easter for Christian lecaders to make
statements and to remind us, for cxample, that Jesus
continues to be crucified in unjust social institutions.
This is perfectly true. But it only touches a single

dimension of the vast triptych of creation,
destitution and redemption.

e Jewisti MUSEUM 11as BreEN established by a
community a fraction the size of the Catholic Church,
and a minute fraction of all the Christian Churches
combinced. It challenges those who claim ownership
of the Christian story to explain similarly who they
arc and what they mean.

Michael McGirr sy is the consulting editor of Eurcka
Street.
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JACK WATERFORD

GENTLEMEN, WE HAVE RUN OUT OF MONEY, NOW We must

think’, Lord Rutherford is said to have told staff in his nuclear
laboratory in Britain during the 1930s. Public administrators
thesc days know exactly what he meant.

With tax incrcases almost entirely off the agenda every-
where about the world, almost everything in the public sector
is about doing more with less, about focusing more tightly on
programs which pcople want to retain, about increasing the
efficiency of service delivery, by dumping some services alto-
gether and by corporatising, privatising or introducing market-
type mechanisms into other services. It is also a great excuse
forideology to intervene: a new government, for example, finds
it much easicr to slice up a health service if it can claim that it
is forced, reluctantly, by the empty cupboard.

At the operational level it can lcad to a mechanistic
accountant’s mentality, a preoccupation with the number of
pension cheques issued which in turn can lead to a loss of faith
within government and among the public about the capacity
of government to deliver. The managerial techniques of seck-
ing efficiency—of devolving power to local managers and
focusing on controlling inputs—can seriously crode any sense
of broad strategy or performance, undermine service-wide per-
spectives or focus on the broader interests of government, and
trample all over idealisms and traditional values of public serv-
ice.

It is, of course, by no means all bad. Technology and some
managerial discretion does mean that better and more suitable
services can be provided for less. The decollectivisation of some
welfare services cannot be regretted. A focus on choice—putting
money in the citizen’s pocket with targeted help for those who
have no money or no pockets—can have as much to offer as a
continuing massive appropriation of public goods to those who
do not really need it and who have tended to organise it more
around their own conveniences than those of people who do.

As a treat to myself after an unspeakably dull—and pre-
dictable—election campaign, I accepted an invitation to speak
at an OECD ministerial conference in Paris on the future of
public services. 1 found the eyes rather more open than 1
expected.

Australian public policy may suffer from reading too much
of the English-language litcrature of public administration re-
form and not pay enough attention to what others are finding
and doing. Britain and New Zealand have made the most
changes, the United States talks up the most; even Australia, if
more advanced in what it actually does than the US, finds itself
mighty respected in the literature about what can be done and
what is being done.

Other countries such as, say, France, Germany and Japan
for example are also seeking efficiencies and reform, and have
made changes, but they have a rather more conscious eye on
social cohesion, public infrastructure and political factors than
elsewhere, and they may be succeeding just as well. And where
they have not been careful—as with France when it sought to
impose massive public sector cuts and found itself virtually
brought to its knees by public reaction—they have tended to

Very public concerns

learn fast. Just how well onc is succeeding, of course, is purely
a subjective matter, certainly one incapable of being judged by
any measure of government outlays as a proportion of national
product. Australia, for cxample, is down among the lowest three
(with the United States and Japan) for public spending as a
proportion of GDP, and Britain—the supposcd furnace of driven
reform—spends about 27 per cent more, Germany about 36 per
cent more and France about 53 per cent more.

There are differences, of course, about what these coun-
trics do with the extra expenditure—particularly in relation to
state superannuation—>but so far as the pressure for reform is
driven by budget deficits, the evidence is fairly clear that reve-
nue shortfalls are more the problem for Australia than expend-
iture overruns.

Most of Europe is highly sceptical about whether ‘natural
monopolies” such as water, power and gas reticulation are any
better run in private rather than public hands. Many are as
worried about their sovereignties and the protection of their
citizens against the increasingly global lobby groups than about
introducing more market-type mechanisms that c¢ven further
reduce government capacity to pull the levers. And much of
the world has coalition governments—often with very dispa-
rate elements which would never agree about radical change—

and the sensitivitics about the powers of politicians
as against the administrators are very strong.

BUT EVEN THE ENTHUSIASTS are sounding some notes of cau-
tion. A Britain minister spoke wistfully of how a ‘contract
society’ his government had helped create was now visibly los-
ing some of the ‘hidden efficiencies’ of burcaucratic profession-
alism and sense of public purpose. Britain could not go back,
he thought, but there had been a definite loss. And he talked
frankly about how the political need for better and more effec-
tive government—which necessarily meant a tendency towards
centralisation and wanting to call the shots—ran directly coun-
ter to the mantras of better administration, like decentralising
and letting the managers manage.

The French, of course, would argue that leadership and
some sense of purpose is just as critical as the latest fad. It set
up its élite civil service school 50 years ago saying that it:

...must teach its future civil servants the sensc of the statg; it

must make them understand the responsibilities of the admin-
istration, make them taste the grandeurs and appreciate the serv-
ice of the profession. It must do more, By a sustained cffort of its
best teachers, by recalling the great examples and the great men
of its history, it must give to its pupils the awareness of some
master qualities, the sense of humanity which gives life to all
work, the sense of decision which allows them to take risks,
having weighed them; the sense of imagination, which is not
afraid of any boldness, or any grandcur.

It is just that sense of imagination which ought to be on
the agenda of the latest rounds of cuts and efficiencies. No doubt
that’s at the top of Peter Costello’s agenda. [ |

Jack Waterford is the editor of the Canberra Times.
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answer tosay thisis theonly arcain
which we've had a problem? If
localitics started passing special
laws giving favourced treatment to
people with blue cyes, we might
haveastatewide referendum on that
as well? Tsn't one step at a time a
normal response to equal protec-
tion:’

In Australia, our courts arc sparcd
consideration of theseque  ons not
just because we do not have a bill of
rights but also because we do not
have such a loose, participative
legislative system including citizen
initiated referenda which give vent
to populist sentiment.

Neither do we have p: aments
such as that in Tennessee, which
has just legislated for the Ten Com-
mandments to be displayed in pub-
lic buildings.

In the US, legislators have a
greater propensity to legislate, not
just what they perceive to be in the
public interest, but also their
prejudices and hobby-horses. They
continue toenjoy this luxury because
the courts are regularly expected to
strike down such mcasures as being
contrary to the catalogue of
individual rights and liberties pro-
tectedunder the Constitution. There
is then no one forum for balancing
individual rights and the common
good. Debate is robust. All extremes
arc represented through the exercise
ot the constitutional rights of free
specch and freedom of the  ress

In 1992, Scnator Jesse Helms
introduced a last-minute amend-
ment to the Cable Television Con-
sumer Protection and Competition
Actaimed at restricting the amount
of indecent material carried on leased
access channels and public access
channels. In February the court heard
argument against the law. The cable
operators were required to ban or
block indecent material which could
then beunscrambled only on written
request from the consumer.

The free speech petitioners
argued that the government’s calcu-
lus ignored the crucial right of adult
cable viewers to receive access to a
variety of idcas and ¢xpericences. As
for the protection of children, the
petitioners claimed that the decision
should lie with parents and not with
the State. They claimed strong,
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uncontroverted cvidence that lock
boxces otfer the cable subscriber an
casy method of avoiding unwanted
programming,.

The argument was that free
speech could be protected by leaving
the decision to the parents. ere
was some questioning from the
judges whether they could take

judicial notice of parental
incrtia in this regard.

EXT DAY 1THL MONTGOMERY
County District Court heard evi-
dence of an 11-year-old boy raping a
five-year-old girl. He had learncd
about having sex from watching the
porno cable channel in his parents’
home. But in the US the parents of
both children will be gnaranteed the
right to watch what they want.

While individual constitutional
rights are vindicated by the courts,
the social and cconomic rights of the
poor are going down the political
gurgler. Democrats and Republicans,
the Congress and the Administra-
tion are committed
to ending ‘welfare
aswe know it’. The
separation of pow-
ers, the vacuum of §
political lcadership
and the people’s
cynicism about the
political process
have led to govern- 4
ment shutdowns
and legislation by
exhaustion.
E pluribus unum seems to be a fig-
ment of the constitutional lawycr’s
imagination.

The US Catholic Bishops warned
recently that the US is fracturing
into three nations: those who are
prospering, those being squeezed by
downsizing and declining real wages,
and thosc without income, fathers
or jobs.

The minimum wage of $4.25 per
hour has decreasced in value by 25 per
cent, but there is no way arise can be
placed on the political agenda. Gone
are the days when a Democrat Presi-
dent would respond to the demands
of a strong union movement for just
working conditions. John Sweeney,
the old time Boston Irish Catholic
President of the AFL-CIO, blames
corporate America which has been
squeezing the workers since 1979,

He advocates arcturn to JFK’s image
of the rising tide which lifts all hoats.
While productivity has incrcased 24
per cent, the workers’ real carnings
have declined 12 per cent. Welfare
reform is premiscd on the idea that
people will move from welfare to
work reform doesn’t guarantee that
work will pay a living wage. In two
years the health agenda has moved
from attempting cover for all to try-
ing to maintain Medicaid and its
sporadic cover.

The State Governors’ plan to
break the logjiam between Congress
and the Administration was strongly
criticised by the churches and wel-
tare groups:‘We can't trust the States
when i1t comes to abused and
neglected children.” Daniel Patrick
Moynihan, the Senate’s clder of
welfare reform, has warned the wel-
farc lobby, ‘T don’t think we're going
to win this. We will return co chis
after a social calamity.’

Congress is proposing to termi-
nate welfare to children after five
years regardless of
whether parents
have access to em-

there will be five
‘million children
whosce parents have
access neither to
- welfare, being un-
¢ trained and time-
barred. Halt those
children will be
black. Moynihan despairs of this
gamble with a generation of chil-
dren, lamenting: ‘Not since Recon-
struction will a federal government
have done anything so obscene to
blacks.’ Present welfare reforms and
proposed cuts would require every
church congregation in the country
toraise an additional $2million over
the next seven years.

In the forthcoming presidential
election, the Catholic vote is cru-
cial. The 1994 clections were the
first since the war in which a major-
ity of Catholics voted for the Repub-
licans. The church welfare agencies
know their votes are being solicited
by the Republicans who claim to
protect the unborn and by the Demo-
crats who portray themselves as the
ones who care morc for the neglected
children. When the Ways and Mcans



Committee of Congress heard
evidence on the Governors’ welfare
reform plan, the Democrats conceded
that the Republicans would not listen
to any liberals’ objcctions but
retorted, “What about the Catholic
Bishops?’ The bishops issuing their
‘Religious Call to Political Respon-
sibility" have sct down the challenge
‘to be principled without being
ideological, to be political without
being partisan, to be civil without
being soft, to be involved without
being used.”’

It is a bitter irony for Americans
that at the end of the Cold War, they
lack political lcadership which they
can trust and proudly show the world.
Whilc theircities are fracturing along
racial lines, they engage in constant
soul searching and debate about their
responsibility to bring pcace and rec-

onciliation to the world’s
trouble spots.

P oN THF YUukon and in the
sweat lodges on the Indian reserva-
tions, in the ¢ity back streets and in
the magnificence of marblednational
institutions, pcople are wondering
what it is to be an American when
the world’s most robust democracy
issubject to government shutdowns,
when the nation comes to a stand-
still overa murder verdicet that splits
the viewers according to race, and
when Pat Buchanan, the happy
warrior with the angry message, be-
comes a serious contender for oftice.

Mcanwhile, this same country is
the world’s most endowed haven for
the arts, higher learning, scientific
research, and religious liberty.

Attending an inner city all-black
Baptist Church, lintroduced myselt
asavisitor coming tolearn about the
Bill of Rights. The entire congrega-
tion laughed, and after the service
they wished me luck. They thought
well of Australians hecause our
embassy had sponsored the clean-up
of their local park, providing a space
for their children to play, walking
distance from the Capitol, the centre
of world power. E pluribus unum

Frank Brennan s has just returned
from the United States where he was
the first Visiting Rescarch Fellow in
the Center for Australian and New
Zealand studies at Georgetown
University.

Skimming the surtace

HE FEDERAL ELECTION CAMPAIGN gave only a sidelong glance at the science and
technology community. Early in the picce, the Coalition brought out a new science policy,
causing a small amount of excitement among researchers, but after that initial flurry, the
campaign proved to be pretty much a non-cvent for scientists.

There was, however, once curious sidelight, which Archimedes thinks is worth noting
as an indicator of thc way this country handles new ideas as it speeds into the 21st century.
Itinvolves a possible future transport technology—the ground cffect aircraft, or ekranoplan.
And Australia could be at the forefront if it takes off.

Among his blandishments to woo Tasmania, our erstwhile lecader, Mr Keating,
promised to channel 44 million dollars into developing a high-speed passenger and cargo
link across Bass Strait. When the Coalition promptly matched his bid, the media
immediately moved on to otherissucs. Most assumed the original promise would be a fillip
to Incat, the Hobart company that has developed a worldwide business manufacturing
wave-piercing catamarans as fast ferries.

But then Sea Wing International, a company in Tasmania’s Huon Valley, put up its
hand, and started talking about ekranoplans. And the Rada Corporation, a company based
on Westernport Bay, southeast of Melbourne, revealed it was already testing a prototype.

The ckranoplan makes usc of the cushion of air which becomes trapped between the
wings and the ground as an aircraft flies just above the surface. This cushion of air is formed
naturally as the wings slice through the atmosphere, forcing air both up and over them and
down under them. Ekranoplans, unlike hovercraft, do not need to expend energy to
maintain an air cushion while flying, but they have the same advantage of a smooth,
almost frictionless ride. Ekranoplans could carry relatively heavy loads at high speed with
much greater fuel cconomy than modern aircraft. The idea would be to fly them across
oceans, bays and inland seas. They would be scaworthy, and could simply put down on
water if any malfunctions occurred. And, as with flying boats, minimal technology would
be needed to provide docking terminals for them.

Although the idea and the technology used in ekranoplans has been around since the
1930s, it was not until the ‘60s and ‘70s that a concerted effort was made to build one. The
Soviet Union (ekranoplan is a Russian word) decided that these cratt would be ideal as
amphibious transport for rapid deployment of troops. Not surprisingly, the Russians kept
development of the technology as sccret as they could, flying their prototypes over the
Caspian Sca between the passes of US spy satcellites. The CIA, which detected only the
wakes left by ckranoplans, dubbed them the Caspian sea monsters,

The Russians now want to export, but the US, which dominates conventional airliner
technology, scesnoreason to plough money into developing a competing technology. One
major US study of the cconomices of ckranoplans suggests that a successtul venture into
intercontinental transport would demand developing an aircraft about ten times as large
as anything built so far, at a cost of about $10 billion.

So why are two small Australian companics interested? And why did the University of
New South Wales sponsor an international workshop on ekranoplans last November? The
answer lies to the north.

The Southcast Asian archipelago has little in the way of air transport infrastructure. A
high speed inter-island passenger and freight system based on the ekranoplan would seem
to be an ideal solution to its transport problems. And the aircraft involved would not need
to be anywhere near as large or as expensive as those needed for transatlantic flight.

In fact, the technology is alrcady available. The most significant obstacle—apart from
commercial viability—would seem to be how to rcgulate the passage of an aircraft
travellingat hundreds of kilometres an hour only 20 or 30 metres above the water. Not only
would ckranoplans provide a physical hazard to shipping, their passage would leave a
destructive wake in both water and atmosphere.

But in an energy-hungry world, the opportunity of a significant improvement in
transport cfficiency could be too good to overlook. So it will be interesting to see how
Australia handles that possibility. Will ckranoplans disappear with the Very Fast Train, or
will they be heading into the Strait by the turn of the century? [ ]

Tim Thwaites is a freclance science writer.
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AUL KEaTING Gave ROBERT Firzairach a total of half an
hour of his time during the last 18 months of his prime
ministership. John Howard gave him as much time as he
wanted, as did his advisers.

As President of the Australian Council of Social
Services, Fitzgerald had ready access to Keating’s main
adviser on welfare issues. The problem lay in getting in
the door to put a case directly to Keating to balance the
conflicting input from other advisers.

Keating has never had much time for people at the
bottom of the heap. He prefers the company of the rich.
As he put it when explaining his close friendship with
the property developer, Warren Anderson, ‘1 like all the
goers ... As far as I'm concerned, wimps are out’. The
wimps even extended to Coalition politicians whom he
derided in Parliament for not having ‘two zacs to their
name’.

Despite Keating’s lack of personal interest, Labor
ministers usually managed to hold the social safcty net
together. The less obvious problem involved those who
were scrambling to hang on just above the safety net.

These are the people for whom micro-¢conomic
reform is more likely to mecan the sack than an
exhilarating opportunity to play the futures markets; for
whom the ‘user pays’ principle is more likely to mean
they are worsc off than free to savour some economist’s
notion of ‘allocative efficiency’; and for whom Keating's
constant boasts about opening Australia up to the world
all too often conjured up visions of increased job
insecurity, higher mortgage rates, longer working hours,
more family stress, and fresh fears about whether their
children would ever find work.

Labor always ran the risk of leaving its traditional
constituency behind when it embraced the free market
so enthusiastically after its 1983 clectoral victory. After
all, the main rcason Labor was c¢stablished as a political
party was to take some of the rougher edges off late-19th-
century laigscz-faire capitalism. Instead of promoting mar-
ket forces as the sole organising principle for a society,
Labor wanted to make room for co-operation as well as
competition. The idea was that individual self-interest
would occasionally have to yield to some notion of the
common good.

Although these values were by no means totally
abandoncd after 1983, the Party looked as if it had made a
wrenching change in philosophical direction as Hawke
and Keating gave every appearance of idolising the fast-
money men generated by the ‘greed is good” ethos of the
1980s—an cthos greatly cncouraged by Labor’s
deregulatory zcal. Hawke passionately defended Alan
Bond. Keating enjoyed the hospitality of some of the
country’s most notorious tax avoiders, as recently as last
year appointing one of the more blatant exponents to an
important government board.
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Obviously, Labor did not give completely free rein
to market forces any more than John Howard will. But
Labor’s traditional supporters could be forgiven for feel-
ing that they had been taken for granted by a leadership
which scemed more sympathetic to the needs of those on
BRW’s Rich List. At the end of Labor’s 13 years in office,
its changes to the income tax system meant that cven
those who were honest enough to declare a taxable income
of over a million dollars a year were taxed at less than
half the average rate applying under Fraser.

Mcanwhile, the cuts in real wages imposed on Labor’s
‘truc believers’ under the Accord with the unions helped
generate the funds needed to fuel the mad speculative
boom which culminated in the savage recession of the
early 1990s. Pcople who had done nothing except exercise
restraint now saw their jobs and small businesses ripped
from under them.

Partly in response to the opportunitics created by the
hard line tdeological stance of John Hewson's ‘Fightback’
program, Keating’s rhetoric began to change over the
coursce of his Prime Ministership. By the time of the 1996
campaign he was lambasting the Victorian Premier, Jeff
Kennctt, for ‘putting chains on public toilets of railway
stations and turning the ambulance service out to private
contractors—he’s lost sight of what his responsibilities
arc in running a civilised socicty’.

The only trouble is that these measures are tully in
line with the Hilmer process of competition reform which
Keating himself had championed so vociferously. They
are also an indirect consequence of the disproportionate
cuts in Commonwealth payments to the States which
were imposed by none other than Keating himself.

In the wake of the clectorate’s emphatic rejection of
Keating’s overbearing style of leadership, Labor's new
team says that it now realises that many people are fright-
ened by change. There is nothing new about this and
certainly no reason for Labor to adopt a Luddite stance.

But it is electoral folly to pretend that everyone
automatically gains from greater exposure to the global
market place. Some arc going to need help to adapt. Some

won’t be able to make the transition no matter
r o= how hard they try.

- HE TASK FOR A REVITALISLD LABOR ParTy is to modernise
its traditional philosophical base so that it remains just
as relevant as John Howard's individualistic cthic in
coming to grips with the social impact of rapid change. In
doing so, it will have to stop confusing its own heartland
by looking like it cares more about local spivs and foreign
despots than the battlers who understandably deserted to
Howard.

Brian Toohey is a Sydncy freelance journalist and radio
commentator.
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Stand by your man

S

ywed |rtin Ferguson through the federal

clection campaign for Batman.

WAS SITTING AL MY KEYBOARD one Sunday morning
in late September trying to imagine what it would be
like to be a member of the Labor Party when Gary
Foley rang. “Martin Ferguson is launching his
campaign at eleven,” he said. ‘Thought I'd gatecrash
it. Come and give me a lift.” It was an offer too good
to refusce.

All through July and August, the media had been
running hot with the saga of Martin Ferguson's
attempt to secure pre-sclection for the scat of Batman
in Mclbourne’s inner north. With a margin of 24.5
per cent, Batman was a prize plum and the battle for
its ownership had drawn combatants from ncar and
tar. As pre-selection brawls go, this one appeared to
have everything—branch stacking, cthnic warlords,
factional deals gone wrong, disgruntled true believers,
dissolving alliances, strange bedfellows, union heavices
and the looming threat of national intervention. By
the time the smoke cleared, Batman had become a
casc study in the internal dynamics of the Labor Parey.

As a writer whose fictional characeers include
members of a fictive Labor Party, my interest was
naturally drawn to the affair as one of those moments
when the otherwise obscure machinations of the back-
roon boys spill out onto the street and can be partially
discerned through the distorting glare thrown upon
it by the drama-hungry press. I put the cover on my
keyboard and reached for the car keys.

My motives, admit, were not entirely academic.
The prospect of a prominent Aboriginal activist con-
fronting the outgoing President of the ACTU at his
enthronement as ALP candidate for one of the safest
Labor scats in the country would be too good a picce
of theatre to miss.

Batman begins about two hundred metres from
where I live. It's what they like to call Labor heare-
land, and the term is not a misnomer. At municipal,
state and federal level, the Labor Party has always been
the only game in town. The streets are named for
Labor councillors and the mythologies and
demonologies lic thick on the ground. Tt also contains
many of Melbournc’s Kooris, and Foley figured that
it was about time that its newly endorsed Labor
candidate was made aware of that fact.
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Two years previously, when the Kennett
government closed the only school in the arca catering
to the special needs of Aboriginal students, the Labor
Party had proven worse than useless. Despite the fact
that the local member was Deputy Prime Minister
Brian Howe, the re-opening of Northland Sccondary
College was eventually achieved by the persistence
of what Foley described as “a pack of boongs and poor
white trash’” who conducted their battle without
assistance from either federal Labor or the unions. The
way Foley figured it, Martin Ferguson should be given
an carly and vocal reminder that his Koori
constituents would expected better than that from
their new man in Canberra.

But Foley’s planned téte-a-téte was not to be. We
found the car park cmpty and the doors locked. Foley
went across the road to the phone booth outside
McDonald’s and returned with the news that he'd
been misinformed. Ferguson’s launch was scheduled

for the following Sunday. Call me then, he
said. He'd seill want the life.

s 1 TrurneDd out, he didn’t. During the inter-
vening weelk, the ACTU Congress had met to transter
its presidency from Ferguson to Jenny George. Foley
pedalled his bike to the meeting, buttonholed
Ferguson on the front steps and wangled some sort of
assurance out of him. Pending delivery of promised
resules, the campaign launch was no longer on his
agenda.

But now my curiosity was aroused, and 1 decided
to go along and take a look anyway. A couple of hours,
[ thought, a spot of light rescarch. With luck, there
might be a scene init, a vignette of Labor life. I tucked
my novelist’s notebook under my arm and sct off to
soak up the ambience. The venue was the Preston
Cultural Centre, a post-modern zincalum shed behind
an asphalt car park. This time, the car park was full. 1
tound a spot around the corner beside St John's Greek
Orthodox College.

In this part of Mclbourne, Greeks are everywhere.
And ALP is no exception. Of the 1100-0dd party
members in the arca, some 40 per cent are Greek born.
Three of Batman’s ten branches are Greek-speaking.
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It all goes back to the ACTU, arguced another
school of thought. Kelty wanted Ferguson out and this
was a way of achicving it.

We couldn’e let Theophanous jump ship from
state to federal parliament, | was told. It would have
underminced the credibility of the Brumby opposition
and weakened the fight against Kennett.

The Skips resent the Wogs, a man with an Italian
name told me. It was all a payback for the fact that
the migrants now play the system beteer than the peo-
ple who set it up. They can't rely on the same loyalry

and discipline themselves anymore, so they
rant about cthnic warlords.

pat’s T prosr v with talking to ALP people. All
thosc axes, all that grinding. The detail is fascinating
but you get embroiled inic. Ineeded an objective view.
I went to the library to see what light the political
commentators could cast on the subject.

Frankly, not much. Ferguson’s pre-sclection,
according to Michelle Grattan, had been a victory for
common sense. It was clumsy, but it was ‘the only
sensible course”.

After an afternoon of reading her reports, I was
beginning to think of Michelle Grattan as the jour-
nalistic cquivalent of Joyce Grenfell. ‘Come on boys
and girls. Don't be silly. Line up straight. We want
our mummies and daddics to be proud of us, don‘t
we!’

Onc of the most frequent bylines at the height of
the brouhaha belonged to a reporter who had been a
high school student of my wifce. His social studics cs-
says had once been marked at our kitchen table, ‘1

dunno anything,” he told me. ‘T covered it for a whilg,
then the paper got bored and stopped running my
storics. All Treally remember is that Ferguson said he
was going to start running the Victorian left.’

The press would offer me few fresh insights, 1
decided, when [Hound a small item reporting the tund
raiscr at the Fitzroy Club Hotel. ‘Hazel,” Ferguson was
quoted as saying, ‘is Hazel'.

Then clection day was upon us. ‘Labor,” said the
voters, ‘i aput.” The base had other ideas. After all
the arm twisting and name calling that had gone into
his endorsement, the ‘quality candidate’” would not,
as intended, be taking a key portfolio in the sccond
Keating government.

The ALP’s primary vote in Batman dropped 8.26
per cent. Compared to the nose dive some other high
flycrs took, this was just a little mild turbulence in
Ferguson’s armechair ride. But a ride to where?

For the truc believers, the battle might be lost
but the war continues. Ferguson’s presence in federal
parliament, [ was told the day after Labor's rout, was
an ember of hope in the ashes of defeat. *The upside
is that the Victorian left is now in a stronger position
relative to the NSW right.’

But what of Batman? How casy will it be for
Martin Ferguson to rule the roost there?

Perhaps it's only fair that Theo Theophanous has
the last word on that subject. T spoke to him in his
office in the Victorian Parliament. ‘I'm with Aristotle.’
he said knowingly. ‘What is life without politics?’

Shane Maloney’s sccond novel, The Brush-off, is
published this month by Text.
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The Tasman connection

HAT WAS 11 GOING 1O BE LIKL, being an
Australian expat teaching in a New Zealand
University? The weather would be bad, the volcanocs
good, the prices trightening. But the crucial question
for a committed pollic-watcher was what it would be
like trying to follow the dying weeks of the Federal

‘ction campaign from abroad.

Not casy was the answer. New Zealanders
exasperated by the local media {the two publicly-
owned television stations are chockers with advertis-
ing, and standard slightly worse than those of the
commercial station] turn v the BBC. In NZ the BBC
World Service is broadcast on regular AM radio and
BBC TV ncws is available on one of the television
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stations. So in New Zealand Aunty speaks with a
forcign accent. And she doesn’t speak about
Australia—or New Zealand for that matter.

Finally 1 figurc out the only real current affairs is
on the rac in the morning. Oz aftairs get covered to
a degree, but 1 was [perhaps naively) surprised to how
small a degree. Two Australian “experts’ dominate the
media coverage of matters Australian: Pru Goward,
who talks on NZ National Radio for a fcw minutes
oncce a week, and Phil Kathkaludes. Remember Phil?
He's the amiable ABC reporter who scems to be given
the sccond-string crime stories in Sydney. Here he’s
a celebrity, his morning reports gospel to those Kiwis
who give a fig about trans-Tasman politics. So famous
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congregations in Australia. No doubt to liturgists also. Yet the peoples of the world were dropping
in to experience Catholic worship in this heartland of the tradition. There was Benediction of a
sort. Or at least there was Exposition of the Blessed Sacrament, and protracted use of the cope.
There was also a prodigal burning of incense so that after haltf an hour a visitor could swoon in the
hedonistic fug of the enclosed room. Hymns were sung but they were in the vernacular and the
tuncs were new to me. The priest bobbed about in a businesslike but possibly improvised way, for
the shop assistant made an inept and flustered altar boy and the priest pointed and prodded him
constantly. The rosary was recited, the priest standing at the edge of the sancruary, in his
cope, leading. He preached a sermon. The hundreds of candles blazed on.

HE totLowine Susnay 1 heard three sermons. All took as their starting point, rather than their
text, ‘You are the salt of the carth’. In the Duomo the celebrant gave us moderate words on the
sccular nature of the world and the need to opposce its tendencies. Then, during the Otfertory, a
white-haired aquiline priest played a Bach fugue with a riveted passion that transtormed it into the
most thrilling liehestod. T could not spealk; 1 didn't have the words. But this was a miissa cantatd
and I could sing; the old Gregorian mcelodies soared out of me when most around were silent.

That afternoon [ walked up the steep deserted slope to the Benedictine church of San Miniato
al Monte. In sharp pure lines across the vault of the sacristy Aretino Spinello has recorded the
miracles of Saint Benedict. Most idiosyncratically, least predictably, the saint is reviving a young
monk who has been crushed to death by a wall and the demons are hot-footing it from the scene.
Below, in the crowded undererypr, Mass was beginning. A dozen monks, most of them young, sat
by the friable, millenniume-old bricks and listencd to perhaps their abbot, certainly the oldest monk
there, preach passionately against abortion. He didn’t want to offend anyone chere who was not a
Catholic—and there was much drifting and milling about at the tail of the congregation, though
not near the front—but, but ... the preacher waved his hands and covered his face and repeated,
‘uccisi, uceisi,” and shook his head and was so distracted and atfected and unstoppable that | was
moved to sympathy with his own suftering.

Later, walking out to dinner, I was stopped by a disturbance sounding through the open door of
a small church, Santa Maria de Ricci. I went in. This time the priest stood in the aisle, and it was
immediately obvious he was a performer. In the style of a clown at a children’s party. He held the
large Mass missal in one hand and leant in towards one side of his congregation and threw them a
smiling rhetorical question, and then beat the crown of his head and swaved towards the other side.
Mcembers of the congregation stood up and lett by the side aisles. Then an elderly couple moved
from their seats into the centre aisle. The priest questioned them. There was an exchange. They
bowed and left. The priest swung around across his congregation and asked them some question
about la messe.

‘Si, si," they chorused.

He gave a cheerful shrug and returned to the altar, still talking. He spread his arms. ‘Preghiaimo,’
he began finally and with some reluctance.

I lefe anc Hund the couple who had broken up the sermon. "Excuse me,’ Tasked, ‘but why did
you leave?’

The man was mild. ‘We have an appointment. The mass has lasted an hour alrcady and he is
still preaching.’

‘What was he saying?’ 1 asked.

The man was supportive. ‘Oh, good things,” hie said.

s wife’s eyes twinkled gently. ' Un po’ fuso,” she claborated, moving her fingers circularly
near her head.

FTER DINNER [ sat down in a bar of the Piazza di Duomo and warmed myself with chocolate. A
couple in their twenties sat next to me, and addressed me in English straight away. They were from
North Carolina. They had just arrived in Florence. They were loving it. They had done some shop-
ping, they had seen the David. She did all the talking. He was quiet, even impassive. An clectrical
engincer. She talked about America and the way it was going. Once or twice he trowned gently at
some extreme in what she was saying. She withdrew it, admonished herself, paid tribute to him as
the brains and support of the family, and stretched across to kiss him accurately, and loudly, on the
lips.

‘What is Australia like?’ she asked. She was interested.
‘It’s a tolerant, low-key, helpful sort of place,” T suggested. ‘Its religiousness, for example,’ 1
said, waving towards Florence by way of comparison, ‘comes out best in things like the Saint Vineent
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de Paul Socicty.” I explained that phenomenon.

‘So, good works?’ she said.

“Yes, essentially.’

‘Do they believe?’

I sensed their doubts. “Well, yes. The works are a manifestation of it. As it should be.” T knew 1
was getting defensive, or perhaps argumentative. ‘It’s what Christ says the crunch will be. Feeding
the sick, clothing the naked cte.’

The Americans were not to be deflected. ‘But do Australians believe in their hearts in the Lord
Jesus?’

‘Treally don't know.’

The husband spoke. * “A man is justificd by faith.” Romans 3, 28

Ah, T thought, I scc. ‘T'm blowed if I know whether other people really have faith,” I said. ‘It's
hard enough knowing about myselt.’

‘Thelieve in my heart,’” the woman said. Her leg moved in a constant nervous kick. ‘So I know
[ am saved.” She was not smug.

“You can’t know,” I said. “That's presumption. As much a sin as despair. You know what Saint
Augustine says,’ [ added, quoting Samuel Beckett, ‘Do not depair; one of the thieves was saved. Do
not presume; one of the thieves was damned.”

‘Because he was chosen for damnation,” shot in the man, rolling out an extended index finger.

‘What do you mean?’ I'said. ‘No onc is chosen for dammnation. God wills the salvation of every
person he creates. Or at least wishes it

‘Al no,’” said the man, and he edged his chair closer. ‘Tudas. “None of them has been lost but
the son of perdition.” John 17,127

‘Is this the God who so loved the world that he gave his only-begotten son?’

‘Predestination is a very hard one,” admitted the engineer with a reluctant shake ot his head.
‘But the words are there.’

“Yes, but how are they to be interpreted?”

“That's the trouble. Once you interpret one problem away, where's it all end?’

For two hours we refought the Reformation. The bar closed on us. The woman extended her

hand, ‘So good to meet you.” “Yes,' [ said, vigorously. What do you make of all this? 1
wondered, waving again at Florence.

!

MY LAST NIGHT N THE Ciey, when Twent out to dinner, I was put at a table with an Italian man
in his twenties and two Frenchwomen, companions, in their late forties. He spoke fair French, they
spoke only French. I'lurched unsystematically between French and Italian. He was a regular in the
restaurant, and was detached. The women were civil servants from Paris, short-cropped and polite
in their friendliness. The woman beside me asked permission to light her cigarcette, and then turned
to me and asked, ‘Quels sont vos sentiments de Florence?!”

I told her I chought it was mierviglioso. T told her how T had seen Fra Angelico on my first day.
But after him, [ added, a lot was troppo. I telt, aussi, triste, tros triste.

The Frenchwoman raised her eyebrows.

So much was ruine. Everywhere was ruine. Tasked did they know the Irish poet Yeats. No they
didn’t. T said he’d restored a tower, a Norman tower, for his wife, but the lines he wrote to be
inscribed on it ended—and I did a rushed recitation:

And may these characters remain
When all is ruin once again.

I gave a translation.

Et restent ces paroles
Quand tout est ruine encore une fois.

[ didn’t have the French optative up my sleeve, so Yeats’s wish got turned into a statement of
fact. The Frenchwomen nodded slowly, politely. The Italian restorer stared impassively into the
middle distance, then nodded for his bill.

Gerard Windsor visited Italy in February this year. Encounters with religious Italyv: Lombriasco
will appear in the May issue of Furcka Street.
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KOSEY GOLDS

New York
state of nind

FOPLE OF MY GENERATION have virtual child-
hoods. That is to say, in addition to the
memories from our immediate physical pasts
we have a kind of alter-childhood which
dwells inside the images of American televi-
sion. So when T travelled to New York for
the first time recently, 1 was lured, along
with the conventional desire for a holiday,
by the intriguing possibility of visiting,
once again, my virtual childhood.

I arrived at Kennedy Airpore close
to midnight and caught the bus into cen-
tral Manhattan with a troop of timid
strangers from gentler worlds. As 1
watched the blazing Manhattan skyline
loom closer and closer, I wondered
whether there could be anything inside
me big enough to contend with the
magnitude of this city.

‘The President is coming’ an-
nounced the young man behind the
desk at the Waldorf to me and my trav-
clling companion as we handed over
our accommodation vouchers. He nar-
rowed his eyes at the computer screen
and with a polite but unapologetic
smile declared ‘T'm afraid we don't
have any rooms at your level vacant.
The United Nations 50th is happen-
ing in the city this week and the
hotel is fully booked. We'll have to
upgrade you for one night to Room
1104 and then move you on to
your appropriate room level in
the morning.’

We were dispatched to our
upgraded room courtesy of a
gold magnetic key which

opened a security lift leading
exclusively to something
called the Astoria Towers—
the deluxe wing of the hotel.
‘Deluxe’ in Astoriaspeak
translated to a spectacu-
lar view of the Chrys-
ler building, a

W% larger  than
: average bath-
/ 1
[t

N

30 EUREKA STREET ¢ Arru 19964

room and an abundance of white velvety towels. The
sight of this cnormous tower plunging into my room
made me feel that at any moment the paw of King
Kong might rcach in and swoop mc up, screaming
across the skyline.

Ihad recad with a mixture of amusement and scep-
ticism in my tourist guide that the Waldorf Astoria
was the hotel in which all the United States Presi-
dents had stayed and that if I was lucky I might bump
into one in the liftt. Of course, it never occurred to me
that I would. So, the following morning, stepping out
of the benign claustrophobia of Room 1104 it came
as quite a shock to me to find mysclt wall to wall in
sceurity guards, some of whom were carrying machine
guns. I peered out of the window in the corridor and
saw police marksmen pacing like urban tigers on the
roofs of surrounding low-rise buildings. I travelled
down in the lift with two of the biggest men I had
ever seen wearing dark suits and sunglasses and mur-
muring into walkic-talkics. They looked at me. 1
looked at them. The expression in their eyes was not
sustainc  or focused cnough to rise to a stare.

Outside the swinging doors of the hotel toyer 1
found mysclf once again five fect deep in scrutiny.
Grabbing a copy of the New York Times, T read that
Yasser Aratat and over 200 heads of state had arrived
in central Manhattan. 12,000 police had been sum-
moned from the wider arca of New York to be on
patrol (mostly in the four streets surrounding my hotel
it scemed) and the city was on something called “a
full gridlock alert’. The President was indeed coming,
not just to Manhattan but to my hotel.

And it wasn’t only the Secret Service, the FBI,
the White House, the State Department, the New
York City Police Department and the New York City
Fire Brigades who would be called upon to risce to the
occasion. A gala banquet hosted by Mayor Rudolt
Giuliani in honour of the anniversary was tagged the
largest gathering of international leaders for a dinner
party in the history of the world.

And there were political questions of a more sub-
tle nature to be considered. As a matter of strict in-
ternational diplomacy, for instance, all world leaders
must be served at exactly the same time. Two hun-
dred and forty five waiters had been hired for the oc-
casion. Not to mention the prudent planning of
culturally sitive menus by politically conscious
caterers and, of course, the mandatory poison tasters.
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Hzving a go

LACK DAY though it was for
students when Montaigne invent-
ed the essay, it was a bright day for
humanity. This new game, played
on a small white paper ficld, in- .
volved moving in two directions:
outwards to the world of whatever
took the mind’s eye, and inwards
to one’s own appraising, responsive
s . Not a treatise, a journal, a letter, a confession or a lyric,
though on good terms with all of these, it gave any reflective
mind at all a chance to show whether it was worth its salt.

‘Essay’ means ‘having a go’, and that is what the thirty
pieces in Helen Garner's True Stories do. They have to do with
life—her own, that of others—at home and abroad. Most are
immediately identifiable as journalism, a capacious form which
can accommodate some of the greatest shorter pieces of prose
ever written as well as fragments which are at best like the
manna, tasty for a day and worthless after that. I found nothing
in True Stories which is not good for another reading, and prob-
ably another.

It is hard to have an appetite for life unless you have a
taste for variety, which Garner does have. Ocean Grove, the
cello, Patrick White as Holy Monster, dreams, Germaine Greer
and the menopause, morgues, murder, cruising on the Mikhail
Sholokhov, Fitzroy Baths, day-trips from Melbourne, beggary
in New York, marriage, a crematorium, a labour ward—they
are all here. If Montaigne had a hat, he would take it off to
Garner.

It has been said that many would rather have their story
heard than their request granted: for Garner, the telling of the
story is itself a request for understanding. Her pieces are as much
probes towards comprehension as they are reports on experi-
ence—not the first time we have seen this on her pages. At the
beginning of ‘Three Acres, More or Less’, she writes,

ue St

Should the cagles cruising on lofty air train their stern eye-
beams down this way, they would sce a puppet jerking point-
lessly, trotting here and there, always on the move. This is me
on my land ... Walking is easy. The hard thing is sitting still.

The essay—it w  written in 1990—unfolds as memory,
as reverie, as speculation, but there is no paragraph in it, short
or long, which does not re-grip the palpable. However much
other things have changed in Helen Garner’s writing, this has
always been her gift, to keep the camera’s cye and the eye of
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the mind concerted. And her work-
ing assumption scems to be that
although much can be formulated
{sometimes as question) there will
still be a much greater press of be-
ing than can be named at any mo-
ment. In her house of words, the
doors and windows matter at least
as much as the roof and the walls.

Of course, the great window or door onto amplitude is com-
edy, which goes on saying to us, as the knife-salesmen do on
television, ‘but th /s more!” This too is Garner country. On
the cruise-ship, she halts at a fruit machine by an acquaint-
ance ‘so phlegmatic that I can’t tell whether she’s winning or
losing. Coins start to rattle and slide wildly inside the machine.
“Are you winning, or is it?” “It’s the boat starting to roll,” she
says without looking up.” In ‘Sunday at the Gun Show’,

Helen Garner,

s, Peter Coleman (ed.),

Rour
two young women dressed in blacktie, and caked with make-up,
blusher and vivid lipstick. Their sparkling smiles, as they re-

the next corner, in the Ultimate Arms stand, hovered

ferred inguiries about the importing of weapons to their less at-
tractive male colleague {also in evening dress) came as a shock
in this cavern of grimmness. Closer in, we saw that under their
swallowtail jackets the girls were wearing black leotards and
towering heels. The counter was exactly low enough to reveal
them from the crutch up. Around this stand ran a hectic little
frisson — but only in the movements of cyes. Faces remained
frigid.
Shuffle, shuffle.

By this time we are getting away from Montaigne’s sunlit
chateau and into Swift’s cabin of mordancy, but the spirit of
farce is  ve and well. Garner says of an applauded custodian
of the Fitzroy Baths, ‘Hilarity is OK with Decis, as long as it’s
disciplined hilarity. No one drowns at his pool, and no one gets
hurt’, but she knows very well that all the disciplining of hilar-
ity in the world will not stop us all getting hurt, all drowning,

and she has a high tolerance for the mind’s rampancy,
whether or not this takes comic forms.

IHE DEVIL AND ALL Of leaving the doors and windows open,
though, is that the gentleman in black may stroll in. On page [,
the second paragraph begins, ‘I left school and never saw her
again. Naturally, she died.” Sometimes, as when a piece be-
gins with the words, ‘What sort of a man would beat a little


















‘On Being the Righe Size:!

All'warm-blooded animals at rest
lose the same amount of heat from
a unit arca of skin, tor which
purposce thev need a tood-supply
proportional to their surface and
not to their weight. Five thousand
mice weigh as much as a man.
Their combinced surtace and tood or
oxygen consumption are ahout sev-
enteen times a man's. In tact a
mousc cats about once quarter its
ownweightoffood every day, which
is mainly usced in keeping it warm.
For the same reason small animals
cannot live in cold countrics... The
small birds fly away in the winter,
while the inscets die, though their
cggs can survive six months ormore
of frost.

This serviceable prose, and the
understanding which it mediates,
has an additional intcerest and elo-
quence when it is orchestrated into
an ensemble as various as che one
Mabcey has put together. That be-
comes the more obvious when, in
the later part othis book, he samples
generously from those concerned
with the beings he calls, simply,
‘Fellow Creatures’'—a term which
would have been good enough for
Francis of Assisi, though there has
been a lot of blood under the bridge
since his time.

A couple of cases in point would
he the following. First, from The
Lives of a Cell, by Lewis Thomas
(1974]:

Viewed from the distance of the
moon, the astonishing thing about
the carth, catching the breath, is
that it is alive. The photographs
show the dry, pounded surface of
the moon in the toreground, dead
as an old bonce. Aloft, tloating frec
hencath the moist, gleaming
membrance of bright blue sky, is
the rising carth, the only exuberant
thing in this part of the cosmos. If
vou could look long cnough, you
would sce the swirling of the great
drifts of whitc cloud, covering and
uncovering the halt-hidden masses
of land. If you had been looking for
avery long, geologic time, vou could
have seen the continents them-
selves in motion, drifting apart on
their crustal plates, held afloat by
the fire bencath. It has the
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organized, sclf-contained look of a
live creature, full of information,
marvcelously skilled in handling the
sun.

And sccondly, from The Lost
Notebooks of Loren Eisclev, edited
in 1987,

Note for essay: If men could only
disintegrate like autumn leaves, fret

away, dropping their substance like
chlorophyll, would not our attitude

toward death be different? Supposce
we saw ourscelves burning like
maples in a golden autumn.

Both passages trade in visions of
solidarity between ourselves and our
natural milicu, Thomas’ buoyantly,
Eiscley’s with his characteristic dying
fall. Both centertain hypotheses—'If
you had been looking ... If men could
only ... "—which must remain no
morce than that, with the result that
the reader’s imagination is drawn
intoan unconcluded drama. Both pull
clear, very quickly, of the pragmatic
and the customary. And cach, the
first in its 144 words and the second
in its 37, offers to replace the prob-
able ensemble of one’s whole experi-
ence so far with the o ural
cquivalent of a New World. Either
would be striking in its own right:
that they should both occur within
this carctully-structured scetion of
the book gives cach an additional,
provocative force.

Much as this bookis tomy liking,
Ilike The Oxford Book of Creatures
betterstill. A personal bias may be in

play here, since Fleur Adceock is a
poctof uncommon distinction, while
Jacqueline Simms has tostered much
of the poctry published by this Press,
with the result that their book—
which designates as a ‘creature’, “a
living being, real or imaginary, be-
longing to the animal kingdom'—
has a generous array of whole poems
as well as excerpts trom others. Of
these, more in a moment; but
consider first the span of attention
in the tollowing prosc
PASSALCS.

roM Enias Caxt i ‘Do animals
have less fear because they live with-
out words?” From the journals of
Beatrix Potter, A boy went in to a
graveyard and shot a white owl.
Then, scized with alarm, he rushed
home in the greatest excitement
screaming ‘I've shot a cherubim’
From a diary entry of T.H. Whitc,
‘Good Friday. A magpic flics like a
frying-pan.” From Hardy’s Tess of

y the D'Urbervilles,

At these non-human hours they
could get quite close to the water-
fowl. Herons came, with a great
bold noise as of opening doors and
shutters, out of the boughs of a
plantation which they frequented
at the side of the mead; or, if already
on the spot, hardily maintained their
standing in the water as the pair
walked by, watching them by mov-
ing their heads round in a slow,
horizontal, passionfess wheel, like
the turn of puppets by clockwork.

From Darwin on worms,

Worms donot possess any sensce of
hearing. They took not the least
notice of the shrill notes from a
metal whistle, which was repeat-
edly sounded near them; nor did
they of the deepestand loudest tones
of a bassoon. They were indifierent
to shouts, if care was taken that the
breath did not strike them. When
placcd onatable closc to the keys ot
apiano, which was playcedas loudly
aspossible, they remained perfectly
quict.

From Elizabeth David, in her
[talian Food,

Another market withits own very
characteristic flavour is that of
Cagliari, in the island of Sardinia.



Spread out in tlat baskets large as
cartwheels are all the varicties of
fish which go into ziminu, the
Sardinian version of fish soup: fat,
scaly little silver fish streaked wich
lime green; enormous octopus, blue,
sepia, mauve, and turquoisce, curled
and coiled and petalled like some
heavily embroidered marine flower;
the pescatrice again, that ugly
hooked angler fish; cold stony litele
clams, here called arselle; tartufi di
marc; silvery slippery sardines; rose-
red mullets in every possible size,
some small as sprats, like doll’s-
house tish; the fine lobsters for
which Sardinia is famous.

Since the Zeitgeist never wrote a
hook and never will, what we have
here is an array of mediated
personalities, cach engaged with “the
creatures’ in their vividness, and
making the best of an engrossing
task by the use now of a juxtaposi-
tion {magpic and frying-pan, cattle
and puppets), now of an illustration,
anabruption, aquestion. So although
Adcock and Simms have deliberately
cschewed the handling of the
trickicst of creatures, the human
voice-print and mind-print are all
over the place. Adam and Eve go on
naming the animals, so

long after the
Fall.

HERE IS Al S0 the mat-
terof differences of ‘pitch’
in thesc fragments, some
coming from writings
which face the reader
frontally, as Darwin’s and
David’s do, and some from
consciousnesses which,
as with Canectti’s and
White’s, are half turned
away, in-furled for private cogitation.
Enthusiasts for one posture or other
often proclaim that only this onc or
that will serve an understanding of
‘the creatures’ very well; but surely,
with them as with oursclves, the
mind nceds as large a repertoire as it
can get. Human portraiture is
cndlessly mysterious, eluding as it
does any accounting for in terms of
devices: the portraying of what might
be called the hauntingly inhuman—
les autres, with four legs or four
dozen—is not a game which should
Ican to austerity.

I think, too, that the whole
mercurial attair of time is always to
the point when we attend to our
alien comrades. Edwin Muir, in a
splendid poem called ' The Animals’,
begins it by saying, 'They donot live
in the world,/ And not in time and
spacce.” This is manifestly, though
perplexingly, true.

Leaving space out of it, our being
keyed to temporality is one of our
greatdefining dimensions. When we
try to have ‘the creatures’ impinge
upon us as more than the machines
for which Descartes took them, we
find ourselves together in a partly-
barred concourse. And all speaking
ot them which steeps them in our
temporality—which Darwin’s pas-
sage does as truly as the others do—
has an innate pathos, in that it
underlines our own radical
‘creatureliness’, our inability ever to
command the condition in which
we are immersed. If the past is
another country, we have no name
for the ‘present’ country of dog, horse,
or jaguar.

Taguar’ makes its leap here be-
causc it doesso evocatively at several
points in the OBC. One of thesc is in
a South American fire myth relayed
in 1964 by Claudce Lévi-Strauss, in

which, after an array of violent en-
counters, Indians take fire from its
sole possessor, the jaguar. The firc is
a boon to them:

The jaguar on the other hand
hecame their enemy for cver. Ever
since men stole his weapon and his
firc he has used only his claws for
hunting, he rends his prey with his
teeth as soon as he has caught i,
cats it raw just as it is; and the only
firc that remains to him is the fire
that shines reflected in his eyes.

Whatever of all that, ‘the
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creatures’ have been, from Acsop’s
hour at least until our own, the
bearers of that fiery meaning which
we call myth. This, surcely, is one of
the animating principles behind a
volume like the present one—the
justifiecd hunch that the beasts are
not just mobilised sticks and stones,
but carry significances for us, as, in
the tale, the inarticulate St
Christopher had ct¢he woreld’s
embodied meaning slung on his
shoulder.

That ‘their’ country and ours
abut on each other is a persuasion
which goes onbeingreworked. Some-
times (as with the jaguar} the sense
is that the border is fraught with
tension. Sometimes, while extrava-
gance is kept to a minimum, the
dividing membrane is pierced—as
when Sylvia Townsend Warner says
in a letter,

LastnightTheardascreech-owlin
the garden, taking her littdle owls for
amoonlight flit. Her maternal voice
was extraordinarily gentle and
solicitous, and they expressed them-
sclves in brief tinny exclamations,
very much as if they were striking
small cheap triangles.

And sometimes, as in Warner's
account of T.H. White's
‘manning’ a goshawk,
we are into a terrain
where relationship is
being revised:

The old method of
‘watching’ the bird is
based on the fact that
birds, like men, sleep by
night. White, standing
in the barn with Gos on
his fist, patiently replac-
ing him when he bated,
whistling to him or repeating po-
ems or stroking his talons with a
feather or offering a bit of freshly-
killed rabbit, always attentive to
him yet always scrupulously aloof,
paticntly and unyicldingly and
sleeplessly keeping him awake for
three nights running until the wild
bird abdicated from its feral state
and fell asleep on the gloved hand,
was as much a figurc out of the past
as the ghost of a ballad falconer
would have been.

“The ghost of a ballad falconer’
finds other work nowadays, as
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sponsor of modern balladry. The
OBC gives house-room to creatures
great and small in various poems,
from the warhorse and the whalc of
Jobto Andrew Marvell’s glow-worms
and Elizabeth Bishop’s sandpiper.
Poctry itself can be, like those
creatures, both obvious and runic; if
itis, often, humanity’s first word (in
chants and lullabies), it may as well
be theirlast word here. First, thereis
halt of Anthony Hecht’s ‘Giant Tor-
toise’

[ am related to stones

The slow aceretion of moss

where dirt is wedged

Long waxy hair that can split
houlders.

Events are not important....

There is nothing worth
remembering

But the silver glint in the muck
The thickening of great trees
The hard crust getting harder.

And finally, the wholc of Alasdair

MacLean’s ‘The Buzzard”:

The buzzard turns a circle

in the sky,

making its ends mect.

When it completes the tigure

a round bluc segment drops out of

the air,

lcaving a black hole

through which the souls of many

little birds

fly up to heaven.

Peter Steele has a Personal Chair at
the University of Mcelbourne.
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ALAN VVLARNE

Getting it together

Gray, William Heienemann
N (O 85561 G660 riri (.95
, Freman Ares Centre Press,

Fremantle, 19950 1spx 1 86368 114 0 rire S19.95

O AN OUINIDIR It may seem
obligatory at times for Australian
pocts with a certain track record to
assemble a Selecied. a New and
Selected, ora Coflected. Sometimes
thereisacertain amount of cheating
done and an old Sclected  is re-
asscembled as a brand-new volume.

It chis ritual has a touch of the
predominantly middle-agedabout i,
it 1s also a ritual that knows no
wdeological bounds: Ken Bolton one
dav, Kevin Hart the next. And
certainly il a poet’s work has been
contined, in the main, to slim vol-
umes with small print runs from
non-mainstream presses, a Selecied
will be quite valuable in assessing or
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re-assessing their career. (Let’s have
aSelected Gig Rvan, a Selected Fric
Beach!) Of course with the Australia
Council now finding itselt unable to
tund selections or collections, all
this ritual may wind-down dramati-
cally.

Though I'm not a great believer
in them I give you some instant
statistics: of the 24 pocts who appear
in Tranter's The New Auwustralian
Poctry (19791, 10 have made it into
the Collected/Selected listings, with
Lauric Duggan due next August. {Had
he not bedded down with the epic
musc this reviewer may, too, have
made the grade) Such figures are, I'd
guess, quite likely i what 'd very

loosely term The Tribe of Les:
Murray, Lehmann, Gray, Page,
McMaster, O’Connor and Gould
springing to mind. Then thercis [.S.
Harry who refuscs any instant
categorisation.

Grav’s New and Selected Pocms
is his second attempt at a selection
and, as I prowled about the book T
admired and felt niggled, by turns:
one word slotted-in so aptly after the
previous one, their author rarely
putting a foot wrong. And it was
there where both the admiration and
annovance commenced: foralthough
it seems to be a very lush verse (and
let’s have more Lush verse please] it
could also be a very chilled verse,
containing much that is possible in
our craft except, rarely, thatadditive
to drive it all-out humanity. And
yet [could go for page after page and
find individual poems to enjoy
greatly (and individual phrases of
which I'd be most envious).

Those attending poctry-writing
classes could do worse than be given
this book and told: learn from him.
From cxperience [ know the task
facing tcachers confronted with ado-
lescent and post-adolescent word-
bingeing. Having scen someonce start
the subject with reams of angst-rhap-
sody, and end the year with a dozen
snappy haiku, though, now that can
give one heart! Not being able to
write anything remotely haiku (yet
knowing how infectious concocting
such short picces can be) | would
propel plenty of would-be’s in the
Gray direction: not to write like him
of course, but to sce what he can do
and how well at times he can do to.
After mastering the shorter form,
then might be the time to go longer-
lincd, more rhapsodic. Here again
Grav wouldbeideal —athisbesthe's
lean, tight, withouta hintof ‘splurge’;
and vet as [ have noted, lush.

There is a precision that must be
admired, one which jas an example!
compares the tolding of a pelican’s
wings toa Swiss army knife; not my
idca of wit exactly, but an image of
such confidence voufeclcertain that

no-one clse has presented
that comparison before.

I COURSE WHEN the same sensi-
hility applicsitscli to humanity —oh
boy! This is where the chill com-
mences: what we ger are the poet's






Marilyn Richardson,
facing page. as
the 337 year-old

Elina Makropulos in her

final mainfestation as
the diva, Emilia Marty.
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ANDKEW INITEMER

Tl.e ]anacek case

1los

N THE YEARS SINCTE 1t staged Jentifa
in )74, one of its early successes at
the Sydney Opera House, the
Australian Opera has mounted three
further works of the Czech composer
Lcos Janacek.

In 1976 it unveiled a short-lived
but striking production by Jonathan
Miller of The Cunning Little Vixen,
astrange, at times ravishing musical
fable in which human beings and the
animal world merge and dissolve
into cach other. Four years later, in
1980, the company staged a notahle
production of Katya Kabanova,
Janatck’s intensc, compressed
setting of a famous Russian play of
adulterous passion, Ostrovsky’s The
Storm. Last year the company staged
a new production by Neil Armfield
of Katya Kabanova, in many ways
the most conventionally ‘operatic’
of Janatck’s stage-works.

For its 1996 Sydney summer
season the Australian Opera added
to its repertoire The Makropulos
Secret, Janacék’s penultimate work
and [together with From the House
of the Dead) the distillation of the
quiet operatic revolution the
diffident, often neglected and
essentially provincial composerfrom
Brnoachievedinthe openingdecades
of the century.

It seems therefore that Janatek’s
operas have found receptive soil far
away from his native Moravia. He is
the best-represented twentieth
century composer in the Australian
Opera’s repertoire. Of his mature
works only his last opera, From the
House of the Dead, remains unstaged
in this country. The rather unsatis-
factory The Adventures of Mr
Broucek was performed at an
Adelaide Festival of the 1980s; his
one artistic failure in opera, Fate,
hasbeenrarely performed anywhere.

That a spccial affinity exists
between Janatek and Australian
singers and musicians is undeniable.
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> Australian Opera, directed by Neil Armitield, designed by
Carl Frierdich Oberle, llghtlng by Nigel Levings, with Marityn Richardson as Elina Macropulos.

Much of Janatek's international
success since the 1960s is due to the
passion Charles Mackerras dis-
covered in the years just after the
end of the Second World War for the
works of a then largely neglected
composer who had written a series
of peculiar works which scemed to
offernone of the ingredients thought
essential for success in the  ckle
world of opera. Tt is beyond doubg,
therefore, that Mackerras’s intermit-
tent though influential involvement
in opecra-giving in this country
obviously had some effcct on the
willingness to perform Janacek in a
place far removed from the sites of
Central European cultural life.

As Milan Kundcra acknowledges
in his most recent book, Testaments
Betrayed, Mackerras did more than
rescue Janacéék from the particular
ghetto in which artists working in a
small, isolated culture (such as the
Czechoslovakia of the 1920s or Aus-
tralia of the recent past] are likely to
be confined. He also saved Janadék
from his compatriots, all those
improvers intent on altering a detail
here and phrase there in order to
make the operas noble and grand
enough to represent what they saw

as the glorious cultural her-
itage of the Czech people.

ANACEK’S WORKS are noble, even
grand, though not in the way that
the late-romantic nationalist zeal of
his time regarded nobility and
grandeur. His maturc operas are
distinguished by an iron and
fundamentally cosmopolitan = rit—
despite the ‘folksiness’ of Jenuya and
The Cunning Little Vixen—which
may have been one of the reasons
why the operas have proved
congenial to other cultures. That
characteristic is more evident
perhaps in the textures of Janatek’s
music than in his choice of ¢ jects
which seem at times more conven-

tionally ‘Czech’ or at least Slavonic.
Nevertheless, by the time he came
towrite the peerless The Makropulos
Secret (first performed in Brno in
19261, he had discovered a subject
which matched his music’s
astringent clarity, a quality already
cvident 1 Jenfifa (1904, a work
which could have succumbed only
too casily to the nauscating mania
for folk-art that swept the various
realms of the Habsburg world around
the turn of the century.

There is no opportunity in The
Makropulos Secret for peasants to
dance or lament, for mill-wheels to
turn or for any of the trappings ot
Mittelcuropa folksiness that colour
the libretto, though not the music,
of Jentifa. The setting is twenticeth-
century Praguc: there are telephones
and taxis, and the action hinges on a
complicated lawsuit concerning the
estate of an intestate nobleman.

The central character is the 337-
year-old Elina Makropulos, daughter
of the sixteenth-century Habsburg
emperor Rudolf II's Greek physician.
Makropulos pere had concocted a
potion to allow the cmperor to live
in a state of perpetual youth for 300
years. Not unreasonably, pcrhaps,
Rudolf demanded that the clixir be
tried outon the physician’s daughter.
The results were not auspicious: the
child fell into a deep swoon from
which she did not emerge until after
the c¢mperor had cancelled the
experiment and confined the hapless
physician to a deep dungeon.

These startling facts cmerge at
the end of Janatek’s opera, after 337-
year-old Elina Makropulos (now
Emilia Marty, the celebrated diva)
decides not to take another dose of
the potion. She has just managed to
retrieve the recipe from the papers of
one of her understandably numer-
ous lovers, the nincteenth-century
nobleman whose estate is the subject
of the prolonged lawsuit that stands









It rarely if ever rises above the con-
versational, avoiding bombast, gran-
diloquence, that often cloying
rhetoric of grand opera. Even where
it explores profound emotional
depths—as in the closing moments
of the picce, where Elina, now rap-
idly agcing, refuses the spurious
immortality of her father's potion—
it is largely left to the wondcerfully
athletic sonorities of the orchestral
writing to undcerscore, interpret or
comment on the unemphatic, at
times cven banal, text. Perhaps
nowhere else in twenticth century
operahas the ancient adage ‘primale
parole. dopo la musica’ been so
closely obscrved. And there, pre-
cisely, rests the reason why Janac ek
should not, perhaps, have enjoyed
beyond the Czech-speaking world
the esteem which cluded him even
in his homeland.

In Testaments Betraved Kundera
mentions Janacek's lifelong habit of
taking down in musical notation
snatches of conversations overheard
on strect corners, in trams, pubs and
markets. That preoccupation with
capturing the exact nuance of a
phrase, laving bare the emotional
charge or the torce of personality
behind che mose ordinary of utter-
ances, was directly transferred to his
vocal music. Listening to the excel-
lent pertormance of The Makropulos
Secret recorded by Mackerrasin 1978
with the bilingual libretto supplicd
with the set of CDs only serves to
remind the non-Czech speaker of
howmuch mustincvitably be lostin
translation—much more than those
cries of ecstatic love or uncnding

hatred that tuel passions of
[talian grand opera.

NDover oA Great pear does
survive. The audience at the Svdney
performances, in English, of The
Makropulos Secret had the benefit
of largely redundant surtitles. They
scemed unnecessary because for the
large part the cast, and especially
Richardson, with her beautitully
judged performance mingling the
hard-cdged with the despairing, were
ncar-exemplary in theirenunciation
of the English text. You could just
tell, on the rare occasion, that the
accentuation of English failed to
follow precisely the well-nigh perfect

marriage of music and text in the
original version. Nevertheless,
despite such occasional sources of
irritation, those performances of The
Muakropulos Secret confirmed a
suggestion that absorbs much of
Milan Kundera’s attention through-
out Testanients Betraved.

The c¢ssays in that curious and
unclassifiable book, which behaves
as though it were a novel without
betraying the least trace of the fic-
tional or of narrative, arc dedicated
to onge, overarching and currently
somewhat untashionable concern:
the incompatibility of art and idcol-
ogy. Kundcra traces that concern
through a remarkable array of
phenomena—opolitical, religious and
sexual, through music as much as
through litcrature, in contemporary
art as well as i the music of the
middle ages and the prose of the
Renaissance. From the perspective
of his twenty-year-long exile (lately
selt-imposcd) from Praguc he is able
toobserve with particular poignancy
theideological constraints of all sorts
which have been placed on writers
of our own timce. What struck me
morce vividly, though, and brought
Kundera’s book to mind after [ saw
The Makropulos Secret, was the way
in which benign, even perhaps
ennobling idcologies may constrain
and indecd pervert the integrity of
great art,

One such ideology is national-
ism. Nowadays—and with good rea-
son—thoughtful  pcople are
suspicious of nationalistic fervour,
In the years just after the end ot the
First World War, and in the wake of
the disintegration of the Habsburg
world, there was every reason for
Czechs and Slovaks, for Hungarians
and Romanians to articulate their
new-tound (and as things turned out
pathctically brict! frecdom in terms
of the unique attributes of their cul-
tures. Yet cven such unexception-
able forms of nationalism are
inimical to the integrity of arg, as the
fortunes of Jana¢ck sadly revealed.
He was never able to overcome his
compatriots’ conviction that he
should have been following in the
footsteps of Smetana, the great em-
bodiment of Czech nationalism in
music—much more so than the cos-
mopolitanDvotak—emulating what
many regarded as Smetana’snobility
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and idealism. In order to subjugate
the curmudgeonly Janac¢ck (whose
great creativity came late in lifel to
what had become by the 1920s out-
moded romantic models a la
Smetana, his contemporarics ne-
glectedand ridiculed him, and worse,
they altered his carctully judged
scores tomake them conform alittle
closer to their image of the kind of
music a Czech composer
should have written,

UNDERA PAYS GENEROUS homage
in Testaments  Betraved  to
Mackerras’s etforts not merely to
bring Janac¢ek’s operas to the inter-
national opera stage, but also to
ensure that they were performed in
the composer’s original versions, not
in thosc altered scores which had
been adjusted to suit the aspirations
and beliefs and Janacek’s compatri-
ots. 1t was Mackerras who rid the
final moments of Fronr the Howuse of
the Dead, an extraordinary operatic
transformation of Dostoyevsky's
bleak account of a Siberian prison-
camp, of the spurious, ‘uplifting’
expression ot hope—where the origi-
nalscore suggests nothingother than
resignation and endurance.

The fine spirits who insisted that
From the House of the Dead should
end on a suitably optimistic note no
doubt found cqually objectionablc
the 337-year-old Elina Makropulos's
insistence jaccompanicd by the
cxhilarating spikiness that ¢harac-
terises of much of Janacek's orches-
tral writing! that when vou have
lived as long as she has, lite and
death, love and hatred retain little
meaning. The endof The Makropulos
Secret is, nevertheless, one of the
great moments of transfiguration in
opera. Elina accepts death, not with
the supercharged cmotionalism ot
Wagncer's Isolde, bur quizzically,
when she sings the words ‘Pater
hemon’ ('Our father” in Greek) as
though it were a question, rather
than imploringly or as an asscrtion
of faith. In Neil Armticld’s produc-
tion that moment {as a whitce-clad
Elinadctached herself from herquiv-
cring, emaciated bodily form!caught
the aching, but clear-cved heauty of
a great work of art that is great pre-
cisely because it retuses the postur-
ing and bombast that Janaccek's
contemporarics seemed to demand
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GAMBLING ERROSED

measurce. Antonia remembers all
these people and events on the day
she chooses to die, and passcs the
baton on to Sarah, her great-grand-
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Following World War II, Antonia
returns to the family home to bury
her mother and beging what prom-
ises to be an ignominious life of
farming. Initially, bher only help
comes from her dau  ter Daniélle
and a slow-witted local by the name
of Loony Lips. Her resourcefulness
and strong will win respect—as well
as the love of her neighbour, Farmer
Bas—and she establishes herself as
the defacto matriarch of the village.

Her progeny develop eccentrici-
tics and talents under her care.
Daniclle paints her religious visions
and has a child
with an anony-
mous partner. It
1s soon apparent
that her daugh-
ter, Thérese, is a
genius and she is
taken to heart by
Antonia’s child-
hood friend and
man ot letters,
Crooked Finger.
Astime marches
on tragedy and
joy enters their
lives in equal

child and story-teller.

Thejoy of this funny o mclan-
cholic film is the toast it makes to
lifc. At times its existential musings
leans too much towards the obvious
but on the whaole this Dutch offering
gives the viewer a lot more than
tulips, clogs and windmills as the
stuff of life.

—Jon Greenaway

Simian cinema

12 Monkevs, dir. Terry Gilliam
(Hoyts, Village and independent cin-
cmas)

R.D. Laingonce asked how much
of a threat is that man, certified
insane, who thinks he has an atom
bomb inside him, compared with
one who is certified sane enough to
press the red button in the missile
silo it ordered to do so?

12 Monkevs illuminates these
questions in ways that give the
familiar something of a twist. There
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has been a rash (sorry!] of films and
tele-movies like Outbreak and The
Stand, dealing with anxicty about
apocalyptic plagues, the End of Civi-
lisation As We Know It, and soon. 12
Monkevs is far better than these. It
has something of a Bladerunner feel,
enhanced by Gilliam’s unique abil-
ity to see a cityscape as both threat-
ening and comfortable, fearsome and
hilarious.

Visually it entrances: a real lion
where you'd normally sce a stone
onc; giratfes in a stately canter high
on the freeway tlyover, looking not a
whit out of place; skyscrapers scen
as canyons and mesas, tull of caves
and peril. The image of the zoo ani-
mals is welded neatly into one of the
many satisfying plot-twists.

Bruce Willis, the time-travelling
Everyman, does a splendid job as the
battle-scarred, puzzled rogue malg,
dangerous yet good at heart—tar bet-
ter than Schwarzenegger’'s more sim-
plistic treatments of this same
theme. Arnic’s territory is zap-comic,
whercas Willis” at its best, ap-
proaches Jung; at its least, manga.
Brad Pittis impressive, ranting splen-
didly, like Godot’s Lucky on coke. A
slight tendency towards selt adul-
gence in his first few minutes (don't
actors just love to play lunatics!)
somehow deepens into the kind of
cravitas and commentary remems-
bered in Marat/Sade and One Flew
Over The Cuckoo's Nest. All these
images arc available to the audience
of 12 Monkevs: Gilliam’s 1s an art
replete with rich allusion and power,

—Juliette Hughes

Flicky Dicky

Nixon (Village cinemas) dir. Oliver
Stone. From the man who gave us
[FK wenow have Nixon. Oliver Stone
s back with his version of what
drove once of this century’s more
fascinating Amecrican presidents.
And Stone has brought with him an
all-star cast. Hcaded by Anthony
Hopkins, it includes Joan Allen, Ed
Harris, Bob Hoskins, JTames Woods
and Mary Steenburgen.

The tilm belongs to Hopkins and
Stone, and to a lesser extent, Allen.
Richard Milhous Nixon was a com-
plex man, capable of aving in
scemingly  contradictory  and

inconsistent ways. One problem
with Nixon, the film, is that it is
excessively complex. If your knowl-
edge of the Watergate drama is hazy
before you view this, it won't be any
clearer after.

And then there is the look of the
tilm. Those who saw JFK know how
well Stone can usc black and white
cinematography to create the sense
that we are watching ‘actual his-
tory’, and how adeptly he achicves a
grainy, hand-held camera look, to
give the viewer the impression of
being intimately involved in the
Cvents on screen.

Stone tries it here again,often.
Too often. In the end, it becomes
tiresome rather than clever.

Regular flashbacks—to Nixon's
childhood, to his college days, to his
carly days in politics—are used to
explain the President’s behaviour,
Stonc’s hypothesis about Nixon
scems, however, to be pushed way
too far.

Nixon’s paranoia [(as Stonc
presents it) is rooted in his uphring-
ing. It was his Quaker mother's taith,
his hardworking tather, the tamily’s
poverty, the death ot two of his broth-
crs that shaped his character, leader-
ship style and politics; in the end it
all scems a bit far-ferehed.

For those who are interested in
the Nixon story, indeed in modern
political history, there remains much
to intrigne. And on a purelv cin-
ematic level, there is the surprising
spectacle of Hopkins playing one ot
modern history’s most recognisable
characters. Although he acts exceep-
tionally in certain scences, for the
most part there is a lack of believ-
ability about his portrayal. It is
Hopkins we sce, not Nixon.

The compelling acting comes
from Joan Allen. Her depiction of
Nixon's wife, Pat, is excellent.
Woods' role as H.R. Haldeman, is
another stand-out performance.

Regrettably, these strong points
will not counteract the negatives,
and two hours into its three, many
people will be wondering how much
longerit's going to last. Ultimately,
it disappoints, and whether it can
cross over to a wider viewing audi-
ence than America is doubtful.

Ironically, like the man himselt,
the po tial wo not realised.

—Brad Halse



Loony tunes

Cosidir. Mark Joffe [Village cinemas)
A stage hit and now, one hopes, a
cinema hit. In fact, Cosi has the
potential to be the 1996 entry in the
eccentric and quirky comedy tradi-
tion that entertains at home and
travels well—though what must they
all think of us overscas after Ball-
rooni, Priscilla and Muriel?

Mark Joffe’s version of Louis
Nowra’s adaptation of his play is a
gleeful and gentle Australian contri-
bution to the tradition of truth being
told by characters who are ‘fools’.
The title refers to Mozart’s Cosi Fan
Tutte, rehearsed and performed by
an unlikely ensemble—as therapy,
asamodern-day mental health fund-
ingproject and as a celebration of joy
and beauty of worlds that have been
lost or, more than probably, ncver
existed.

Some of the characterisations,
cspecially Barry Otto’s star turn, are
also theatrical. But Joffe is able to
highlight his character’s cccentrici-
ties, letting each tell a sad and trau-
matising story {we can laugh with
them) rather than spotlight
gotesqueries (which could make us
laugh at them).

Lewis [played by Ben Mendelsohn
with a warm ingenuousncess that
carries the film] takes the audience
with him in his journey from happy-
go-lucky, chancy interview for the
play-dirccting job to an authentic,
life-atfirming respect for troubled
people.

In fact, it is the sanc people,
Rachel Griffith’s legal student, Lucy,
and Aden Young’s narcissistic direc-
tor as well as the management who
display touches of the grotesque.
David Wenham's firebug, Doug, is
the closest to the grotesque {apart
from the funny initial auditions and
guest star cameos), with cat-burning
tales, crass monologues and genu-
inely dangerous threats to Lewis. He
keeps us from romanticising the
inmates, as do Barry Ott’s manic
depressive, Roy, with his theatrical
highs and lows and Pamela Rabe’s
Ruth with hermeticulous obsessive-
ness.

While there is entertainment,
there is also a deeper strain, perhaps
symbolised by Tony Collette’s

improvised rendition of ‘Stand by
Me' at a precarious moment in the
performance. Cosi has its raucous
moments but it is also gentle and
wise.

—Peter Malone MSC

C apboard jungle

Jumanjidir.Joe Johnston (Hoyts cin-
c¢mas) One of the problems faced by
film animators post-Jurassic Park is
to reach the standards viewers now
cxpect. The punters are no longer
content with the mere presence of
beasties: they want them crashing
through walls, pancaking cars and
being more human than humans.
Jumanji trics to cater to these tastes
and tell a nice little tale to boot.

In 1969 a boy discovers a board
game hidden in a chest excavated
from underncath his father’s shoe
factory. Alan and his friend Sarah sit
down to play what they assume is an
exotic form of Monopoly. However
Judy is chascd out of the house by a
roost of bats and Alan disappears
into the game in a cloud of dust. And
disappcared he stays—presumed by
the residents of his small New Hamp-
shire town to have been murdered—
until 1995 when two children and
their Aunt move into his old home.
The sound of drums draws the kids
to the attic where they find the
Jumanii board carpeted with dust.
What cnsues is some classic fantasy
as Alan returns from the game’s jun-
gle along with monkeys, elephants,
vines and a Great White Hunter.

The special effects are not in the
Jurassic Park league, which is
initially disappointing, but after a
whilc the crisis of expectation wears
off; they are certainly not poor by
any standard.

The story presents us with a
choice between escaping or facing
life’s challenges and, as you'd expect,
it favours the latter. However, as a
lesson for the youngsters it has its
problems because all the good bits
happen when Robin Williams, as the
adult Alan, is busy running away.
Since all movies are in some part a
form of escape, Jumanji can’t be
criticised too much on this account,
Perhaps they should have chosen
another another subject to allego-
rise, such as the importance of keep-
ing your travel insurance up to date.

—TJon Greenaway
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Wholesome works

Mr Holland’s Opus (Village cinemas)
dir. Stephen Herek. Glenn Holland
{Richard Dreyfuss) becomes a music
teacher when all else fails. He really
wants to be a composer but he also
has to eat. His career in the class-
room begins in 1964 with him drag-
ging himself to school less willingly
than his teenage students. Principal
Jacobs [Olympia Dukakis) takes him
to task®and tells him that the stu-
dents necd more than knowledge.
They need a compass.

The film charts the turnaround
whereby, over 30 years, Mr Holland
finds contentment in his unchosen
carcer and becomes a small-town
legend. He teaches a girl from a fam-
ily of high achievers to play the clari-
net feelingly and the school’s
champion boxer to kecp the beat on
a drum. The girl goes on to become
state governor; the boy is killed in
Vietnam. In 1980, he discovers a
remarkable talentinayoungstudent
called Rowena and fights the temp-
tation to abandon his wife, Iris
{Glenne Headley), run away with
Rowena to New York and pick up
the threads of his first carcer. Yet his
greatest battle is to comumunicate
with his son, Cole. Cole is born deaf.
Holland treats him with coolness, if
not hostility, until the death of John
Lennon brings things to a head be-
tween them. Cole comes to share his
father’s love of music.

Holland is forced into retirement
when the new principal, Mr Wolters
(W.H.Macy), Holland’s life long
antagonist, cuts back the music
program. Wolters claims it is more
important to teach students to read
and write. Holland says they’ll be
left with nothing to write about.

Holland is so much equal to all
life’s challenges that his successes
become monotonous. Adversity
comes in 20 minute cycles through-
out Mr Holland’s Opus, leading to
sickly-swecet resolutions. Iwould like
to have been in his class myself. He
would never have got a note out of
me. As in all feel-good movies, I
didn’t feel much for long.

—Michael McGirr SJ
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