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Pressure unrelenting

The East Timorese in Australia

N PYTHON STORIES, the serpent grasps its victims,
suffocates them and digests them, and all the while
the bystanders stand around in helpless distress.

The python is an emblem of Australian immi-
gration policy that crushes asylum seekers in order to
excrete them. It grasps them in detention centres and
in legal processes. Then, by depriving them of income
and benefits, it ‘persuades’ them to leave Australia.

The 1600 East Timorese asylum scckers in
Australia arc now entrapped in this process. Many
have lived in Australia since 1990. They sought
refugee status, but Australian governments did not at
the time consider their cases, fearing the disapproval
of the Indonesian Government. In the meantime,
they have found work in Australian businesscs, have
sent their children to Australian schools, and belong
in the Australian community.

Their claims for refugee status are now being
processed. The East Timorese must show that
they would face persecution if they returned to the
independent East Timor.

Predictably, no refugee claim has so far
succceded, although a few pecople have won
residence on the grounds of their close ties with
Australia. When rejected, they can appeal to the
Refugee Review Tribunal, which, however, is highly
unlikely to find in their favour. In the event of a
second rejection, they can then appeal to the
Minister for Immigration for consideration of their
cases on humanitarian grounds.

At that point the coils tighten. For when they
appeal, they automatically losc their right to work.
They recover it only if and when the Minister indi-
cates he will consider their case—a process that takes
some months. They will also be deprived of medical
and other benefits, and any income they may have
reccived through the Red Cross. They will have no
resources for rent, to attend to their health or to
buy food for themselves and their families. Those
whose balance of spirit is precarious will find their
sense of worth put under further pressure. Against
the background of these suffocating provisions
designed to drive them from Australia, they will rely
heavily for support on an already poor East Timorese
community.

The East Timorese asylum seeckers themselves
have become increasingly anxious as their cases are
heard and dismissed. Other Australians are also dis-
tressed. In Darwin, representatives of business and
local government have protested, claiming that the

East Timorese belong to their community and must
not be deported.

What can be done? Sympathetic bystanders who
watch Australian immigration policy at work may
fecl impotent. But the East Timorese choked by the
policy nced two forms of support. First, as in Darwin,
the Australian community must express its concern
at the excision of pcople from its heart. Protests by
activist groups have limited cffectiveness, but school
communitics, neighbourhood groups, workplaces,
employers and churches can cffectively express their
outrage at what is done to their communitics by this
treatment of their East Timorcse fellows and friends.
These people have had to live in constant anxicty
as a result both of what they suffered in East Timor
and of Australian delay in hearing their cases. They

have grown into the Australian community.

S They must be allowed to stay here.

ECOND, AS THEIR cases arc heard and reviewed,
a growing number of East Timorese necd material
support. They are unable to work and have no income
to feed and house themselves. Many, too, are still so
affected by torture and trauma suffered at the hands
of the Indonesian administration that they cannot
work. They rely entirely on the government grants
administered through the Red Cross. And these grants
they are now steadily losing. If voluntary organisa-
tions, including local churches, do not support and
encourage them, how will they survive? And yet the
groups most responsive to the needs of asylum seek-
ers arc already overwhelmed by the needs of others
similarly deprived. New resources are needed.

In stories, pythons are inexorable, and bystanders
impotent. Pythons crush, kill and swallow what they
snare. In the case of social pythons, bystanders can
impede the python only if they are organised and
determined.

One way to help is through the Red Cross. The
Australian Red Cross, which administers the
government-funded  Asylum  Sceker — Assistance
Scheme [ASAS]), is in touch with the morc vulnerable
East Timorese asylum seekers. It would like to
continue to assist them personally and materially.
If you would like to help, contact the state office
of the Australian Red Cross, or the National
Manager of ASAS, Noel Clement, on (03) 9345 1800

Andrew Hamilton sj is Eureka Street’s publisher and
has worked with the Jesuit Refugee Service.
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ARMEN LAWRENCE SPORTS too many scars and has too
much history, not least the undying enmity of Brian Burke’s
old mates, ever to contemplate a future leadership role in the
Labor Party. But she has certainly set the cat among the pigeons
{in the process initiating the endgame for Simon Crean) and
has also probably guaranteed her place in the party pantheon.
Indced, those in the party who are bagging her hardest admit
that a majority of party branch members support her views on
refugees, and her frustrations with the leadership’s incapacity
to strike a moral note. That incapacity has become almost a
political virtue—proof that the leadership is now so hard-hcaded
and focused that it ignores its members and responds instead to
what the electorate ‘feels’.

‘Wc need to tell Australians a story about the sort of
country we want this to be, what we hope for them and how
we think their lives can be improved,” she said as she marched
off the front bench.

‘Certainly we have to be aware of the community’s needs
and interests. But we can’t keep responding to what is the
short-term view of the most audible section of the community.
To develop good policy, Labor has to start with set values and
ideals to which we aspire as political activists. Otherwise, why
bother? Values and ideals shouldn’t be for decoration; they are
not just a preamble to the policy statements. They should be
embedded in it in terms of the decisions and the language. And
they shouldn’t be abandoned at the faintest whiff of grapeshot.

‘As long as Labor tries to argue the case on Howard’s
territory, then he’s the one dictating terms about the political
contest and how it’s played out. After all, Labor played along
with the moral panic surrounding the boat people instead of
getting out there and persuading Australians to a different
point of view.’

Throw in a fecw words about timid lcaders promoting
policics designed with one eye on the polls and the other on
media impact, about forelock tuggers and a lack of a compel-
ling leader, and it was pretty mutinous stuff. Pretty disloyal,
too, coming from a person who was a political liability for all
of her period as a Keating minister, who was hardly a stunning
example of adherence to core valucs as West Australian minis-
ter and premier, and who had made little impression as either
a Beazley or a Crean shadow minister. But, oh so right, articu-
lating the despair felt by so many in the Caucus and the rage
inside the party at large.

Nicely fitting, also, into a major struggle within the La-
bor Left, in which the NSW-bascd Albanese faction (to which
she belongs) is head-to-head with Martin Ferguson over ide-
as, ideals and all of the perks of office. Ferguson is entircly
unsentimental about refugees and a leading defender of Labor’s

Carmen rolls the dice

flirtation with pragmatism. In standing beside Lawrence, the
Albancse faction was signalling not only that the push is now
on against Crean, but that at least some within the party arc
searching for some moral authority with which to woo back
defectors to the Greens.

Meanwhile, a rattled but unmoved leadership sces
appeals to morality or to ideals as entirely the wrong way to
go. Let the bleeding hearts go. They may go to the Greens, but
their preferences will come back to Labor, after all. No causes.
No campaigns. It's a scarch for the middle ground and the
underlying values and beliefs (as revealed, of course, by
polling and focus groups rather than leadership or intuition), and
for the middle class and the middle-income earners. A middlc
way, undercutting Howard (it is hoped) by better articulating

many of the traditional values, if with a more caring
touch.

-» .VERE CREAN MORE PERSONABLE, and quicker on his feet,
he might do better with this policy model than Kim Beazley
did before him. Except, of course, Beazley was better at this—
if only by being more avuncular and sounding rather more
sincere. And Beazley failed, being completely outmanocu-
vred by a John Howard in only half the form that Howard is
in now. And in the process he trashed his party’s capacity to
appeal to the heart as well as to the brain. Crean himself can't
do it and his party knows it. But it cannot think of a morc
attractive salesman or a morc attractive strategy, especially
while the party remains in the thrall of those who have made
such strategies work so well, with leaders who are at least as
unimpressive as Crean, in the states. That the only people who
have signalled—subtly—their readiness to lead, were Crean to
fall under a bus, arc unsellable hacks such as Wayne Swan or
unappealing technicians such as Kevin Rudd, underlines the
crisis. John Faulkner, alas in the Senate, has the heart and
the brain to lead, but not the sensc of duty. As someonc once
commented of the 1930s Tories ‘It was the usual collection:
those who have been tried and found wanting; those who are
wanting to be tried; those who arc manifestly wanting and
thosc who are manifestly trying.’

That’s Crean’s best chance, in fact. Foundering he may
be, but there are no other strong swimmers, least of all ones
anxious to lead the party into what is shaping up, against
either Howard or Costello, as almost inevitable defeat. A
defeat, moreover, that would leave most of the party faithful—
who hear other sirens, not least those suggested by Carmen
Lawrence—fairly unmoved.

Jack Waterford is cditor-in-chief of the Canberra Times.
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designated successor, Rowan Williams,
likewise opposed military intervention
and was among 2500 signatorics, along
with six other Anglican and Catholic
bishops, to a peace petition organised by
Pax Christi and delivered to the Prime

Minister’s residence. Thc declaration
called an attack on Iraq ‘immoral and
illegal’.

But the most significant ¢ copal
statement opposing US policy came from
the US Catholic bishops themselves. On
behalf of the 60-member Administrative
Committee of the bishops of the nited
States, the president of the US Bishops’
Conference, Bishop Wilton D. Gregory
of Belleville, Illinois, wrote to President
Bush on 18 September expressing ‘seri-
ous questions about the moral leg macy
of any pre-cmptive, unilateral use of
military force to overthrow the govern-
ment of Iraq’. He went further: ‘Given
the precedents and risks involved, we
find it difficult to justify extending the
war on terrorism to Iraq, absent clear and
adcquate evidence of Iraqi involvement
in the attacks of September 11th or of an
imminent attack of a grave nature.’

The bishops welcomed the US decision
to seelk UN approval for any action
but, on the evidence available to them,
opposed ‘a pre-emptive, unilateral use
of force’, which, in their view, failed to
meet the traditional just war criteria of
just cause, right authority, probability of
success, proportionality andnoncombatant
immunity.

Cardinal McCarrick of Washington
on 27 September reiterated that the US
needed to produce cvidence that it faced
an imminent threat from Iraq, lest ‘we do
something which we would have to say
would not be moral’.

The documents released subsequently
by Prime Minister Blair and President Bush
did little to satisty these requirements, and
certainly did not produce irrefutable proof
that Saddam was planning to attack the
United States or had links with al Qaeda.

The United States Conference of Catholic
Bishops on 13 November reiterated the con-
cerns expressed by Bishop Gregory in Septem-
ber. By an overwhelming vote of 228 to 14,
with three abstentions, the full conference
declared that :

Based on the facts that are known to us, we
continue to find it difficult to justify the
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resort to war against Iraq, lacking clear and
adequate evidence of an imminent attack
of a grave nature. With the Holy See and
bishops from the Middle East and around
the world, we fear that resort to war, under
present circumstances and in light of cur-
rent public information, would not mect
the strict conditions in Catholic teach-
ing for overriding the strong presumption
against the use of military force.

The bishops urged the United States
to pursue alternative ways ‘to contain and
deter aggressive Iraqi actions and threats’.
They also called for strong steps to reduce

or eliminate weapons of mass destruc-
tion, and ‘fulfilment of US commitments
to pursue good faith negotiations on
nuclear disarmament under the Nuclear
Non-Proliferation Treaty’.

The bishops’ conference of England
and Wales followed with a brief statement
calling on their government to ‘step back
from the brink of war’. Cardinal Murphy-
O’Connor, on 15 November, added that
the dossier on Iraq published by Prime
Minister Blair failed to convince the bish-
ops that the threat from Iraq justified war.
The armed forces’ Bishop Tom Burns said
he feared that British troops sent to fight

in Iraq might not be fighting for
a just cause.

As A sIGN of mounting opposition to

war in the United States, leaders of major
religious traditions have begun issuing
joint statements against a war on Iraq. The
Council of Religious Leaders of Metropoli-
tan Chicago declared on |1 December that
currently ‘conditions justifying war have
not been met. We still lack compelling
evidence that Iraq is planning to launch
an attack’.

In Australia, opposition to a war with
Iraq has been voiced across the spectrum
of churches, including Anglican, Uniting
Church and Catholic. In early September in

letters to the Prime Minister, Mr Howard,
38 leaders of numerous Christian commu-
nities, including at least eight members
of the Catholic hierarchy, deplored the
possibility of Australian involvement in an
attack on Iraq. The Anglican Archbishop
of Meclbourne, Peter Watson, accused
the Australian government of a ‘major
propaganda push’ to involve Australia in
a war with Iraq. Mr Howard reportedly
condemned the views cxpressed by
Anglican and Uniting Church lce rs
critical of a pre-emptive strike against Ira
{The Age, 5 and 8 October).

Archbishop Francis Carroll, Bishop Pat
Power of Canberra/Goulburn and Bishop
William Morris, chair of the Australian
Catholic Social Justice Council, together
with leaders of cight other churches,
expressed their concern about Australia’s
‘unquestioning support’ for unilateral US
military intervention in Iraq on 23 August.
But as a group the Australian Catholic
bishops have been slow to respond, issu-
ing their first joint statement on the
prospect of war on 29 November.

Even after months of debate, the
statement was vague and perplexingly
non-committal on whether war would be
justified. The bishops made no mention of
the US bishops’ statement or the opposi-
tion to the war by other western episc  al
conferences or Catholic church leaders.
Nor did they asscss the issue in terms of
traditional just war criteria, except for rec-
ognising that ‘any further conflict woul
be a human catastr  he, with the weakest
inevitably suffering the most.’

They 1 ed Australians ‘to work and
pray for justice and peace’, called on politi-
cal authorities to ‘do all in their pow to
build peace and avoid war’, and affirmed
that the United Nations ‘is the legiti-
mate authority in the administration of
Resolution 1441’, ensuring that Iraq dis-
arms. They saw the central issue as being
‘the possibility that the Iraqi leadership
is amassing weapons of mass destruc-
tion, implying the threat of an imminent
attack.’

But this is precisely the issue: there is
no evidence that Iraq is planning an immi-
nent attack on anyone, as the bi  ops of
the USA and England and Wales made
clear. Without such evidence, what is the
casus belli? There is none. Nor are we
certain what chemical or biological weap-
ons Iraq has, even the weapons originally
supplied by the United States. And if it















houscs from which waft the aromas of car-
damom, pepper, ginger, turmeric and spices
that once drew merchants from across the
world (Vasco da Gama dicd here in 1524); now
men with traditional weighing scales haggle
over the prevailing world market prices.

But then, Kerala itsclf has always been
a place apart. In 1957, it was the first arca
anywhere in the world to have a demo-
cratically elected communist government
{which, since then, has ncver been out of
power for longer than five years). Although
the present Keralan government is led by
the Congress Party, the Communist Party
of India maintains a powerful hold over the
state. On at least two occasions during my
month-long stay, all commerce and most
road transport was shut down across the
state during a hartal (strike}—the first in
support of improved workers’ rights, the
sccond to protest against globalisation. In
the biggest cities and the smallest villages,
along highways and backwater canals, the
hammer and sickle tlag flics proudly.

The legacy of both the communist
party and other left-leaning governments
in the state has been more than simply an
international oddity in times when com-
munism is supposcdly on the wance. Kerala
is renowned for the quality of its education
and it consistently records the highest lit-
cracy rates {over 90 per cent) of any state
in India. The Kottayam district in central
Kcrala was the first in India to record 100
per cent literacy.

There have been numerous bencfits to
the state from the prioritisation of cduca-
tion. According to some reports, more than
half of the forcign nurses working in the
United States are of Keralan origin, and a
significant proportion of foreign nationals
working in the Gulf countries of the Mid-
dle East are Indians from Kerala. Remit-
tances from these workers to their familics
at home in Cochin, Kasaragod, Kannur,
Thiruvananthapuram and Kottayam make
an important contribution to the state’s
cconomy.

Other spin-offs arc less obvious, but
nonctheless of national significance.
Kcrala is one of the few states where the
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP] (an avowedly
Hindu revivalist party which came to
prominence as a driving force behind the
destruction of the Babri Masjid in Ayo-
dha in December 1992 and now holds
power at a national level) has no strong-
hold, no seats in the state assembly.
This, despite the fact that the majority

of Kerala’s population is Hindu.

It would be overstating the case to sug-
gest that Kerala is free from communal ten-
sion. In 1997 in the small fishing village of
Vizhinjam, alongside the beach resort of
Kovalam on Kerala’s southern coast, Mus-
lim and Christian fishermen clashed over
fishing and mooring rights. Since then, all
has been quict, although teams of fisher-
men are now cither Christian or Muslim,
never mixed, and village lifc takes place
against a backdrop of uneasc and mistrust.
The village is now divided into Christian
and Muslim quarters.

On the train from Kottayam to Thiru-
vananthapuram, an amiable Keralan
businessman lamented the fact that if it
weren't for the Muslims, some of whom
refuse to send their daughters to school,
Kerala would long ago have achieved total
literacy. Such comments and incidents are

significant precisely because they
are so rare in Kerala.

ERTHER arlern iN India, the picture

is not quite so promising. On 31 Octo-
ber 2002, the government of Tamil Nadu
{which borders Kerala to the cast) intro-
duced a bill which would make religious
conversion illegal. Proponents ot the bill
argue that the legislation is designed to pre-
vent forced conversion through blackmail
or bribery. You could argue, cqually, that it
symboliscs a threat to secularism in India.

Earlier this year, the state of Gujarat
descended into communal riots after a train
filled with Hindu pilgrims, reportedly en
route to Ayodha to aid construction of a tem-
ple on the former mosque site, was attacked
by Muslim stallholders. In September, an
attack on a Hindu temple in Gujarat’s state
capital, Gandhinagar, saw thc¢ community
once again divided along religious lines. A
Hindu friend from Udaipur in Rajasthan
told me proudly that she had once employed
a Muslim girl because ‘she was so nice, not
at all like the other Muslims. If only they
could all be like that’,

And then there is Kashmir, a state,
a disputed territory which lays bare the
communalist angst of sccular India. In the
lead-up to independence from Britain, the
rulers of many semi-autonomous princely
states around India, on behalf of their sub-
jects, were given the choice by the Brit-
ish authorities to determine whether they
wished to join ‘Hindu India’, or ‘Muslim
Pakistan’. Kashmir’s population was, and
remains, overwhelmingly Muslim. Kash-

mir’s maharaja at the time was a Hindu. He
chose to become part of India, condemning
its pcople to over five decades of contflict.

For Hindus and Muslims alike, Kash-
mir has become a cause célebre. Now any
Indian government which gave up India’s
claim to Kashmir, or even allowed a ref-
ercndum in the troubled region, would be
committing electoral suicide. Pakistan’s
scrially precarious governments would
similarly sign their own death warrants if
they allowed Kashmir to slip from their
grasp.

A scnior Indian naval officer, who
liaises on a regular basis with Pakistani
officers, told me that he was mystified that
the world held Pakistan and India cqually
responsible when ‘the Pakistanis are the
ones in the wrong, so they must take the
first step’. Political analysts fill the pages
of national newspapers with arguments
that if India relinquishes Kashmir, India’s
natural geographical barricr—the Himala-
yas—will no longer be able to protect India,
allowing India’s cnemics to sweep into the
Indian heartland from the north.

In Kashmir, in Gujarat, in Tamil Nadu,
it is difficult to escape the conclusion that
sccularism Indian-style now cntails sim-
ply the right—even the necessity—to live
as scparate communitics. This is what led
to the partition of India and Pakistan in the
first place, and against the wishes of India’s
spiritual founder, Mahatma Gandhi.

India may be the world’s second largest
Muslim nation (around 12 per cent of the
population or more than 120 million peo-
ple), but there is a pervasive presupposition
that Muslims are the enemy, that Pakistan
will always be an c¢nemy against whom
protection is required, that the division of
communities into mutually exclusive reli-
gions is safer than upholding a sccular idcal
of communal interaction.

Every now and then, voices of reason
risc to the surface. Muzaffar Hussein Beig,
the Vice President of the People’s Demo-
cratic Party—a party which is in coalition
government in Jammu & Kashmir since
the recent elections—argued that ‘with-
out waiting, they should open the borders
and engage people in trade and commerce,
because most people in Pakistan belicve
that Indians have trishuls (tridents—the
symbols favoured by Hindu warriors and
holy men) in their hands to demolish
mosques, and Indians are of the opinion
that Pakistanis are drug-peddlers and have
guns in their hands to kill people’.
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build a garden together and see for them-
selves that theirs could be a nation of fruit-
ful co-operation.

Sudan’s wars are being fought along
lines of religious difference, at both a
national and a provincial level. Nation-
ally, the ruling Islamic military govern-
ment in the north is at war with the
Animist and Christian south. Within the
south, centuries-old conflicts prevail along
tribal lines—the Nuer and the Dinka, for
example, remain at odds. These civil con-
flicts have displaced four million people
internally and have forced nearly a mil-
lion others to seek refuge in neighbouring
countries. The conflict is further compli-
cated by the presence of rich oil reserves
in the south. Thousands of southern Suda-
nese have been displaced in order to access
the oil, but the south has seen little of the
revenue it has brought to the nation. Of
late, the warring north and south factions
engaged in a series of complex and deli-
cate peace talks, aimed at ending nearly 20
years of war. Without a ceasefire, however,
fighting continued, and despite a tentative
agreement the talks broke down and the
nation tacitly re-entered civil war.

It is hard to imagine how members of
the Dinka and Bare tribes, Christian, Ani-
mist and Muslim Sudanese might sit down
with members of other Sudanese com-
munities that have caused them immeas-
urable suffering. And yet every week in
Melbourne, over one hundred people do so
voluntarily and enthusiastically. Animos-
ity is left at the door with the umbrellas.

Every Saturday in a rundown hall, on
a busy road, in a nondescript Melbourne
street, a group of individuals gather. This is
the Sudanese Australian Integrated Learn-
ing (SAIL) Program. It acts as a cultural,
educational and social hub for Victoria’s
fastest-growing ethnic community. The
SAIL Program has grown exponentially
since its beginnings just two years ago,
when five siblings and one nervous tutor
first met.

Initially, SAIL provided an English sup-
port service for the Sudanese community,
as well as mentoring and pastoral care. The
rationale was to mentor a new generation
of Australians, not just help refugees.

Today, the rationale has not changed
but almost everything else has. Now there
is a dedicated team of 80 volunteers who
provide one-on-one tutoring, free lunch, a
computer loan service, home-help service,

Big money

IKE MOST ORGANISMS, human beings are most comfortable in their own
neighbourhood. And that applies to ideas as much as to geography. We often
take a shortsighted and prejudiced view when first introduced to a new idea
or technology. Older people, for example, often complain about the Internet
as a purveyor of pornography and misinformation. Their perspective does not
extend to the Internet’s capacity to investigate remote medicine, or even to
bring live pictures of the surface of Mars.

Many young people have a similar attitude towards globalisation. They
find it upsetting, because the power to make local decisions seems to have been
usurped by the boardrooms of multinational corporations. But many of our
most pressing problems—health, pollution, over-exploitation of resources—are
also global, and it will take a global perspective to come to grips with them.

Yet there are precious few human enterprises with the necessary global
outlook, says Sally Stansfield, Acting Director, Infectious Diseases, for The Bill
and Melinda Gates Foundation, and who was in Australia recently for health
conferences. ‘Even the United Nations, which is our one instrument supposed
to transcend national borders, really doesn’t. It is international, but not transna-
tional or global.” So that, says Stansfield, leaves the multinational corporations,
along with philanthropy, science, and global civil society.

The Gates Foundation now stands at $US24 billion. To retain its legal sta-
tus as a philanthropic foundation under American law, it must spend at least
five per cent of that figure each year. Not all the money goes into health, or
infectious diseases. But Dr Stansfield does still have to decide how best to use
considerable resources. ‘I sit bolt upright in the middle of the night thinking, “Is
this the most strategic thing to do with that hundred million dollars?” /

Why should we care about infectious diseases? Because, she says, they
account for 80 per cent of preventable disease in the developing world. ‘With
increased transport and communications, a risk to the health of anyone in the
world is increasingly a risk to each and every one of us. The world needs to
work together to address the threat of AIDS, malaria, tuberculosis, and to study
the evolution of resistance to antibiotics.

‘We now have tools and technologies to do more about infectious diseases
than we have done to date, but they have not been designed for the environ-
ments of developing countries. The vaccines are not heat-stable. The drugs are
often not designed with cost containment in mind. Research has been directed
towards cardiovascular disease, erectile function, and hair and weight loss.’

So how does the Foundation work to change those perspectives? Says
Stansfield: ‘We can work with governments to ensure that incentives are struc-
tured for the pharmaceutical and biotech industries so that there are tax credits
or other rewards for investing in R&D, which is important to the developing
world ... But we must be careful that we never displace governments from their
natural roles and responsibilities. So we seek ways to be catalytic rather than to
take on the recurrent costs of delivering health interventions.’

Such thinking confirms the long-term attitude of the environmentalists: the
only way to confront overwhelming problems is to “Think globally, act locally’.

Tim Thwaites is a freelance science writer.
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William ] 1n Kennedy Snr. is the oldest male Aboriginal elder in the State of

Victoria. He fought in the Second World War. He worked on the

ways.

He campaigned for land rights. And he just happens to be my grandfather.

To most people he’s known as ‘Uncle Jack’, but to me, he’s P

!’

This is his story.

Tell me about growing up.

I was born by the [Wiminera] river in a mud hut, in
1919. [Today you can still see the remains of this
hut.| See, well, my Uncle [Walter|, hec used to get me
and teach me things about culture. There was one
time when I was four years old ... my uncle and the
other clders took me out into the Little Desert. They
told me ‘wait here and we'll be back to pick you up’...
I waited for a while and then started to cry ... then all
of a sudden I thought, ‘they’re trying to tell me some-
thing.” So up I got and followed their tracks out ... and
here they are all waiting for me. They patted me on
the head and said, ‘good boy’.

At school I had to speak English ... I got a bloody
good hiding if T spoke in [Wergaia] language ... but a
lot of it’s lost now ...

Well, then, my father, he got rheumatic fever
shearing wet sheep and his heart went on him. So I
left school [at the age of 13] and worked. I worked on
a farm at Woorak near } ill. Two and six a week I
started work for, until it got to ten shillings—that’s
where it stopped. 1 was driving horses and 1 loved
horses. When crops grew, I drove teams to strip the
wheat off ... [ didn’t like shearing. They just told me,
they said, ‘you’ not fast enough to shear a sheep’.
Well, the quicker you can get down and shear your
sheep and straighten up again, well it wouldn't affect
your back ... but [ was too slow shearing.

What about the war! Tell me about those years.

See ... then the Second World War started—that
started in 1939. Well, England and Germany was
where the war broke out. Well you see, us Austral-
ians, we were naturally straight into it. In 1939 1
couldn’t join the army, because of my father. You see
I wasn’t 21 and my father wouldn’t si_ the papers
for me to join. He didn’t want me » go ... he reckons
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it had nothing to do with us. We no sooner I turned
21—that was in 1940 on the 23rd of March—as sc 1
as I turned 21 I'joined up.

It was all right then—as soon as I turned 21 [ was
my own boss, I could do what T wanted. Except my
brother was two years younger than me and he let
him join. As soon as I joined up he wanted to join,
well he joined ... Father signed the papers for him,
but he didn’t sign for me because he didn’t want me
to go ... I don’t know why. He just didn’t want me to
£g0.

It was the Depression years and there was
nothing to do and I was attling for everything. Well
in the army I got my clothes free, got my tucker
free—everything!

I was five years and about ten months in the
army. I went over to Syria, I fought in the Sixth
Division. And in the Syrian campaign we fought the
Vichy French and a lot from out of Africa—they were
real black! But we beat them.

What did you do in the army!?

I was a gun layer—I used to lay the gun and pull
trigger ... A 25- pounder—that was the weight of
shells see—that we used to put in and fire. They used
to give me the range, elevation, everything like that.
I had four bubbles on it to level. T used to do it in four
seconds ... course no sooner I'd get the word ‘fire’ I'd
shoot. I got caught one day, yeah. I shut my mouth
and pulled the trigger, instead of keeping it open ...
felt like = top of my head blew off. Never really
affected me though—I'm 83 now and I don’t wear
hearing aids.

Pop shows me photos from war. I study his face as
his mind revisits these places.
We were just out of Damascus—that was the end of
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his death in 1999 at the age of 47, Robert
was totally dependent every minute of the
day on other people, and totally dependent
on modern medicine, which had kept him
alive in this depleted condition—some-
thing that would have been impossible
just a few years earlier because of the
nature of Robert’s injuries. There fol-
lowed a quarter of a century of fluctuating
health, long illnesses, wretched pressure
sores that kept Robert in bed for years at
a time, intermittent depression, an almost
inevitable divorce (Robert’s wife was 19
when it happened), and the numberless
daily frustrations and indignities that any
quadriplegic suffers.

But those years also brought the many
rich insights that perhaps only the griev-
ously disabled and afflicted among us
can fully attain: new friendships, several
years of relatively even health, a second
major relationship when Robert was in
his wheelchair, richer moral qualities in
my brother, his extraordinary courage
and stoicism, and the profound rapport he
enjoyed with our parents.

Indeed, mindful of those warm and
emotionally fulfilling years for the fam-
ily, T kept reminding myself as I wrote
the book that I had a duty not to produce
an unalleviated ‘library of lamentation’,
to borrow Oscar Wilde’s description of
his post-prison book, De Profundis. 1
hope I haven’t done that, but I know that
the tendency in a relatively short biog-
raphy is to dwell on starker moments
and the more critical passages in the
subject’s life. For a poet-biographer, this
may be even more of a temptation—an
occupational hazard, if you like. Wilde
again, this time to André Gide: ‘Il faut
vouloir toujours le plus tragique’ {‘One
must always seek what is most tragic’].

Seamus Heaney put it another

way: ‘The true subject is loss.’
E

oM THE OUTsSET, I thought of my book
as an exercise in fraternal juxtaposition—
part autobiography, mostly biography—in
which my own life experience would be
a factor, obliquely, but always secondary
to the major theme and the major interest
of the book, which was Robert’s ordeal.
Most writers want to do things a little
differently, but it’s not easy, given the
riches and burden of literature, in all its
consolidated forms. I knew that there had
been few if any Australian books about
two very different brothers written by one

of them. The Wherretts’ book comes to
mind, but there are clear differences, the
collaborative nature of it being the most
obvious. I was also aware of the surprising
dearth of books about that intense, inter-
necine and intoxicated world of Austral-
ian Rules.

Why I wrote Rose Boys—why I wanted
to write it—why I needed to write it—is
another story, and still something of a
mystery to me. I realise that people enter-
tain sundry, even conflicting, motives for
writing any book, from the metaphysical
to the prurient, from the commercial to
the lyrical. Writing a book about one’s
dead brother, about a hard death follow-
ing two decades of sorrow and slog and
survival, is rather different. Putting one-
self through it is one thing, but putting
other people through it—forcing them, if
they choose to read it, to relive traumatic

Father, sons and brothers. Above: Bob Rose with
Robert. Left, Robert and Peter. Page 30, Bob Rose in
Sporting Life, Peter, Bob and Robert on the field.
All images courtesy Peter Rose.

events and their painful aftermath—is
even more dubious. My parents are still
alive. We're very close. I have responsibili-
ties. My father may, like all canny sports-
men, have enjoyed publicity, understood
it, and used it to his advantage, but my
mother is an extremely private person,
with a powerful dislike for publicity and
the exposure that comes with Australian
Rules celebrity in Melbourne. My mother

doesn’t actually believe in airing secrets
about other people. Hadn’t she endured
enough prying into her private life?

This is the challenge, the everlasting
moral dilemma for any writer of family
memoirs, especially one that deals with
profound affliction and highly delicate
material, and that sets out to tell the story
in blunt, journalistic detail.

For a time, the irresolvability of these
ethical questions had a paralysing effect on
me. [ found it impossible to start the book,
and reached a point when I thought I would
have to abandon the project. I kept finding
ever more ingenious reasons for not begin-
ning. Research can be a wonderful excuse.

How to write about the living, the
dead, a brother who did not give me per-
mission and who might not have approved
of such an intimate portrait—one that
shows him, I trust, in a noble light, but
also discusses painful and tragic incidents
in his life. How to reveal Robert’s story to
his only child, Salli, my adored niece, who
was only eight months old at the time
of the accident. The most disconcert-
ing moment in my research came when
I interviewed Salli, one of several inter-
views I undertook with Robert’s family,
partners, friends, sporting colleagues and
medical carers. Salli chilled me by admit-
ting that she had no memory of her life
until she was about 12—none at all. The
reasons for that kind of amnesia weren’t
hard to deduce, for Salli’s infancy and
childhood were shadowed by great trauma
and unhappiness, but it was chilling nev-
ertheless. Was I to endow Salli with a
memory, a memory laced with sorrow and
conflict? Was I the one to tell her about
the circumstances of her parents’ separa-
tion two years after Robert’s accident?

And why go over a story as terrible
as Robert’s? Why force people to relive
it? Why relive it myself? Why did I so
want to be in the car when Robert had his
accident? Why did I feel I had to describe
that night? Why such dreadful actuality?
I went as far as Far North Queensland in
fact, and tracked down one of the two men
who were in the car with Robert and who
survived the accident. (Robert Bird, who
was also playing for Collingwood at the
time, gave me a remarkable interview—
the first time he had discussed that night
with anyone.)

Why did I choose to describe Robert’s
death in such graphic detail—punishing
detail, T know from readers’ letters? Why
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sanctity or veracity of memory. Although
I was able to draw on a huge body of
journalism written about my father and
brother, plus the interviews I conducted
with the survivors, in the end I was left
with my own impressions, fully aware
how capricious, elegiac and downright
apocryphal they can be. This was highly
subjective work. ‘Each man is a memory
to himself,” says the poet-figure in Words-
worth’s The Prelude. Marina Tsvetaeva,
the great Russian poet, went further when
she said: “The memory is compliant, and
for me is identical with the imagination.’
That very compliance or plasticity was
the key.

Of all the consolations I drew from
this, for me, new genre, the most surpris-
ing and welcome was the literary trans-
formation, or should [ say relaxation,
that was required. Before this, I had only
published poetry. Most of my poetry is
fairly densely textured, relying on allu-
sion, association, obliquity, and employ-
ing a reasonably ornate diction and range
of references. Some of my poetry, I'm
well aware, is quite obscure. It’s a kind
of poetry that goes so far in divulging its
meaning but leaves part of the work of
deconstruction up to the reader. Let me
illustrate this with a poem that demon-
strates some of these qualities. It is titled
‘Greening’, but is not about environmental
matters:

Let's not watch the main event,
let’s watch the people.

There we shall be beautifully private,
each lake with its own suicide,
those grand disclosures

aching on a beach.

Your beauty is the last quotation,
an available dark.

In the forest, single lights flicker,
day rapturously evokes night.

Soon we shall descend

into the public acre,

a rhapsodist will forfeit

his throne by the view.

So let’s postpone matter for a while:
the ritual caper, an auspicious turn.

My reason for citing this poem was
not to deprecate the power of poetry nor
to disown this particular poem. But Rose
Boys clearly had to be written much more
directly. My brother, the focus of the
story, was a laconic bloke without any
side. His story was too stark and confront-
ing to be sugared by me. To have ironised

Robert’s condition in the modern fashion
would have been ludicrous. (I like that
quote from Henry Louis Gates: ‘We live in
an age of irony ... even the mediocre lack
all conviction.’}

I was determined to avoid any trace of
sentimentality, which is not easy when
you are writing about terrible events, a
pitiable condition, the slow destruction of
a family member.

Thus began the challenging but illumi-
nating process of paring back the story to
its essence, gradually eliminating all those
digressions and allusions and quotations
we writers love to employ. For me, it felt
paradoxically liberating to be writing in a
language that was not exclusive or mar-
ginal, a language that took the reader into
my confidence and did not merely address
the air. I hoped that something of the
universality and suggestiveness of poetry
would inform the memoir, and I did draw
on that early poem about my brother
in which I belatedly recognise him in a
dream, but generally I knew I had to find
a plainer and franker voice to tell Robert’s
story. My discovery of the pleasures and

rewards of that kind of candour
has been belated, but profound.

READERS ARETURNING TO memoirsand

biographies inincreasingnumbers, making
it one of the dominant genres of the dec-
ade, but they expect openness in the nar-
ration, a lack of tonal complications, and
they certainly won’t put up with authorial
evasion or condescension.

Putting these literary considerations
aside, I wanted above all to place on record
a frank, sympathetic account of what
happened to Robert, and the terrible reper-
cussions that profound disability has for
the victims and their families. T wanted
to show the reality of quadriplegia—the
daily grind, the inconvenience, the humil-
iations, the domestic, financial and emo-
tional consequences. I wanted to break
down some of the ignorance about spinal
cord injuries. I wanted to portray Robert’s
second life—the sorrow, the struggle, but
also the goodwill and the devotion and
Robert’s astonishing courage and lack of
self-pity.

I took up an editorial from the Mel-
bourne Herald in May 1974 that was headed
‘The message of Robert Rose”: a plea for
greater care on our roads, and better funding
of our hospitals. My challenge was at last
to determine what the message of Robert

Rose had been for me—what we had
actually meant to each other:

It is time to listen to my brother whose
message, laconic but self-evident to many
in his life, I somehow never fully heeded.
If T am to overcome these eternities of mal-
adjustment, as a friend put it when Robert
died, T must try. Brothers so close yet so
incongruous meet improbably in this shift-
ing text.

One of my modest hopes for the book
was that it might help other families who
were going through what we did. [ remem-
bered that no such book had been availa-
ble in 1974—no books, no counselling. So
Rose Boys had a modest political aim, as
well as satisfying an obscurc and perhaps
indefinable personal need.

I also hoped it might assist the work
of a new charity we have created to help
people with spinal cord injuries—the Rob-
ert Rose Foundation. Perhaps, I thought,
if people read my book and were moved
by Robert’s story they might want to
help other young people in his situation.
Not that I delude myself that I will ever
fully understand what my brother went
through. It is impossible to exaggerate the
difficulties that quadriplegics have to face
day after day, year after year. Disability on
such a scale is just like war in Graham
Greene’s epigram: ‘The nearer you are to
war, the less you know what’s happening.’

As for the ultimate consolation I
derived from thinking about Robert’s life
and about the way disability transforms
the victims and the people around them,
let me look to another quotation from
Henry James. It doesn’t come from one of
James’ novels, but from a remark of his to
his nephew Billy James, son of the great
philosopher. Billy had asked Henry what
really mattered in life. I'm always rather
moved by Henry’s response, by its grave
simplicity. It was the summation, after
all, of a life almost abnormally devoted to
literature, to the art of fiction at its most
sophisticated, to the grandeur and terror and
subtlest shadings of human consciousness:
‘Three things in human life are important,’
Henry James said to his beloved nephew.
‘The first is to be kind. The second is to he
kind. The third is to be kind.’

Peter Rose is editor of Australian Book
Review. This is an edited version of the
2002 Colin Roderick Lecture, delivered in
Townsville and Cairns in July 2002.
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man is taken is the church and the innkeeper repre-
sents the apostle Paul. To our ears this may seem a
bit ridiculous (although in general Augustine, even
by our standards, is an insightful interpreter of
the Bible). Yet the parable in Luke’s interpretation
alrcady has allegorical elements. His context is a
dispute betwcen Jesus and a scribe on the meaning
of the command to love our neighbours as ourselves.
As Luke has it, the story is about how radical such
love needs to be. The traveller represents the ‘neigh-
bour’ who is to be loved and the Good Samaritan is
the bencvolent Christian who follows the
example of Christ.

A.CCORDING TO SCHOLARS, a different interpre-
tation emerges once the parable is stripped of its
explicit allegory and removed from its narrative set-
ting. Jesus’ listeners would have identified not with
the Samaritan but with the Jewish traveller on his
way to Jericho. They were perfectly familiar with
that particular stretch of road. In a culture where
ritual cleanliness was vital, especially for those offi-
ciating in the Temple, the hearer wouldn’t be alto-
gether surprised that the priest and Levite don’t want
to risk unclcanness by touching a body—even if they
break the Law’s demand that the stranger and alien
are to be cared for. What would stagger Jesus’ hearers,
however, is the response of the Samaritan. Samari-
tans were members of an alien and despised race
who also followed the Jewish Law. The Samaritan

way to somewhere else. Symbols, in contrast, not
only point you in the right direction, but also take
you there: a signpost and a mode of transport com-
bined. Signs are restricted in meaning and have a
fairly simple, one-to-one correspondence with the
thing signified. Symbols are more ambiguous, lend-
ing themselves to multiple levels of meaning. This
definition, supported also by the Roman Catholic
theologian Karl Rahner, places symbol, sacrament,
parable and myth on the same level, each capable
of communicating mystery and transcendence. Alle-
gory, in this definition, especially in its cruder forms,
is closer to sign than symbol.

It was this kind of symbolic interpretation of
myth that Tolkien and C.S. Lewis wanted to recover;
one where the story was allowed to stand by itself, in
all its power. Tolkien succeeded more than did C.S.
Lewis in his Narnia tales, perhaps because Narnia
is a world that intersects with ours, in contrast to
Middle-earth, which is a different realm altogether.
It’s hard to make an explicitly Christian story out of
The Lord of the Rings. The Narnia books, however,
quiver with Christian meaning from start to finish.
By the ¢nd of the scries, the narrative strongly sug-
gests that Aslan is Christ in different guise. Other
elements fall into place: creation, the Devil, the
paschal mystery, the church, the apostles, the age to
come, and so on. The Narnia books tell the story of
salvation in a mythological form that is identical, in
many respects, to the biblical story. Their allegorical

traveller’s indifference to the ritual code as well as his
extraordinary compassion towards a Jew are unset-
tling and disturbing. The roles of insider and outsider
are reversed. The last person Jesus’ audience would
expect becomes the very one who exemplifies the
‘neighbourly’ love of God.

While this interpretation has allegorical ele-
ments, the real power, according to modern scholars,
lies in its overturning effect on the hearer’s world
view. The story works in a symbolic rather than alle-
gorical way. There is no moral at the end: the experi-
ence of hearing the story is enough to transform the
listener. The sense of relief and yet distaste at the
actions of the Samaritan turns the hearer’s world on
its head, paving the way for a radically new under-
standing of the grace of God.

One of the great Protestant theologians of the
20th century, Paul Tillich, made a useful contrast
between symbol and sign. Despite superficial simi-
larities, he argues, signs are signposts pointing the

force, at least for adults, is not hard to perceive,
though my guess is that, for children, the Narnia
stories are appreciated simply as stories {as their
author would have preferred).

C.S. Lewis also wanted his lesser-known novel
Till We Have Faces to be read as myth. Yet it too has
allegorical elements, whatever the author’s inten-
tions. To my mind, this is one of Lewis’ best novels
—much better than his adult trilogy that begins with
Out of the Silent Planet. Till We Have Faces tells the
Classical story of the secret love between the mortal
woman, Psyche, and the god of love, Eros. Psyche
is extraordinarily beautiful and resented by Eros’
mother, the goddess Aphrodite. Wishing to know
the identity of the lover who comes to her by night,
Psyche breaks her promise and lights the lamp, spill-
ing a drop of oil on the sleeping god and causing him
to wake. As a result, their love is discovered and Eros
vanishes. Psyche searches everywhere to find her
divine lover, and Aphrodite for a time imprisons her;
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finally, the two are reunited. Lewis relates the myth
through Psyche’s sister, who is so ashamed of her
own lack of beauty that she wears a veil and rules as
queen with her face always covered.

In retelling the story, C.S. Lewis is heir to an
ancient history of interpretation of the soul’s rela-
tionship with the divine—a mythic interpretation
that also has allegorical aspects. ‘Psyche’ is the Greek
word for soul and ‘eros’ is one of scveral Greek terms
for love, as well as representing the divine realm. In
Lewis’ hands, the story recounts in mythic form the
soul’s journey to God. It depicts the transfiguration
of the central character from ugliness to beauty, from
self-rejection to self-knowing and love.

The question is whether it is possible to be too
rigid in rejecting allegory. A myth can retain sym-
bolic meaning as well as narrative impact, while also
including allegorical dimensions. The problem with
modern readings is the insistence that a story be read
at one level only. In the carly church, passages of the
Bible could be read at several levels at the same time.
Admittedly, the carly church disagreed about the
extent of such multiple readings: Antioch favoured
the more literal approach and Alexandria the alle-
gorical. Yet by the Middle Ages, there was consensus

that a passage could produce a literal meaning and
a spiritual one, a moral lesson and a spiritual truth,
an individual application and a community one. The
same passage could yield more than one meaning.
In the case of the Good Samaritan, for example, the
message that Luke detects—the radical love of neigh-
bour—can be h 1 alongside the theme of overturn-
ing grace. And, at another level, the whole story can
be read [as in Augustine) as a succinet summation of
the human condition in its brokenness and nee  of
he  ng. The problems with allegory come only when
we assume that, once we've found the ‘key’, the story
can be set aside; or, when the allegory is crude and ill-
fitting, in the closing off of other interpretations.

In a letter to a friend in 1953, Tolkien himself
described The Lord of the Rings as ‘a fundamentally
religious and Catholic work’. Tolkien'’s writing can be
interpreted at more than one level, including the the-
ological. The story unquestionably exists in its own
right (as myth and symbol), yet it also has elements
of allegory. While there is no overt deity in the story,
there is a distinct sense of a destiny to which the
characters are called, an awareness of purpose that
comes very closc to being theistic. Speaking of the
strange history of the ring, for example, Gandalf says
that first Bilbo and then Frodo were somehow meant
to find it. There is a sense of a transcendent Presence,
a providential Power that ordains cvents, giving life
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ddle-earth intrinsic meaning and purposc.

There is a mystery that hangs over Middle-
earth in Tolkien, a mystery undispelled by The
Silmarillion and its account of the events of
Middle-earth’s carly history. At the end of The Lord
of the Rings, we do not know where the ships that
leave the Grey Havens are going. The elves depart
Middle-earth when their time is over, and Bilbo and
Frodo accompany them. Later so does Sam Gamgee,
at the end of a rewarding and cventtul life. But what or
where their destination is we do not know. The book
gives the sense of realms beyond Middle-carth—not
just other lands but other dimensions of existence,
already portended in the joy and immortality of the
clves, the mo  spiritual and spirited of all
the creatures of Middle-carth.

onl

NE OF THE most | Hfound aspects of The Lord
of the Rings is its portrayal of cvil. Although the
figures of Sauron and his followers—the nine Ring-
wraiths and the ores—are painted as uncquivocally
evil, others are more ambiguous. Saruman the Wise,
once head of a noble school of wizards, turns to cvil
through his greed for power. Gollum is a pitiable,
trecacherous creature fatally addicted to the ring,

without the resources to break free of its grip. The
rcader can’t fail to feel some sympathy for him and,
in the er  thanks to the merey that saves his life,
he plays a vital {if unintended) role in destroying
the ring. Finally, there are characters like Boromir,
essentially good in themselves but so caten up by the
malevolent power of the ring—so filled with hope-
lessness and despair—that they are led into unchar-
acteristic actions with tragic conscquences for thems-
selves and others.

In all this, The Lord of the Rings has a vision of
good and cvil locked together in mortal strife.  here
is no doubt that goodness will prevail, cven it the
characters themselves fail to survive and even if this
period of history is lost. Yet there is no sense that
evil is either inevitable or necessary. On the contrary,
cvil is an invasion into the beauty and goodness of
the world, to be cast out with courage and integrity.
In this regard, The Lord of the Rings is rather diff
ent from the Susan Cooper serics, The Dark is Rising,
which has a Manichaean flavour to it. Although good
and evil contend in Cooper’s novels, they appear as
equal forces needing to be kept in balance, without
hope of a final overthrow of cvil. T den’s vision
is much closer to the Christian vision: indeced, his
portrayal is deeply intluenced by biblical apocalyptic.

While there is 1 ¢ £ st ure in The
Lord of the Rings, several of the characters, in different



ways, parallel Jesus in the Gospel story. There is
Gandalf the Grey, for instance, who falls into the
depths of the Mines of Moria while contending with
the terrifying Balrog. Later, to everyone’s astonish-
ment, he re-emerges victorious as Gandalf the White.
Frodo, the leading hobbit, reluctantly yet tenaciously
plays the role of Ring-bearer and makes the hard, pain-
ful journey to the fires of Mount Doom in the heart of
enemy territory. Aragorn, whose identity is hidden,
is finally revealed as the true King of Gondor, whose
advent will restore the fortunes of Middle-earth. And
Galadriel, the elven queen in the forest of Lothlérien,
has Madonna-like qualities in her compassion for and
guidance of the Fellowship in their quest.

It would seem that the Inklings’ rejection of
allegory, however understandable, is an overreaction.
Allegory does not need to be set in such stark con-
trast to myth and symbol. They needn’t be seen as
mutually exclusive, providing that the story is heard
in its plenitude of meaning and neither ignored nor
abused. To say that Tolkien is ‘really about’ the
existential battle between good and evil, or about
salvation history and the church, or (in Jungian
terms) about facing the shadow, shows an inability
to value the story as story. It's very different to say,
however, that there are striking parallels between
one world view and another, or that Tolkien'’s

mythological and symbolic world is open to
other possibilities of interpretation.

-» -VHAT WE CAN say about Tolkien’s symbolic
universe in The Lord of the Rings is that, while it
is not an explicitly Christian novel, its mythology
shapes the reader in much the same way as bibli-
cal mythology. There’s a striking coherence between
the two mythologies, a sympathy, a similarity of
values and longings. Above all, there’s a sense that
victory comes by going through suffering, not by
sidestepping or denying it; that it’s often the humble
and weak who achieve what the great ones can’t; and
that goodness and beauty will finally triumph over
evil.

I understand why The Lord of the Rings is said
to be the most popular book of the 20th century, a
century both of technological advancement and
appalling manifestations of evil and suffering. The
myth captures the experience of the 20th century
perhaps more than anything else has: its darkness
and despair, its loss of meaning. Perhaps our culture
is not quite as secular as it appears on the surface.
Perhaps, after all, Christianity in the West is not on its
last legs. Perhaps, in the interplay between symbol and
allegory, mythological tales like The Lord of the Rings
(even in the movie version) have the power to bring ns
back to a vision of the world that’s finally redemptive

Dorothy Lee is Professor of New Testament at
Queen’s College, in the United Faculty of Theology,
Melbourne.

Reflective Insulation

You just walk out of the world, and into
Australia. (Lawrence)
Dozing mere afternoon away

hot and salty, outside time

you do not see the powderblue

of distant hills, beyond that cape:
everything has become marine

with gulls for scattered punctuation.

Huddled all together lie

the igneous and stratified:
craglet, pit and water pebble,
mini-tarn, long crinkled shelf
yellowish, ginger, tan, wet-black
with a hint of half-decayed

kelp, sea-lettuce—something off.
Could be a dead penguin, eh?

Meanwhile, back there on the sand
listening to the Test match rhythms,
elastic theology on the green
or psychic stress enacted by
a flanneled ghost in the machine.
Days are seasons of the psyche,
fresh waves crash against the sill,
over after over.

Sandstone
is the metaphysical pavilion;
our old friend the summer’s ocean
finding odd gaps in the field.

Epics within epigrams

and the stink of restlessness,

but on the sand it feels like Bush Weelk,
follk with towel and radio

crescent between quotes of rock,

off which those yellow-eyed silver mullet
patiently abound.

Chris Wallace-Crabbe
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cvery word has been delicately weighed
an  placed precisely where it should be.
Regardless of what we think of the ‘little
England’ his poems project—its sorrowful
diminishments, its mcannecss, its will to
mediocrity—we value the experience of
his language. After reading Larkin for an
hour we might long for the larger ges-
tures of Milosz's ‘cestatic praise of being’,
alt  ugh when we leave the Englishman
for the Pole we have to live with lines
that no decent poet writing in English
would dream of publishing. ‘Shout, blow
the trumpets, thousands-strong
marches, leap, rend your clothing, repeat-
ing only: is!” The vigorous thought is to be
honoured, but the line would be crossed
out in any undergraduate ¢xercise in crea-
tive writing.

In the end, it is not the fact that Milosz
writes in Polish that impoverishes our
experience of his verse. After all, people
rcad his fellow Pole Zbigniew Herbert
without being all that bothered by transla-
tion. Rather, what impedes our reception
of Milosz is that he belongs to a class of
pocts whose high rhetoric and generosity of
gesture sit awkwardly in English. When we
read Herbert’s poems in translation, their
concepts appear sharply behind the Eng-
lish. Consider the prose poem ‘Violins”:

make

Violins are naked. They have thin arms.
Clumsily they try to protect themsclves
with them. They cry from shame and cold.
That’s why. And not, as the music critics
maintain, so it will be more beautiful. This
1S not true.

And when we read Tomas Tran-
stromer’s lyrics we find them so visually
exact that the passage from Swedish to
English seems hardly to matter. When
he writes ‘All T want to say / gleams out
of reach / like the silver / in a pawnshop’
we feel that the lines survive translation,
cven if local ctfects have been lost. Milosz
is different. Drawn neither to the bri ant
idea nor to the arresting visual simile, he
forever reminds us that he is distant from
us in his very practice as a poct.

How docs one capture ‘tangible real-
ity’? By performing a double task, Milosz
admits. On the one hand, the artist must
be passive, receiving ‘every poem as a
gift’; while, on thce other hand, the art-
ist must keep his or her mind and will
forever alert. The poet is therefore in the
world and withdrawn from it at one and
the same time. Political poetry is rarely
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successful, he suggests, because it tends
to prize the political over the poetic. Only
indirection works, as in ‘Campo dei Fiori’,
a lyric from 1943 that evokes the suffering
of Polish Jews by picturing the execution
of Giordano Bruno in 1600. Pcople came
out into the piazza to sce the burning of
the man who had defied the Church, but
only for the first moments of his torment:

Alrcady they were back at their wine
or peddled their white starfish,
baskets of olives and lemons

they had shouldered to the fair,

and he already distanced

as it centuries had passed

while they paused just a moment

for his flying in the firc.

Yet Milosz cannot help but elevate
the poetic over the political at the end
of the lyric—'on a new Campo dei Fiori
/ rage will kindle at a poet’s word’, he
says—and the introduction of the author
himself, and talk of the power of art, can
only seem intrusive. That said, ‘Campo
dei Fiori’ is one of the most successful
poems in English in the entire collection.
One can only wish that Louis Iribarne

and David Brooks had translated

more of the master’s work.

IHE EXPRESSION ‘tangible rcality’ also
bespeaks something of central importance
to Milosz’s poetics: a faith in the earth as
our true home and in the narrow limits
of human moral improvement. He docs
not affirm the incarnation of God: ‘What
can we, ordinary people, know of the
Mystery?’, he asks. Nor, though, does he
insinuate that everything proclaimed by
Christianity is a fiction: there is a mystery
that runs throughout life, and it is not to
be reduced by apostles of the enlighten-
ment. His religion is a very modest affair:

May we not care about what awaits us
after death
But here on earth look for salvation,
Trying to do good within our limits,
Forgiving the mortals their imperfection.
Amen.

Straightaway we recall his words about
his mother tongue: ‘Whatever 1 have
accomplished in it—only that will save
me.’ Even Philip Larkin could subscribe to
such a shrunken creed, although his atti-
tude to its consequences differs markedly
from Milosz’s.

Larkin, though, was sufficiently hard-

hcaded that he would not have agreed
with Milosz’s special pleading for poets
before the court of cthics. ‘A good person
will not learn the wiles of art’, the Pole
declares, while in ‘Biography of an Art-
ist’, he opines of a painter, ‘he promiscd
his soul to Hell, / Provided that his w ¢
remained clear and pure’. We've heard that
sort of thing before, from W. B. Yeats for
one, although Milosz nresents the view
a stronger and more  sturbing fashion 1
one of his most compelling pocms, ‘The
Master’, a dramatic monologuc spoken by
a composer. ‘They say that my music is
angelic’, he :gins, and we arc left in no
doubt that hc is a very great artist. But
from wherc doces high art arise?

No one knows how 1 was paying. Ridicu-
lous, they belicve

It may be got for nothing. We are picerced
by a ray.

They want a ray because this helps them
to admire.

There is no such ray, we are assured;
rather, the master has gained insight into
the human condition by unnamed acts of
evil that haunt him still. He cannot repent
becausc the beauty of his music rests on
the acts he has committed. The poem
concludes:

And yet T loved my destiny.
Could I move back time, I am unable to
guess

Whether I would have
line of tate

osen virtue. My
es not tell.
Does God really want us to lose our soul
For only then He may receive a gift with
out blemish?
A language of angels! Before you mention
Grace
Mind that you do not deceive yourself and
others.

What comes from my evil—that only is
true.

The Milosz who chides utopian visions
in his essays and poems, and who reminds
us we live in a world torn by cvil and mis-
ery, is also the poet who readily concedes
that art is complicit in making that wor
He bears witness to the tragedies around
us and to art’s equivocal relations with
those tragedics.

Kevin Hart is Professor of English at ¢
University of Notre Dame. His most
recent book is Flame Tree: Selected Poems
(Paperbark, 2002).












Here the human is scgregated in the grey
world of obsessive memory, as the speak-
er’s father watches old film.

Each night (I supposc

now there’s only me to dream

his silent history)

his friends walked the undersca
terrain from which no bubbles rise.
They carry their dead his dead cach
other in disintegrated arms.

‘INJow there’s only me’ has all the
sorrowful ambiguity of keeping someone
company who is no longer there. That
bleakness recurs.

But the poems speak to cach other.
‘Simple’ is an exquisite history of the
down-sizing of God.

Fetching the paper I thought I heard you
sigh
or laugh in the mintbush by my gate
and who was it flipped the petals, hiding
under a singlc
petal, little god? But when I turned a wet
leaf
therce was only a websoft texture,
an intimate scent
that troubled my fingers till someone
ground the coffece.

Facing that is thce minimalist ‘Fog’.
This appears a negative influence, a blank.
Then it starts to talk.

Understand me
if you must.

I would rather you

put out blind hands into
my swathed

handfuls of darkness
until you begin to touch.

1is fog both is and is not God {and not
the little god that flipped the petals). The
two poems form a paradigm of ways to be
and not be in two places at once: in time
and on the page, in formal possib ties
fulfilled and excluded.

This is a poetry of great exposure.
Pronouns are volatile, the centre of self
migrates. There are several dynamic by-
products of the shifting pronoun: ‘Scare-
crow’, ‘Next field” { ‘T am straw. Fear
climbs me ...}, ‘'The right stuff’ { “You slit
my skin briskly ... / [ am ready for your
guest’ ), ‘Three wild angels’. But the meta-
phors are sustained: both terms develop
with inspired impartiality. So it is with
the cat’s neat poem ‘Found’, ‘Cop-out’,
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‘Sister’, ‘Pippins’, that scary city pocm
“To a son’ and ‘Curtains’, where the vola-
tile pronoun is the punning subje  as
a mousc-sized ‘i’ tries (‘put a pox on yr
willy’) to provoke a lion-sized ‘You’.
Much of this book is hugely funny.
The wit is invigorating cven as it scarcs
you. As was said at the launch of the book,
Aileen Kelly’s work is terrifying. But it is
also fortifying. While ‘sclf’ is stripped and
peregrine, there is a spirit of facing up to
one’s own history. ‘Open house’ zig-zags
between the pits of class or clan disloyalty
and paranoia, and ends by acknowledging
the philosopher’s descent to earth as seri-
ous, while those of the pocet are absurd.

Perhaps the shatter
of significant bones in your long
fall to hard ground set you that shape. My
falls
arc short, absurd. Tangling bruised on
public land,
knocked from breath and composure ...
I am barrowed away by practical ncigh-
bours
and abandoned on my own doorstep.

[ am just going outside, [ may be some
time.

When my freezedried foot has learnt to
kick some shit

out of this stubborn constipated world
maybe U'll come back sober.

All dof  down, but only the talls once
takes oneselt are funny. ¢ ground level,
this indestructible diffcrence between ¢
sclf and others is fortifying. You can also
trust the syntax.

Perhaps ‘A new and acevrat mappe’
best shows the kind of syn sis Kelly can
make of potentially estranging difference.
The speaker tries to be her own inter-
preter, translating sound into vibration:

My jump vibrates the Hloor to warn

you silent boy ...

I wake the floor, rattle the cups

to tell you there are dragons in your path.

The silent boy, from his bencficent,
brilliant world, gives her dragons back:

You show me paticently Ainger-spell and
pencil ...

And now with inks and oils how

sunlight strikes a Hre

off green lizard skin.

A bottle of red to anyone who ean find
me a better poet writing in Australia.

Penelope Buckley is a writer and former
lecturer at the University of Melbourne.
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ALEA MICLJERKVILIL L

Caught behind

ON BraDpMAN is an Austral-
ian icon, vet he was such a distinctly
un-Australian hero. Teetotaller, Protestant,
Mason, closer to his wife than his mates,
a leader, a loner, never one of the boys—
the list of culpable behaviour goes on.
Always shrewd and calculating, in both his
batting and business endeavours, he never
bet on horses, never swore. Notrugged. He is
un-Australian in the way Menzies is
un-Australian. Both were patriots, but
patriots of a nation founded on British blood
and Empire. That is just one of the para-
doxes of the Bradman myth that Tasmanian
sociologist Brett Hutchins has set himself
to solve in Don Bradman: Challenging the
Myth, and he does the job pretty well.

The ‘true’ Australian, as first described
and analysed by Russel Ward in Austral-
ian Legend, was cgalitarian, a swearing
and drinking male who bonded with other
blokes of his type but was  at case with
women. He was the product, Ward assurces
us, of the distinctive, masculine ethos
that sprang up in the Australian bush in
the 19th century—a tradition and shared
set of values bequeathed by countless
gold-diggers and shcarers, ex-convicts
and stock-drovers. It took the first Sydney
Push of the 1890s—which included the
Bulletin writers, the Henry Lawsons and
Banjo Pattersons—to assert that th
didn't just fi 1 bru had be
viously thought. Rather, it was the cradle




of a distinctively Australian civilisation.
The cities were unstable, as the 1890s
Depression proved, while the bush was
the home not just of the weird but of the
truly authentic and real.

Since this argument was first coined in
the 1950s, it has been criticised for leav-
ing out as much as it includes. One thing
it fails to explain is how Don Bradman has
been incorporated into the Australian tra-
dition; how a man who was consistently
sober, reliable, monarchist, monogamous
and ruthlessly accumulative, whether at
work or play, could so effortlessly become
the definitive Australian hero.

Hutchins provides one answer. Along-
side the Wardian bush ethos there is the
social conservative tradition, both Aus-
tralian and Anglophile. The Menzian
worship of British institutions, culture,
values and habits is the final apotheosis of
a very British cult of respectability which
took root and flourished in this very alien
ground, living on in Australia’s longest
serving prime minister’s mind well after
the British themselves had packed up their
empire and gone home to join a European
union. In this context Bradman joins with
politics to make an Anglo-Australian sort
of authority and legitimacy. He is used to
reinforce dominant social values, and to
convince us that stability, predictability
and methodical cultivation of talent can
be just as Australian as doing just enough
work to get you through to next smoko.

Combine this influence with the Brad-
man industry—the ever increasing pro-
duction, sale and consumption of a ‘wide
array of Bradman-related products’—and
you have a self-perpetuating cycle, a com-
mercialised tradition, one which makes
money for many while also affirming core
elements of the conservative tradition.
‘Those seeking to demythologise the Don
face a considerable task’, Hutchins muses
darkly. ‘Popular hagiographies, members
of the cricket fraternity, sections of the
media, the memorabilia industry and
people such as the present prime minis-
ter influence the way we conceive of the
Don.” We are confronted with a legend
that is masculinist, monocultural and
‘largely positive’ about Australian iden-
tity, and Bradman is part of this fabric,
implicated in ‘these reductive and narrow
configurations of gender, cultural and his-
torical identity’.

Hutchins looks at the way the achieve-
ments and legacy of a sporting hero came

to enshrine a particular mode of national
being, a kind of verbal iconograph that
someone like John Howard could pit
against the demons of multicultural Aus-
tralia. Hutchins does his analysis very
well. He examines not only cricket’s role
in developing a sense of specifically Brit-
ish (yet quasi-autonomous) nationhood in
the late 19th and early 20th centuries, but
also the way in which Bradman’s own life,
achievements, characteristics and beliefs
came to be incorporated into a quite Aus-
tralian story, even though Bradman himself
was ‘never quite typical’. He is a sportsman
who incorporates—and to a certain limited
extent transcends—two distinct strands of
Australian history: the boy from Bowral,
and the loyal servant of the King.

But when we try, like this, to explain
why Bradman has become ensconced in
myth, we have always to come back to
the fact that he was the finest cricketer
who ever lived. His batting average so
far surpasses that of all others that Peter
Roebuck, celebrated cricket writer, was
right to remark after Bradman’s death that
not since Shakespeare has one individual
so outshone all contemporaries. If you
average 99.94 runs every time you walk
out to bat then you could be Jack the Rip-
per and still be incorporated into a nation’s
psyche—however ambivalently. Hutchins
acknowledges Bradman’s statistical prow-
ess in his first chapter, though a little
grudgingly. You get the feeling that he’d
prefer it if Bradman’s achievements had
been not much more than average, thus
providing further proof that Bradmania
is no more than the creation of an Anglo-

Protestant elite conjoined with a
posse of marketing executives.

- -NHICH IS FINE as far as it goes: it is
important, and salutary, to have a scep-
tical analysis of the particular stories
and cultural configurations produced by
one man's sporting ability and personal
character. But it is a pity when there is
no room in the analysis for the mythic
aspect of sport, where spectators identify
so vividly with individuals and teams, and
not because the spectators are dupes of
dominant institutions, texts and powerful
people. A myth inspires passionate identi-
fication with its ‘truth’ for deep reasons.
A myth, wrote Mircea Eliade, is a ‘true
story’ because it is ‘sacred, exemplary and
significant’. Sport is living myth in that
it is a human drama continually enacted,

revealing for participants—and spectators
are participants—something authentic
about themselves and their place in the
world. Tt is this sort of thing that Man-
ning Clark probably had in mind when
he pointed out that most Australian men
experienced their moments of spiritual
epiphany while watching sport.

In Don Bradman’s case his mythic
aspect was perhaps best put by singer
and songwriter Paul Kelly, whose lyrics
announce that ‘He was something like a
tide, he could take on any side’, that “They
always came for Bradman ’cause fortune
used to hide in the palm of his hand.’
And yet the story of this figure of quite
elemental power is also ‘the story of a
man’. This is more than simple false con-
sciousness, and it too can be caught in the
net of sociological inquiry. Why do people
react so strongly when watching other
people dressed up in funny clothes, chas-
ing, throwing and whacking a ball arour?
Those questions belong here too.

Alex McDermott is completing a PhD at
La Trobe University, and is the editor of
The Jerilderie Letter (Text publishing).
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to be better, I reasoned: the books tended
to deepen as the characters matured.
There was reason to be optimistic about
this sequel. The first film’s rather subdued
acting could be excused by the fact that
it had had to set the scene, give the back-
ground to the few stylites and anchorites
who’d never heard of the stories. So many
characters had to be introduced and it
had to contend with knowledgeable fans
and fervent demand for it to be faithful.
Columbus’ team of art directors succceded
wonderfully with the look of it, making it
a delight to watch. The acting was a worry,
though. How on earth did Columbus
manage so to tone down the likes of Rob-
bie Coltrane, Julic Walters and Maggie
Smith? Some performances survived the
numbing touch of his direction: Alan
Rickman as Snape, Rupert Grint as Ron
Weasley and Tom Felton playing bad lad
Draco Malfoy were the only ones who still
had a bit of life in them.

Now in the second episode, the special
effects are still fine (although the basil-
isk looks all wrong—more like a conger
eel with a Jurassic Park head). But the
acting has descended to wooden, even
leaden [especially when Columbus, time
and time again, gets clunky reaction shots
from the children: ‘Look scared.” ‘Look
pleased.” ‘Look surprised.’}). Only Kenneth
Branagh survives the numbing-down; he
is perfect as the charlatan Gilderoy Lock-
hart, though I suspect even he was told to
hold back. The exception to this enforced
restraint is poor Rupert Grint, who, with a
comical Mickey-Rooneyish face, is forced
to grimace and mug endlessly.

The next episode will be directed by
Alfonso Cuarén, a bold choice. Perhaps he
will allow the actors a little more expres-
sion, but who will he choose to do Dumb-
ledore now that Richard Harris is dead?
The children’s bet is on Ian McKellen,
who does a great Gandalf. In fact, it
would be a good thing if the next Harry
Potter director took some hints from Peter
Jacksononhow toadaptabook with fidelity
and divine fire. —TJuliette Hughes

Body-wise

Lovely & Amazing, dir. Nicole Holofcener.
December is the month of critic-proof
blockbusters, films for kids reviewed
by adults, and early Christmas turkeys
which are leftovers from a distributor’s

too-hard basket. Lovely & Amazing is an
exception. In a neatly honed 90 minutes it
has more impact, more memorable scenes
and more shcer class than any of the lum-
bering two-and-a-half-hour-plus epics now
about. Although billed as a comedy, there
is at times a fine line between a laugh and
a lump in the throat.

Jane (Brenda Blethyn) and her three
daughters all ooze personal insecurity.
Jane, loving, maternal and quite daffy,
thinks that the only path to self-respect
is through liposuction of ten kilos of fat
from around her middle. To her mind, the
very prospect of this reduction will make
her attractive to the doctor who is doing
the job.

Michelle ({Catherine Keener, who
was wonderful in Being John Malkovich)
can’t sell her artistic endeavours, knows
that her husband is cheating on her, and,
approaching middle age, is flattered by
the attention of an under-age youth with
whom she works. Elizabeth (Emily Mor-
timer) is a struggling actress/model who is
her own body’s greatest critic and thinks
that lack of sex appeal is the reason for
her lack of personal and professional suc-
cess. The youngest sister, Annie (Raven
Goodwin), an adopted eight-year-old
African-American, is overweight and
turns to McDonald’s for comfort.

This mishmash of insecurities results
in some hilarious scenes, while other
moments make you squirm in your seat.
The film is dominated by the strength of
the character development and, despite
my irritation with all the characters at
one time or another, they stand up to the
ultimate test: I cared about them.

I won't forget one scene in which Eliz-
abeth invites her sleazebag actor-lover to
inspect and criticise her naked body. She
stands before the camera nude and vulner-
able and unprotestingly accepts his com-
ments, as the camera coldly probes what
she perceives to be her imperfections. It is
a brave scene which she carries off with
delicate, childlike naivety. One day Emily
Mortimer will be very famous indeed.

Despite the strength of the perform-
ances, the film might invite the criticism
that ultimately the story goes nowhere.
But the reality is that for 90 minutes you
are utterly involved in the lives of all four
characters and you leave the cinema feel-
ing that you haven’t had enough. Don't let
Lovely & Amazing slip through without
your seeing it. —Gordon Lewis

Ringing success

The Fellowship of the Ring, dir. Peter
Jackson (extended version DVD/VHS
release). We watched this as a family,
hobbit-lovers all: nudging each other
with excitement as it began. Hopes were
high, because all we’d asked last year of
the cincma version was more: more of
Jackson’s vision, so like the pictures in
our heads when we read the book. And
we were well satisfied: he gives more time
in Lothlérien, more background in Hobbi-
ton, a filling-out of dialogue, a pace that
lets you observe more. The extended ver-
sion is around four hours, giving an extra
half-hour—which is all gain, because this
could be one of the most beautiful films
ever made.

Interiors ravish: Rivendell, seen
autumnally, elegiacally, its beauty and
melancholy evoking the end of the age of
elves in Middle-earth; the cosy polished
curves of Bilbo’s hobbit hole, Bag End.
And with all New Zealand to play with
there are huge vistas that feel familiar yet
have an essential strangeness. It starts you
musing on other breathtakingly beauti-
ful films: The Big Country, Gone With
the Wind, Dersu Uzala. But none rivals
Jackson’s Ring in sheer scope and inten-
sity, the almost Hitchcockian attention to
detail (as when the ring of power falls to
the floor, with a leaden thud that belics
your expectation of a bright gold bounce).

And the actors are given range to
explore the characters: Sean Bean'’s
Boromir is a study in sheer tragedy; Cate
Blanchett’s Galadriel is utterly right in its
depth of regal maturity; Orlando Bloom'’s
Legolas is perfection. Elijah Wood'’s youth-
ful Frodo is full of pain that never lets
one forget the burden that is the ring; Ian
McKellen’s Gandalf is definitive; Viggo
Mortensen’s quiet, intense Aragorn is all
the more powerful for its subtlety.

Beauty, power, fantastic imagining,
wonderful realisation, morals firm yet
utterly compassionate: I found all these
in it. Jackson should take a few years off
to teach other film-makers how to adapt
a book properly. He was wise to release
the shorter version as the first offering:
he won a new following that will be led
to the extended version and to the books.
Now we are all counting sleeps to Boxing
Day, when The Two Towers is released.

—TJuliette Hughes
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WAS WATCHING a Missy Elliott vidco on MTV the other
day, wondering why her face always reminds me of somceone.
Then I watched the Ovation Channel on the new Optus/Foxtel
mdlange. It was showing an amaz 2 program called "The Art
of Singing, Golden Voices of the Century’. This was the second
episode (the first one was lost to me in the quagmire plenitude
of cable program guides), and it was about opera singers of the
1950s and ’60s performing on television. When Leontyne Price
came on as Aida, singing the most sublime 'O patria mia’ I have
cver heard, it struck me finally that there was the resemblance:
hi  checkbones, almond eyes, generous mouth, and a fine
nostril tlare. But how things have changed now. Dulled and bat-
tered by too much bad music played by the young "uns {though
I have to admit parts of it are good) T was surprised to learn
that as late as 1963, Joan Sutherlar  did a live TV performance
of Mcycerbeer’s Les Huguenots. That was a rather unpatronis-
ing choice for the network-watching masses: certainly not as
easygoing as the ubiquitous Butterfly or Carmen. 1 watched it
all entranced, because these performances were, unlike Mis-
sy’s, completely live—no Pro Tools or LogicAudio to tidy up
any blunders. There she was, Joan before she was anything
like a dame, a big black ship in full sail, rippling the runs and
nailing almost cvery high note bang on without safety nets. As
did Fritz Wunderlich, Jussi Bjorling, Giuseppe di Stephano and
Victoria de los Angeles. Such riches demanded attention and
consideration, and it needs to be said again: once there used to
be live-to-air opera on TV,

But if Sutherland was La Stupenda, there should have been
a like term for Leontyne Price that conveyed the velvet gold,
the tensile strength and warm sweetness of her tone, the lav-
ish technical ability that took cach note and spun it into silk.
Sheerest beauty then contrasted with the acelaimed but vocal-
ly very tlawed Tosca, the Covent Garden production that had
Maria Callas tcamed with Tito Gobbi's matchless Scarpia. Sce-
ing Callas doing ‘Vissi d’arte’ near the end of her voice's tether,
despite her artistry and musicality, and sceing Price in the
heyday of hers, made me wonder what it was about Callas that
kept, and keeps, us all listening and watching. She was more
than a singer who could act and look good: she had the genius
of making onc teel with her, not simply contemplate her. 1t was
surely not for her voice’s beauty: a strange, strident, catarrhal
tone it was, as though you were hearing the arias on a different
instrument from normal. A ram’s horn rather than a French
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Dista 1t voice

horn, perhaps, pressed and stretched and pushed by main force
into the shapes that her excellent musicianship demanded, full
of strange power ¢ | emotion but liable to waver, to howl, to
screech and to cra  if conditions were not optimal. And sing-
ers so rarely are in optimum condition: Feodor Chaliapin, the
great Russian bass, said once that it he were to sing only when
he was in perfect health and tone, he would sing maybe twice
a ycar. The rest of the time is dependent on bedrock technique
and whatcever trickery is at one’s disposal. But Callas was too
proud to trick anyone. Her Violetta was stunning, but the
documentary showed her in a bootlegged film from the Lisbon
production of Traviata doing the last high note of the death
scene with a chaotic wobble and squeak: she was determined
to attack it pianissimo as the score demanded. Anyone clse
would have hit it square and then softened off, but she refused
to sparc herself or us. It reminded me of Janis Joplin hefting her
ruined, cracked larynx through ‘Mercedes Benz’. Think of that

ist, heavy-beating vibrato gone feral: Callas in Lisbon

was like Joplin in LA,

OTHING COU ) HAVE shown more clearly how damaged
her voice was. My mother always says that any note that you
can sing pianissimo, clearly and without wavering, is one that
you can also sing fortissimo. It’s a sign of good health, proper
vocal technique and an undamaged set of vocal chords. Cal-
las lost her soft notes along with other good  ings in her life:
like that other gay icon, Judy Garland, performance displayed
her raw bleeding spirit, the spirit that rode her frail tlesh till it
failed.

Thesc days you can sing ‘live’ into a mike that sends your
voice through a pitch-correction system: pop singers in stadi-
ums use it all the time because most human-scale abilities are
defeated by the demands of huge spaces and heavy amplifica-
tion. If I've just described to you some of the best stuff I've seen
during 2002 then it needs to be said how much it contrasts
with so much clsc on offer, particularly in music. The first-
mentioned Missy Elliott is a rap artist of considerable ability:
you need perfect tih - ng to be able to rap, even if the vocabulary
is limited. Now that [ have scen her tace for what it is, a classi-
cal singer’s template, I wonder how her voice would soar it she
sang true to it.

Juliette Hughes is a freclance writer.
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