











the future—is a radical new twist on the tradi-
tional idea of self defense.” That radical new twist, he
observes, is not sanctioned: ‘It appcars to be in con-
travention of international law and the UN Charter.’

No-one could accuse the Senator of being anti-
American. The rhetorical browhcating currently used
in place of argument does not work in his case. His
words demand attention, and will continue to do so
even as negotiations between the US and its uneasy
allics become more intense and the diplomatic
arm-twisting more painful. Poor Turkey—caught in
the middle.

In his analysis of the international ramifications of
current US policy, Byrd draws attention to Pakistan—
‘at risk of destabilizing forces’. In The New Yorker (27
January 2003) another veteran, journalist Seymour
M. Hersh, provides a grim and documented account
of Pakistan’s dealings with North Korea, of trade
deals made under pressure |cash-strapped Pakistan
nceded missile systems) involving Pakistan’s nuclear
weapons secrets—high-speed centrifuge machines
in particular. Hersh’s article, drawing extensively
on CIA reports, is disturbing enough in its principle
focus on the trading in nuclcar material but
cven more alarming in the picture it draws of an
Administration that has taken its cyes off a situation
potentially more dangerous than anything that could
come out of Iraq.

Byrd, in morc rhetorical mode, echoes Hersh's
disquiet: “Has our senselessly bellicose language and
our callous disregard of the interests and opinions of
other nations increased the global race to join the
nuclear club and made proliferation an ¢ven more
lucrative practice for nations which need the income?’

His answer is clear: ‘In only the space of two short
years this reckless and arrogant Administration
has initiated policies which may rcap disastrous
consequences for years.’

One can discount a little for partisan politics here:
Byrd is a US Democrat in a Republican-dominated
period. But his list of charges is echoed by many other
authoritative sources who have no direct political
involvement. ‘Pressure appears to be having a good
result in Iraq’, Byrd says. Again, from America, not
from America’s critics, come the journal articles that
support that claim: Saddam Husscin might be a mur-
dering tyrant but deterrence works with him. So the
pressure to act now, and the connected deriding of the
United Nations for its reluctance to sanction force,

is in Byrd’s terms ‘a box of our own making’.
North Korea is another matter entirely.

ONE of THE most disturbing by-products of this
current state of international tension is that so much
celse of import is displaced while we watch and wait.
In Australia we arc just coming to the end of a period
of what can only be described as natural disaster—
drought compounded by fire. (The cindery gumleaves
on page 9 of this month’s Fureka Street are a random
cull from my back garden—kilometres away from the
burnt Canberra suburbs.) But in Canberra, as Michacl
McKernan notes this month (pY) natural disaster
brought out extraordinary bravery, community spirit
and enterprisc in people who in their normal rou-
tines hardly talk to their neighbours. That’s hopeful,
that’s work enough, work for us to be going on with.
Odyssey, not Iliad.

—Morag Fraser

FTANMARNATNITO Y

Thrown out of court

N FEBRUARY ALL seven judges of the High Court
threw out Immigration Minister Philip Ruddock’s
‘privative clause’ which was an attempt to deny
asylum seekers and all other visa applicants access to
the courts.

The government’s intention was that once the
Refugee Review Tribunal (RRT) had reviewed a
decision to refuse a protection visa there would be no
appeal possible to the courts. A Bangladeshi asylum
seekerwhowasrefusedaprotectionvisaappealedtothe
High Court on the ground that he was denied natural
justice because the RRT took into account adverse
material which was relevant to his case without
giving him notice of the material and without giving

him any opportunity to address it. The High Court
said that pcople in this situation could still appeal
to the courts. They can appeal not only to the High
Court, but also to the Federal Court and the ncw
Federal Magistrates’” Court. Importantly the High
Court, despite attempts by the government to stop
this practice, can still remit such matters to lower
courts to avoid the High Court being clogged with
these cases.

Chief Justice Gleeson insisted on the need for
decision-makers to act not only in good faith: they
must also act with fairness and detachment. Five of
the other judges said, ‘It is impossible to conclude
that the Parliament intended to effect a repeal of all
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statutory limitations or restraints upon the cxercise
of power or the making of a decision.” The Australian
constitution guarantees that courts must always be
able to assess whether a Commonwealth decision-
maker has made a decision within their jurisdiction.
These five judges were very scathing in stating that
‘the fundamental premise for the legislation’ was
‘unsound’. They went out of their way to make it
plain that this litigation ‘is not some verbal or logical
quibble. It is real and substantive’-—maintaining the
constitutional role of the courts.

There is guarantecd constitutional access to the
courts to correct jurisdictional errors by the RRT and
the minister. © is guarantee covers any application
based on the claim that the minister or the tribunal
has not acted with fairness and dctachment. Justice
Callinan pointed out that parliament could not set
such time limits on access to the courts ‘as to malke
any constitutional right of recourse virtually illusory’.

How en did the government get it so
wrong: Weren't they warned? Yes they were.

LOCKING OUT THE courts has been one of Minister
Ruddock’s abiding passions. He first tried introducing
this legislation in June 1997, and again in September
1997. Back then, the Labor Opposition opposed the
legislation and accurately predicted that ‘the Coali-
tion will probably fail in this objective. The jurisdic-
tion of the High Court cannot be totally excluded’.

Mr Ruddock claimed that the legislation had
been given the tick by a bevy of silks including Tom
Hughes qQc, once a Liberal Attorney-General. But
that claim seemed dubious once Mr Hughes appeared
before the Senate committee in January 1999 saying,
‘The entrenched constitutional jurisdiction of the
High Court to grant what is called prerogative relief
... cannot be cradicated and abrogated, except by pas-
sage of legislation after a referendum’. He warned
that the ‘passage of this bill would produce the alto-
gether undesirable cffects to which two former chief
justices, Sir Anthony Mason and Sir Gerard Brennan,
had alluded’. A month before Mr Hughes had come
out and given evidence in his personal capacity, Min-
ister Ruddock was so cocksure of his position {which
has now been discredited seven-nil in the High
Court) that he told parliament, ‘My good friend Sir
Gerard Brennan has misunderstood in part the nature
of the provisions that we are proposing.’” Hughes,
Mason and Brennan understood all too well.

It was only in the aftermath of Tampa, when
the government was emboldened enough, and the
Opposition was beaten enough in the retreat from
legal principle, that this privative clause was passed
by the parliament. Now we are all to pay the price of
added uncertainty with future litigation because the
government wanted to play fast and loose, tampering
with constitutional principle despite all the warn-
ings. Any disaffected asylum seeker can now appeal
to the courts alleging that they have been denied
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a fair hearing. Minist  Ruddock should heed the
call of Tom Hughes when he addressed the Senate
committee four years ago:

We are an affluent and a free socicty. It is in the nature
of things, that being such a society, people claiming
to be oppressed and to be the victim of injustice in
their own countries will be forever knocking on our
doors. It is one of the burdens of being a free socicty
that we should, you may think, provide a system of
dealing with persons claiming to be refugees which
is as legally certain as any branch of the law can be
and that has establishe
criteria of exemption or liability.

ind clearly ur  rstood legal

Now that the High Court has established beyond
doubt that a privative clause cannot exclude all refugee
decisions from the courts, it is time for the executive
government to design a process for the orderly determi-
nation of these matters in the courts. Back in Septem-
ber 1997, Mr Ruddock told parliament that he would
loolk after matters once the courts were excluded:

I do not intend to leave the system tlawed. Tintend to
ensure that the system is run with integrity. I intend
to ensure that the former government’s measures to
contain abuse of our judicial system are given cffect. I
want to assure the House that Tam intent on ensuring
that thosc people who are genuine are accommodated
and at the end of the day there is a safety net; and that
safety net is me, as minister.

Unfortunately, the other decision delivered
by the High Court on its first sitting day in 2003
reveals that the minister is not your ordinary safety
nct. Mrs Bakhtyari and her five children have been
denied a protection visa by the safety-net minister
even though it was shown in the course of the | -
gation that Mrs Bakhtyari only learnt two days after
the RRT rejected her protection visa application that
her husband was lawfully resident in Australia. The
minister’s department knew this but did not see t
specifically to inform the RRT. If the RRT had known
this, the RRT would have issued the family with pro-
tection visas as a matter of course back in July 2001
because Mr Bakhtyari was alrcady recognised as a
refugee. Instead this woman and her five children
have spent an additional 18 months in detention in
Woomera and now Baxter.

An appropriate safety net requires four strar
public servants with integrity, a dispassionate min-
ister, an informed tribunal and accessible courts. It
is time for the exccutive to respect the role of the
courts. In doing so, the government would not he
riding the populist wave after Tampa. But they m: ¢
be able to design a system of review that respects the
constitution and the traditional Australian way of
considering fundamental rights and interests.

Frar Brennan sj is Associate Director of Uniya, the
Jesuit Social Justice Centre.



The coalition of the unwilling

OHN HowarDp PrROBABLY committed Australia to a coalition
of the willing two or threc months before the Opposition
suspects he did, but his enthusiasm for a conflict has been
declining from the time that the Opposition brought United
Nations assent into the equation.

Since then the Prime Minister has been backtracking,
trying desperately to narrow and redefine the commitment he
made, insisting that he had always reserved the right to drop
out at the last moment, ruling out participation in anything
but a short war and rejecting any notion cither of participation
in an Iraqi peacekeeping force or an army of occupation.

First off he was snookered by Kevin Rudd, who suc-
ceeded in persuading local public opinion that assent to any
intervention should be contingent on a United Nations reso-
lution. Then a picce of mischicf by Lauric Brereton, that was
focused on undermining Simon Crean and Kevin Rudd, finally
embarrassed Labor into outright opposition to a mere Amecrican
intervention. But it’s not Labor that’s the problem—Labor is
only marginally less keen on participation than Howard is. It
has been the failure of the United Nations to play to script that
means Howard now has more to fear from the coalition of the
unwilling at home than from the coalition of the willing abroad.

He's not the only one who miscalculated. One of the
reasons for Labor’s dithering (until Brereton’s intervention) was
the belief that the UN Security Council would ultimately cave
in to American pressure. Labor never wanted to rule out the idea
of joining an expeditionary force, even one going without United
Nations sanction—provided the UN had been seen to fail.

What no-one seems to have anticipated is that France
and Germany, with help from Russia and China, would de-
vise a UN Iraq strategy appealing both to the realists and the
moralists. The Europcan line has been to push for time, and for
threats falling short of war. However much John Howard has
pooh-poohed Europcan and Asian comments on the continuing
scope for diplomacy, the prospect of further concessions and
the uncertain state of knowledge about Saddam Hussein'’s
wcapons, he has been forced into the position of seeming an
enthusiast for war. Or at least an enthusiast for whatever the
US position happens to be at the time.

Now he’s in a host of binds. The charge of being an Ameri-
can poodle hurts—the more so when the master does not seem
to appreciate how much political capital Howard has been ex-
pending at home. Howard has become an articulate describer of
the general sins of Saddam, but that’s not the argument: no-one
is defending Saddam. Howard cannot get any traction. No more
than George Bush has he been able to show how dislodging
Saddam or making war with Iraq makes international terror-
ism less likely, or stability in the Middle East more achievable.

Like Bush and Tony Blair, he has secemed incapable of describ-
ing what he hopes will happen after the war is won, and all
too optimistic that it will be won quickly and cleanly, with no
great loss of life.

If he cannot describe it to his defence forces, or to parlia-
ment, he cannot explain it to the population cither. The most
he can hope for is that the population will quickly separate this
from other issues, and vote for him or the Liberals next time
around anyway, on the basis that Labor is a disunited rabble
not to be trusted on the economy. Or that the contradictions
of Labor’s own stand will become more obvious, or that luck
will swing his way, as so often it does, with the UN ultimatcly

coming to the party, a triumphal march into Baghdad,
and a free trade treaty with Washington.

HOWARD HAs HAD so much luck that nothing can be
discounted. Itis hard toimagine, however, that European nations
will become more tractable, particularly as it becomes more
clear to them that their policics are popular as well as being
probably right. They do not have the same interests in toeing an
Amcrican line, or being thought to. They have good reasons for
allowing the jihad against the West to dissipate into one against
the English-speaking West, and a more realistic appreciation of
the power balances in the Middle East, if only because they do
not sce things through the prism of oil and Isracl.

One might have thought, indeed, that Australia’s inter-
csts, even as an American friend, were rather closer to those
of Europe than of America. Certainly it is hard to see a free
trade treaty being a substantial bait, if only because Australia’s
trading interests lic more in castern Asia than with America,
and that the inevitable result of a treaty would be the creation
of retaliatory trading blocs from which Australia would suf-
fer. And that’s assuming that the deal we made on American
agricultural subsidy was worth having.

But parades and free trade agreements arc not necessarily
going to appeasc the coalition of the unwilling, a group far big-
ger than the chattering classes and instinctive leftists Howard
so often derides. Nor is this coalition simply afraid of cold steel.
It includes those who want more action on Zimbabwe and who
pushed for armed intervention in East Timor—and those who
want more concentration on what is happening in North Korea,
which has a lcadership more unpredictable and malign than
Iraq’s, is more likely to use the weapons of mass destruction it
undoubtedly has and which is a more clear and present danger
to the peace than Saddam Hussein. Not to mention a clear and
present danger to Australia’s sccurity interests.

Jack Waterford is editor-in-chicf of the Canberra Times.
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The Public Interest Advocacy Cen-
tre in Sydney, in consultation with
Indigenous groups, has been examining
ways to resolve legal disputes involving
Aboriginal entitlements. The aim is to be
less adversarial, less legalistic and more
inclusive of Aboriginal cultural approaches,
and to take into account the need for rec-
onciliation. Indigenous people have long
advocated involvement and control in
decision-making that affects the commu-
nity. There is the Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander Commission (ATSIC}, but
that, by contrast with the Advocacy centre,
is a burcaucratic structure devised by white
Australians. The allocation and distribu-
tion of its resources is largely determined
by government prioritics that may or may
not accord wi
critical arcas of nced. In western Victoria,
for example, resources that were being used
cffectively to assist young Aborigines had
to be diverted because of a shift in govern-
ment dircctives. In addition, the election
process for members of ATSIC’s board and
its commissioners is highly
politicised  and  reinforces
power structurces.

In Australia in 2003, Abo-
rigines still ¢xperience high
levels of disadvantage. They
are over-represented in the
criminal justice system and
experience a staggering level
of daily discrimination on the
basis of their race. I witnessed
this dircctly while travelling
on a project with two Indig-
cnous mcen in 1999,

Many Indigenous families
experience domestic violence,
have significant hcalth prob-
lems, ongoing trauma, depres-
sion and mental hcalth issues. Bandaid
solutions arc clearly not working. Money
is often absorbed by cumbcersome adminis-
trative costs before it can reach the com-
munitics.

Victorian Attorney-General Mr Rob
Hulls, immediately prior to the hearing of
the Yorta Yorta case, instructed the Victo-
rian Government Solicitor’s office to con-
duct the casc in a manner that respected
the  witnesses  under
acknowledgment that witnesses ha
traumatised in the past. After the case, he
indicated that the State would not pursue
costs and would try to resolve the issuc
through further negotiation. The Victo-

what communities see as

examination—an
been
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rian government has made plans for land
use agreements, and has signed a Victorian
Aboriginal Justice Agreement with leaders
in the Aboriginal community. What this
will mean in practice is yet to be seen, but
the document was developed in partnership
with Indigenous people. The confidence
of the Aboriginal community will be criti-
cal if the Agreement is to be more than a
statement of aspirations.

The reconciliation process  remains
unfinished. The courts, given their role in
interpreting and applying the law, may not
be the appropriate place for these issues to
be resolved. Canada, South Africa and New
Zcaland have all now taken alternative
paths towards undcrstanding, recognition
and inclusion, and making amends for past
mistakes. The fedcral government speaks
of practical reconciliation, but perhaps
progress will only occur when the broader
issucs are better understood. Perhaps, as
Lowitja O’Donoghue once said, ‘It is for
the people to lcad and then the leaders will
follow. —Liz Curran

FHIE NV G ERRA NI

‘[Flor myself I might have questioned
whether the use of the motor boat powered
by mined and processed liquid fuel, and a
steel tomahawk, remained in accordance
with a traditional law or custom'.

SO musep High Court Justice Ian
Callinan in his consideration of the

appropriate means of exercising cer n
native title hunting rights, on his way to dis-
missing the Yorta Yorta High Court appeal.
Presumably, for Justice Callinan, a wooden
spear and a canoc seemed more appropriate.

In also rejecting the appeal, the rem -
ing majority of the High Court stated that
native title claimants fail if they car it
prove that traditional law has continued
substantially uninterrupted from 1788 to
the present. According to the majority,
extinguishment of native title happens
when an Indigenous society whose 1 s
and customs existed in 1788 ccasces to be.
Left unexplained is how a whole socicty
can, at somc date in the past, instantly
disappear.

The majority accepted that it was open
to the trial judge, Justice Olney, to find as
he did that Yorta Yorta native title had, in
1881, (using his regrettable metaphor) been
washed away by the tide of history.

Justice Olncy bascd his finding on the
account of Edward Curr, a Europcan squatter
and amatcur ethnographer, who lived in
Yorta Yorta country for a period
around 1840. Curr described burial
of the dead, punishment by spcar-
ing, protligacy with food. The
judge looked in vain in the written
record from the mid-1800s for
observations similar to thosc of
Curr. And the Yorta Yorta were
held to account for the gap that he
found.

The judge chose 1881 as the
key date becausc in that ycar 42
men, ‘members of the Moira and
Ulupna Tribes’, had signed a peti-
tion, drafted by a missionary to
the governor of the colony, scek-
ing farming assistance. For Justice
f Olney, this constituted ‘positive
cvidence’ that the ancestors of the Yorta
Yorta had abandoned traditional laws.

After comparing some contemporary
Yorta Yorta practices handed down by ‘the
old people’, Justice Olney held that, fat  y
to the Yorta Yorta case, they diftered from
those described in Curr’s memoirs.

The Yorta Yorta pcople today attach
great importance to such places as scarred
trees, middens, and burial sites on and in
their country, and seck to protect them as
part of thc living cultural and spiritual
heritage. To the judge, the usce the ances-
tors made  such places was purely utili-
tarian and no traditional law reguired their
preservation in 1788.



The practice today of taking from Yorta
Yorta country only such food as is neces-
sary for immediate consumption, and rit-
uals associated with re-burial of skeletal
remains, taken years before to muscums
local and afar, arc not, according to Justice
Olney, traditional customs. Curr, according
to his written obscrvations, did not come
across these practices among the Yorta
Yorta with whom he came in contact.

But the old people weren’t dug up back
then. And the concerns of the Yorta Yorta
today to conserve natural resources, in the
face of salinity, extensive logging and the
introduction of cattle into their country?
For Justice Olncy, these are issucs of recent
origin in which the original inhabitants in
1788 could have had no interest.

It now seems that Aborigines may forfeit
native title rights unless they live as their
ancestors did according to the written
accounts of 19th-century English squatters
—whether  accurate or not.  Applying
the judge’s logic and the High Court’s
acceptance of it, if natural resources were
abundant at first contact, then they should
be used as if abundant today, regardless of
the consequences. And sustainably manag-
ing environmental changes wrought by white
occupation would be a negative, rather than a
positive, element of any native title claim.

The High Court majority accepted
that proving native title could present an
‘especially difficult’ burden for claimants,
particularly where laws and customs have
been adapted in response to the impact of
Europcan settlement. But where in Australia
has adaption not been the experience?

By dismissing the Yorta Yorta appeal
in the way it did, the High Court majority
did not directly confront a critical question
that follows from acceptance of the trial
judge’s ‘tide of history’ finding: have the
Yorta Yorta fabricated their belief that
theirs is a society traditionally connected
to country?

Of course they haven’t. Witness their
inspiring oral history of long and strong
survival as identifiable peoples. Sadly, the
treatment of the Yorta Yorta at the hands
of the legal system may lead some to label
their laws and customs a recent invention.

In the High Court, Justices Mary
Gaudron and Michael Kirby dissented,
concluding that it is unnecessary for native
title rights to have been continuously exer-
cised, and that laws may be traditional
despite their not corresponding exactly
with those practised prior to contact. But

Heated topics

IHE POWER OF NATURE has been dominant this summer—the heat, the
drought, the dust and the terrifying spectacle of the bushfires, sweeping away
all in their path.

Wherever the fires have touched they have instantly inflamed environmen-
tal debates—between those who believe nature should serve human needs and
those who want to live in harmony with the environment—the bush-bashers
against the tree-huggers. The forestry industry and others who make their liv-
ing in the bush are calling for an increase in burning off, greater logging, and
clearing the forest of fuel. However, conservation authoritics and environmen-
talists argue that bushfires are inevitable and that we must find better ways of
living with them.

Just as God was invoked by both sides in the Crusades, so the standard
of science is now tlown by both sides in the environmental debate. Keeping
science apolitical is like keeping politics out of sport.

According to a report released last December by the UN-sponsored
Global Coral Reef Monitoring Network, the bulk of the Great Barrier Reef is in
good condition, particularly in comparison to reefs elsewhere. Prominent reef
scientists and consecrvationists, however, arguc that the reef is in trouble—
under attack by rising sea temperatures which cause bleaching, by recurrent
plagucs of crown-of-thorns starfish, by chemicals from nearby agriculture, and
by fishing and tourism.

The truth seems to be that a small proportion of the 2000-kilometre-long
recf is affected by any one factor at any one time. The question is when to
sound the alarm: when you first become aware of a potential threat—to stop
the problem getting worse—or only if the impact is obvious and the situation
life-threatening. By then it may be too late.

President Bush is also finding the environment politically hot. His admin-
istration has refused to ratify the Kyoto agreement, believing that regulation
of greenhouse gas emissions is bad for the US cconomy. But across America,
states and municipalitics and cven the Senate are passing laws that undermine
the Bush position.

California, a state built around the motor car, is cracking down hard on
vehicle emissions. New York is boosting use of renewable energy, and the six
New England states have instituted a program of cuts to greenhouse gas emis-
sions that go further than Kyoto. These states argue that their environmental
measures will also make their economies more robust and cfficient.

Environmental problems arc gencrally so complicated that people find it
easy to generate half-truths about them. There are many pressing, controversial
issues—fish stocks, resources of fresh water, GM foods—with proponents of
all persuasions waving scientific data. The alternative is to educate ourselves
and establish impartial centres of knowledge that can provide a more balanced
viewpoint. It was good to see, for example, that the Australian government
funded a Bushfire Cooperative Rescarch Centre last October.

Without the aid of knowledge generated using the scientific method, we
will have no chance of sorting out the complexity which surrounds us.

Tim Thwaites is a freclance science writer.
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phone, dictate the copy down the line
and that was it—off he’d go, job done on
the first take. ‘Hardly anyone could do
that,” Roebuck says, searching for a few
moments for a parallel. ‘Mozart, that’s
about it.” Roebuck asked O'Reilly once
how he went about it, and he said, * “Well,
I try to work out what I think. Then I state
it as strongly as I can. And if they don’t
take any notice I do the same tomorrow.”
And 1 thought,” Roebuck concludes,
taking a large draught of tea, ‘that’s a pretty
good Australian viewpoint.’
ONE OF THE ironies about Roebuck’s
recent life as a cricket commentator is his
trenchant criticism of the English cricket
culture he was born into. For Roebuck,
the English cricket system has got worse,
which is why he’s so harsh on it. A recent

column, titled ‘English Cricket is Full of
Nonscnse’ (25 January 2003} began:

Ten years ago, a hunch of spoiled brats
bearing the name of the England under-19
team arrived in Australia. They brought
with them sponsored kit, fat contracts and
an air of self-satisfaction. Unfortunately,
they were not much good ... Flattered by
contracts with despcerate and overfunded
countics, they have ideas above their
cricketing station. Most fall flat on their
faces. Many do not train and practise
properly, sink to the lower grades and
imagine it is someonc else’s fault.

You can sce why in some quarters he
wouldn’t be well liked.

Another major concern for Rocbuck,
both as a writer and as an individual,
has been race. He has written that the
colour of people’s skin never seemed a
relevant issuc for him. Towards the end
of the 1980s he became part of the anti-
apartheid movement, writing in support
of the sanctions against South Africa.
Here Roebuck found a new voice, one no
longer simply concerned with recording,
enjoying and ironically bewailing the
life of the County cricketer. Now the
system came under criticism: the
cricketing bodies for reluctance to act on
and rcgulate an issuc so fundamental as
equality between black and white, but
also the players for being so short-sighted
as to insist on their ‘right’ to go and make
a living playing in a country like South
Africa under apartheid. ‘Can the rights of
players to go where they like stand aside

the right of races to be equal?’ he asked.
Since then he has coached a number of
black African cricketers. And more recently,
he bought a property in Natal—on the spur
of the moment. Although he describes his
attraction to Africa, and the things that
took him there, with words that betray an
almost dreamy sensibility—the light, the
raw beauty of the place, the simplicity—
he is not content with that. He adds, ‘If
you're part of the battle you've got to be
part of the reconstruction or else you
didn’t really care in the first
place. You cared, rather,
for your own mental well-
being.” You have to give the
whole of yourself, you have
to engage, and Roebuck is
also engaging in Zimbabwe,
where he supports orphaned
children.
Not that we would want
to make Peter Roebuck seem
only fine and good. In 2001

he received a suspended
jail  sentence for caning
three  young  cricketers

from South Africa. He had

offered to coach them at his

former home in Taunton,

Somerset. When they failed

to obey his ‘house rules’ he

caned them. Aside from anything else,
what is evident here is the hardness of a
man with high standards for himself and
others—which may surprise those who
equate Rocbuck’s lyrical writing with a
gentle, uncomplicated soul. Roebuck the
taskmaster remains as much in evidence
as Roebuck the activist.

Roebuck does not find racial politics
easy. He has written against a sporting
sanction of Zimbabwe—he  knows
people linked both to the opposition
and to Mugabe’s regime, knows some of
the complexity of the situation and his
own fallibility, and belicves that it will

be better if the World Cup
matches in Zimbabwe go ahead.

ETER RoeBUCK recently became an
Australian citizen. It was onc of the proud-
est moments of his life—even for loners a
sense of belonging, of acceptance in a
place, is important. Yet while Roebuck
has embraced life in Australia, he is not
completely comfortable with the culture.
There is a narrowness here, a belief that
the Australian way is the correct way. And

underneath this can be racism. When the
Sri Lankan spinner Muttiah Muralitheran
was recently targeted by Australian
crowds chanting abuse, few Australians
condemned it. Murali (as he is called),
acclaimed by Wisden as the best bowler of
all time, is a Tamil from a war-torn coun-
try, considered a gentleman by most of
his peers. But in Australia, ‘it is Murali’s
bowling action that causes offence, not
the actions of Australia’s supporters’. The
outragc is palpable in his voice. Australia
has the foundations, but not
necessarily the vision, for
greater justice.

How then, we ask, isonc to
marry the contrary impulses,
the archaic tribal structures
of initiation, of tcacher
and pupil, with political
engagement? Ultimately,
Roebuck concludes, ‘we're
scarching for a broadening of
our socicty but what we don't
want is to take away the
strength of our society.’

Peter Roebuck is still on
a journcy, following cricket.
He loves it. Loves, or is
magnetically drawn to, the
uncertain  balance struck
between moments of real and

possible beauty, and an eternally cussed
contrariness. But, as he has emphatically
written, cricket is most certainly not:

a nice game. It is a temptress, a Cleopatra
of a game. Hercin lies its greatest appeal. Its
art is clusive. Cricket cannot be mastered.
Like a scductress it moves away, cocking
a finger, for you to follow and yet warning
you as to the consequences. On the field
tragedy follows hard upon triumph, case
and discomfort sit side by side ...

Contrarics let loose and constantly
wrestling, a strong allergic reaction to
orthodoxics of any kind, coupled with a
refusal to be pigeon-holed in any way:
that’s Roebuck, or a piece of him at least.
He’s ‘always tried to give the whole of
[him]self—fallibility and all’. Not nice,
not fine, but a man with that rare gift
of being able to make the game, and the
world around it, sing.

Matthew Klugman is a Mclbournc writer.
Alex McDermott is completing a PhD in
history at La Trobe University.
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at the core of an emerging Australian identity.

‘War’ is a word that Windschuttle is keen to
avoid. It is because he is bending over backwards to
hang on to that word ‘murder’. Concerned above all
to demonstrate that colonists embraced British law
and justice, he finds it easier to recognise ‘murder’
than ‘war’. Constant, sporadic and personal violence
is less disturbing to the state than slaughter. ‘Massa-
cre’ is an ambiguous word because it uncomfortably
slips between the categories: it describes organised,
mass killing that is nevertheless unequal and illegal.
The Myall Creek massacre of 1838 is Windschuttle’s
favourite example because it is one of the few mas-
sacres officially described as murder. And so Wind-
schuttle concludes, as if it were a new insight, that
most Aborigines were not killed in massacres, but in
ones or twos. He appears to find civic relief in this.

Reynolds sees settlers defending newly won
land. Windschuttle sees ‘legitimate police opera-
tions’. Police were ‘doing their duty’ he tells us again
and again, clinging innocently to that word. But what
was their ‘duty’? Was it civil or military or something
uncomfortably in between?! Did the violence take
place within the civic frontier, that is, within the
effective embrace of British law and justice, or did it
take place on ‘the other side of the frontier’, in a war
zone?! Or was it neither completely one nor the other?
Windschuttle turns away from the most interesting
dimensions of frontier history—the gaps between
cxpectation and reality, and between experience and
language. It is in these dissonances that we find the
distinctive character of the Australian frontier—and
the origins of the unease at its heart.

Henry Reynolds is the historian most identified
with the rediscovery of frontier conflict. Reynolds is
a strange target for Windschuttle because his work
embodies empiricism and empire in some of the ways
that Windschuttle wants. As Peter Cochrane noted
in a perceptive critique of Reynolds’ work published
in Eureka Street (1998), he piles up his evidence,
indulges in ‘relentless documentation’ and writes
with ‘a morally charged positivism’. Reynolds casts
imperial restraint on colonists in the most positive
terms, downplays home-grown humanitarianism,
and resists the Australian nationalist narrative that
equates ‘self-government’ with democracy and fair-
ness. His history gives the high moral ground to
the common law—which was ignored or defied or
misunderstood by settlers—with a consequence that
he writes, as one commentator put it, ‘the kind of
history that the law can take notice of’.!* Reynolds
is therefore particularly infuriating to his conserva-
tive critics, argues Cochrane, because he has defeated
them on their own ground.

Windschuttle and other critics have branded
Reynolds a ‘separatist’, arguing that the invention of
widespread frontier violence, now and in the past,
has been in the service of a politics of ‘separatism’
that aims to isolate Aboriginal people from white

society. Separatists of every era, argues Windschuttle
—from the missionaries of the 19th century to the
likes of Reynolds today—exaggerate frontier violence
to justify protective reserves, land rights or a separate
Aboriginal state. The language of war certainly
makes conflict political and links violence to land
and nation. There is a clear political lineage, and one
pursued in Reynolds’ work, that moves from frontier
conflict to war to land rights to sovereignty. But
labelling Reynolds a separatist completely misunder-
stands his work.

Reynolds’ oeuvre is daring for the very reason
that it attempts nothing less than the integration
of Aboriginal history into one of the great themes
of Australian settler nationhood. He has explicitly
contrasted the forgotten Aboriginal dead with the
revered fallen warriors of Australia’s overseas wars.
‘All over the continent’, he argued,

Aborigines bled as profusely and died as bravely as
white soldiers in Australia’s twentieth-century wars
... |But] do we make room for the Aboriginal dead on
our memorials, cenotaphs, boards of honour and even
in the pantheon of national heroes? If they did not die
for Australia as such they fell defending their home-
lands, their sacred sites, their way of life.

‘Fell’ is an immensely powerful and symbolic
word here, as Ken Inglis has noted in his book Sacred
Places. It is an impressive appropriation of the impe-
rial language of war. And putting a number on the
dead enables Reynolds to bring this whole arena of
Australian history and memory into the conventions
of military commemoration.'

Reynolds began his research by enumerating the
whites killed by blacks with the aim of demonstrat-
ing that ‘settlement’ was not peaceful but contested
and at times uncertain. The numbers of fallen whites
became a measure of the challenge of occupation
and also established Aborigines as agents and not
just victims, as enemies and not just subjects. Then
Reynolds took seriously the far more difficult task
of estimating black deaths. A conservative estimate
of the casualties {20,000) enabled him to compare
its significant size with the numbers of Australia’s
overseas sacrifices. Another reason to count—or at
least to try—was to recognise, as our culture does
in war, that each individual life lost in such a cause
was heroic, a death to be honoured in its uniqueness,
another sacrifice without a genuine grave.

Reynolds’ work might be placed in that great
20th-century tradition of historiography about the
Anzac Legend, a lineage that includes C.E.W. Bean,
Geoffrey Serle, Bill Gammage and Ken Inglis. Many
historians have acknowledged frontier conflict and
have now travelled to the other side of the frontier,
but no-one other than Reynolds has so tenaciously
championed Aborigines as Anzacs.

We know just how controversial this strategy is
from the response to Ken Inglis’ suggestion in 1998,
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at the launch of Sacred Places, that the Australian
War Memorial should represent warlike encounters
between black and white.!* Inglis’ proposal came
out of his lifclong study of the scttlers’ culture of
commemoration, and in a book steeped in intelligent
sympathy for the rituals of war. It wasn’t a war, wrote
his critics. And cven if it was a war, then it wasn't
an officially declared war and both sides didn’t wear
unitorms. And even if it still rated somchow as a real
war, then Aborigines were the other side, and they
were the losers, and victors don’t put up monuments
to the losers. Aborigines are not Us. Here speaks the
real politics of separatism in Australia today.

In focusing on frontier violence, Windschuttle
takes us back to the beginnings of the modern histo-
riographical revolution that was unfolding as Henry
Reynolds commenced his work. The renewed rev-
clation of frontier violence soon led to more serious
treatment of other aspects of cross-cultural relations
in Australia, and many scholars, including Reynolds,
went on to develon more subtle and varied analyses
of the frontier. ey argued that the frontier was
more intimate and personal than previously allowed,
that there was as much sharing and accommoda-
tion between black and white cultures as there was
confrontation and violence. Historians  became
critical of the limitations of what was called ‘mas-
sacre history’. It was white history, they said, and it
diverted attention from personal and institutional
forms of violence.

It is interesting to remind ourselves of the criti-
cal reception of Roger Milliss” book, Waterloo Creek,
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published in 1992—a book Windschuttle deseribes as
having been ‘reviewed with universal favour when it
appeared’. Although there was widespread admira-
tion for Milliss’ archival tenacity, and the book won
several literary prizes, historians found aspects of it
disappointing. By the carly 1990s, there was a strong
feeling among people rescarching Aboriginal history
that a narrow obsession with violence and white guile
ignored more subtle and complex understandings of
the frontier. Historians criticised Milliss for con-
tributing to a simplified and uncomplicated moral-
ity, for perpetuating a fixation with overt violence,
for returning to a concept of a purely oppositional
frontier, for overlooking the Aboriginal experience,
and for failing to interrogate the silences.'™ Peter
Read summed up the situation with these words:
‘Waterloo Creek would have been state-of-the-are
1970, it would have been in the mainstream in 1980.
In 1992 it is dated in conception and analysis.”"”

Windschuttle’s critique of frontier history, hy
atfirming the etfectiveness of the rule of law, might
be scen as part of the recent academic willingness to
explore the range of non-violent interactions on the
frontier. But by denying a whole dimension of violent
interactions and the complexity of their evidentiary
legacy, he has provoked a necessary revival of ‘mas-
sacre history’, ignored more vital and si tle analyses
of cross-cultural relations, and returned us to an
language of contlict.

Tom Griffiths is a Scnior Fellow in the History
Program, Rescarch School of Soci. Sciences, ANU.
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matter a decadent activity these days—as
nox puts it, fiddling while Rome burns?
I cannot help feeling that arguing for
more novels about the present and fewer
about the past is not particularly helpful.
ow far back, for example, does a novel
wve to reach to be disqualified Hm
relevance—20, 30, 100 vyears? Is all
modern subject matter on higher moral
ground: are novels, say, about cross-dress-
ing policemen in the outback, or sim-
listic takes on economic rationalism
automatically better than ones about the
cruelty of Australia’s early penal system
that still haunts us, or Australia’s first step
into international affairs? Is it possible to
be too much of the moment (and here I
think of Joan Didion, whose essays about
1¢ '70s are endlessly readable, but whose
coolly contemporaneous novels mnow
seem impenetrable)? What of Kim Scott’s
splendid Benang, which commits the
iple offence of combining the past,
allegory, and magic realism to find a
metaphor to encompass 100 years of
Aboriginal grief and hurt?
Aren’t there more useful questions we
should be asking about the

types of books we wish to read and write?

The most surprising aspect of the
Rayson, Knox, and Modjeska articles is
their tacit agreement that the use of his-
torical material is, ipso facto, politically
complacent: by writing about history,
swottish authors are aiming for gold stars
(neatness, tick; cultural cachet, tick)
while shrinking from the messiness of the
present. Modjeska (and Heat editor Ivor
Indyk, quoted by Knox) infer that Austral-
ian authors gravitate to history because it
sells well in the global market place. Knox
dismisses the historical novel as a throw-
back to Australian film’s '70s costume
dramas of ‘starched collars, horses, waxed
moustaches and lace corsets’.

This is grist for good polemic, but it is
also, ironically, an exercise in forgetting.
Even if the historical novel has passed its
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use-by date—which seems doubtful—to
dismiss it outright risks sacrificing some
of the best and most useful impulses in
our recent literary past.

The historical novel has its own
history, of course, which some academics
date back to the 1820s—-but it seemed to
take on a particular energy and tone after
the great decolonisations of the 1960s
when new groups began to speak at last
for themselves and question the author-
ity of history itself: women, people of
colour, gays and lesbians, the citizens of
newly liberated colonial regimes. This
demystification of history was behind
the late 20th-century explosion of novels
that fictionalised real people in order to
challenge more orthodox, nationalistic
versions of the past. There was noth-
ing cute or conservative about E.L.
Doctorow’s Ragtime (1976) for example,
a watershed book that retold the story
of 20th-century America’s teens from the
point of view of three families: white,
Jewish, and black. Doctorow’s use of
real historical figures (Houdini, Emma
Goldman), now a much-criticised trope

of recent fiction, was an act of
chutzpah. It was—and to me still
is—a delight to see the polite
facade of official history broken
open, to see historical figures as
individuals with private moti-
vations, to watch Doctorow
argue with America’s saccharine
version of its past.
In Australia, novels like The
Savage Crows (1976) and Lil-
ian’s Story (1985) coincided with
a groundswell of new ways of thinking
about our history, ranging from Aboriginal
challenges to terra nullius to the recu-
perative work of academics such as the
University of Sydney’s Elizabeth Webby
who were digging into the archives to
discover the forgotten works of Austral-
ian women writers. Australian history
became sexy, not just a textbook rehearsal
of Gradgrindian facts. The historical novel
could uncover forgotten stories and show
us how things might have turned out
differently. This still seems desirable,
particularly in the case of reconciliation. I
am persuaded by Ross Gibson’s argument
that we need to revisit our history’s bad-
lands in all their complexity, or else risk
being paralysed by nostalgia for an over-
simplified past.
The novel may stand alone in its

ability to deliver this complexity; Milan
Kundera argues that the power to create
a fully humz world is the novel’s exclu-
sive preserve, because of its long tradition
of humorous scepticism and of creating
realm in which judgment is suspended. I
noted with interest John Howard’s holiday
reading, reported recently in the Sydney
Morning Herald: Rudi Giuliani’s Lead-
ership, Bob Woodward’s Bush at War,
biography of Churchill, an account of the
fall of Enron. Howard scems to like dry
facts, to sce them arranged into storics of
progress, anc  ates it when they interferc
with his version of the present {in whic
case they are ‘black arm! d’ history). As
I looked at this list I could not help think-
ing, if only Howard could be moved by «
imaginative reconstruction of our history;
if only he could be jolted out of his ow
simplified i ons of mateship and of
harmonious white Australia. It still seems
to me worthwhile as a novelist to say,
after Doctorow, there were Aborigines,
there were Afghans, there were boat peo-
ple, there were Chinese, from the first
years of this nation.

Yet this debate also reminds us that
the historical novel is not, ipso facto,
an anti-conscrvative form either; like
any genre it needs to renew itself or
become stale. In times like this it scems
more important than ever to be able
to distinguish those novels that have

true utopian force, a force that
other books can build on.

-V ~ HAT MIGHT THE new breed of nov
about the present look like? Knox ai
Modjeska agree on one candidate—The
Corrections by Jonathan Franzen.

This best selling novel tells an appar-
ently simple story: a Midwestern mother
whose children live di  :rsed along the
east coast of America wants them to come
home for Christmas. Around this basic
plot structure and its beautifully realised
characters, Franzen manages to paint a
broader picture of the traditional values
that defined middle America disappearing
into a world as confusing and unrccog-
nisable to Enid as it is to er husband,
who is in the first throes of Parkinsonian
dementia.

While Knox and Modjeska praise The
Corrections for its confrontation with
the present, it is salutary to note that
Franzen’s novel was used in an entirely
different, and contradictory, crisis in the
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northern hemispherce last year. Not long
after the World Trade Center fell, the
English critic James Wood placed a picce
in the Guardian—the most high-profile
of a number of publications on the same
theme—arguing that too many novels were
relentlessly about the present. He accused
young novelists of an ‘hysterical realism’
inherited from the Great American Social
Novel pioneered by DeLillo: a superficial
fascination with the trivial, the obscure,
the fashionable, the evanescent. Like
Knox and Modjeska, Wood was concerned
that the authors were writing for brownie
points: ‘The reviewer, mistaking bright
lights for evidence of habitation, praises
the novelist who knows about .. the
sonics of volcanoes. Who also knows how
to make a fish curry in Fiji! Who also
knows about terrorist cults in Kilburn! And
about the New Physics!” Wood conceded
that, in spite of its ‘softened DeLilloism’,
The Corrections at least came close to
returning the novel to its proper concerns
—the metaphysical, the human, the inner
life of a culture.

Clearly, The Corrections’ power goes
beyond mere content. Franzen’s genius lies
in coming up with an enduring metaphor
for the process of late 20th-century change
itself—'corrcction’, the supposed ability of
the stock market in a deregulated global
economy to right itself. Each of Franzen’s
characters pursues this implicit promise.
Such deep metaphor gives the novel’s
ruminations on contcimporary cuisine, its
forays into Health Maintenanee Organiza-
tions (HMOs) and advertising and script-
writing, suggestiveness and a convincing
sense of purpose.

It is also worth noting that in his now-
tamous Harper's essay, ‘Why bother?’
Franzen does not spruik for the novel-
about-the-present, but considers instcad
how to pull it off. The technology lag
between novel and electronic media
means that it takes years to write a good
book, while it takes only minutes in
televisual time for a vast range of idcas,
objects and issues to emerge, exhaust
themselves, and die; this means the novel
is no longer suited to the Tolstoyan or
Dickensian mission of social reportage.
And in times characterised by ever-more-
rapid change, how do you write a novel
that isn’t bloated with issues? ‘I'd already
worked in contemporary pharmacology
and TV, Franzen writes, ‘and race and
prison life and a dozen other vocabularies;

how was I going to satirise Internet boos-
terism and the Dow Jones as well, while
leaving room for the complexities of
character and locale?’

To be fair, Modjeska flags some of
these dilemmas, but Franzen goes further
towards thinking through some technical
solutions. He argues that the point of
literary fiction these days is to be essen-
tially ‘tragic’; that is, to raise more ques-
tions than it answers, and to cschew the
‘thetoric of optimism that so pervades
our culture’. In an age of simplicity it is
one of the last bastions of the complex:
it is charged with preserving the

‘dirt” behind a culture’s

polished surfaces.
HERE 1S AN irony. What

works about Franzen’s approach—
historical intelligence, allegory,
intervention—is also the province
of the best historical novels. What
is going on!?

These contradictions point to a
more legitimate focus for panic than our
novels—1  crisis in our reading culture.
It seems to me that this latest crisis over
content is a smokescrecen for a bigger,
more alarming story that has manifested
its symptoms over the last five years in a
whole chain of moral panics.

It is impossible, here, to do more
than gesture towards some of the prob-
lems aftlicting the literary novel over the
last decade. These include a devastating
disappearance of spaces for the long review-
essay; belt-tightening in the publishing
industry; changing fashions in the teaching
of literature away from the close reading
of novels; and a concurrent hostility in the
press toward anything with the taint of the
‘academic’ (particularly the demon of ‘post-
modernism’). These factors have led to the
distressing situation we find ourselves in
now: a literature divided into competing
niches, plagued by nostalgia, while contem-
porary novels face a rapid obsolescence.

What is most alarming is the fact that
a whole generation of recent novels has
all but disappeared from view. We are in
a kind of Twilight Zone in which new
novels are omnipresent yet invisible; a
paradox that is reflected in our panics
and critical confusion. Writing by newer
authors is often dismissed from the lit-
crary estate as mediocre, flimsy, or the
calculated product of creative writing
courses; or, perversely, praised to the skies

and quickly forgotten. Yet the fact is that,
hidden deep within the blind spot of this
panic is a feast of intercsting, edgy, and
political novels about both the present
and the past.

Contrary to popular belief, the best
novels do not automatically endure; T.S.
Eliot said that they did, but he also dis-
pensed a lot of ink explaining why his own
work belonged, naturally, to the exclusive
club of greats. A healthy literature depends
upon a healthy litcrary culture; great nov-
¢ls may be born, but then they must also,
to a certain extent, be made. It is impor-

tant to remcmber that the great optimism
about our literature in the '80s coincided
with the boom in Austlit studies, which
relied, understandably, on discovering
great living authors to define its own posi-
tion in the academic market place. [ wish
by no means to diminish the achieve-
ments of Peter Carey, say, who is a fine
writer in anyone’s terms, but there is no
denying that this facilitated appreciation
of his work.

Things changed in the '90s when
English departments moved on into the
newer, groovier disciplines of literary
theory and cultural studies {while media
studies is the buzzword of the early
2000s); individual authorship and the
concept of ‘great’ literature were replaced
with a focus on the meanings readers
made of books and films. At the same
time departments that had undergone the
theory revolution rooted out close reading
courses like noxious weeds, an interesting
move for disciplines that value pluralism.
Meanwhile, the academics and critics who
stayed with Austlit stuck largely with the
generation they had unearthed: Grenville,
Jolley, et al.

Take a tour of the Australian litera-
ture reading lists of our universities now
and there is a spooky sense of déja vu:
with the exception of Carey’s new work
it is hard to find novels more recent than
It's Raining in Mango or The Well. Our
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AvILLON Now OPEN. Surving FOOD and DRIN’. This
sign, propped up outside Spencer Street Station, was attracting
a lot of passing attention the other morning. For one thing,
the alternative to looking at it was falling over it becausc it
loomed up through the bustling crowd very quickly, and right
in the middle of the causeway leading from the station’s tawdry
depths. And then, of course, there was its oddity.

Easy to laugh though, 1 thought, catching myself smiling,
as were many normally gloomy commuters. Here, no doubt,
were people for whom English was their second, perhaps even
third language, trying to make a go with their little café (or
their huge pavilion—you couldn’t be sure) in a foreign land and
a difficult tongue. Easy to scapcgoat the stumbling English of
such honest tryers.

Scapegoating was on my mind, [ have to admit. {Isn't it
thc year of the scapegoat? No? Maybe just the goat.) At the
height of the summer, Australian cricketer Darren Lehmann
expressed his anger at losing his wicket with a terse, racist and
sexist outburst which was within the hearing of the Sri Lankan
dressing room, and which greatly and very reasonably offended
the Sri Lankan players. Lehmann’s utterance was inexcusable,
violent and indefensible. He was carpeted by the match referce,
Clive Lloyd, scverely rebuked, fined, ordered to attend coun-
selling and called upon to apologisc. Already full of remorse,
Lehmann apologised in writing and verbally and then to each
of the Sri Lankan squad individually. The Sri Lankans thanked
him and pronounced the matter closed. Clive Lloyd was
satisfied and the Australian Cricket Board (ACB) considered
that due process had taken its course in this serious matter.

At this point, the Australian head of the International
Cricket Council (ICC), Malcolm Speed, intervened. He said
Lehmann’s transgression was of such magnitude and serious-
ness that it should attract more stringent punishment. He
pronounced it a ‘Level 3/ breach of the rules governing players’
conduct, the penalty for which could be a fine, banning from a
stipulated number of matches, or both. Lehmann was triecd—
again by Clive Lloyd—and banned for five matches.

In his great essay, ‘In Defence of P.G. Wodehouse’, George
Orwell concedes that Wodehouse should never have done what
he did and that certain degrees and kinds of recrimination were
in order. Cassandra’s massive attack on Wodehouse, however,
in which he brands him among other things a traitor fit for the
rope, was in Orwell’s view excessive, to put it mildly. Typically,
Orwell wonders what it was that could have driven Cassandra
to sueh an extraordinarily hyperbolic response and concludes:

... Wodehouse made an idcal whipping boy. For it was generally
felt that the rich were treacherous, and Wodchouse—as Cassan-
dra vigorously pointed out in his broadcast—was a rich man.
But hc was the kind of rich man who could be attacked with

Year of the scapegoat

impunity and without risking any damage to the structure of
society. To denounce Wodehouse was not like denouncing, say,
Beaverbrook ... Consequently, Wodehouse’s indiscretion gave a
good propaganda opening. It was a chance to ‘expose’ a wealthy
parasite without drawing attention to any of the parasites that
really mattered.

Darren Lchmann’s outburst was much more than an
‘indiscretion’. But few, if any, of the journalists who would
later applaud his second ‘trial’ and heavier punishment, seemn
to have perceived undue lenience in the first swift, uncquivo-
cal reaction of the match referce followed by Lehmann'’s own
painfully elaborate succession of verbal, individual and written
apologics. Speed’s intervention—on the grounds that Lehmann

had not been punished appropriately or enough—was
opportunistic.

LEHMANN 1s A wonderful cricketer but he is still, for
variousreasons to do with untimely injury and the depth of avail-
able batting talent over the past decade, a somewhat marginal
player in the squad. He still has to ‘ccment his place’, as the
scribes say, in the Test tcam at least. Personally, he is not espe-
cially articulate. His balding, ample appearance does not suggest
charisma. His nicknamc is ‘Boof’, not because he’s a dill,
which he assuredly isn’t {especially in ‘cricket brain’ terms),
but because he’s uncomplicated, easygoing, conciliatory and
accepting. If you're looking to make an example, a big splash-
ing international ‘case’, of someone in the Australian squad,
Lehmann’s your man because the backlash will almost certain-
ly be negligible. Quite unlike what it would be, for instance, if
you pursued Gilchrist or Hayden or McGrath—who are, respec-
tively, wholesome, Christian and steely-no-bloody-nonsense,
and all entirely brilliant. Or even Warney, who is often a target
but equally often spread-cagles detractors by sheer panache.

In The Sunday Times of 26 February 1984, Robert
Mugabe is quoted thus: ‘Cricket civilises people and creates good
gentlemen. 1 want everyone to play cricket in Zimbabwe; 1
want ours to be a nation of gentlemen.’ If Malcolim Speed had
been disposed to attack Mugabe by immediately refusing to
lend credence to his monstrous regime through the game of
cricket on which the ruthless dictator obviously places such
international and moral store, he would have been buying
himself a real fight for a crucial cause. To denounce Lehmann
was not like denouncing Mugabe and his nation of gentle-
men. Sandbagging Lehmann with the full force of the ICC Law
Book was a placatory, safe wave in the direction of the black
cricketing nations, while leaving untouched the monster who
really matters.

Brian Matthews is a writer and academic.
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implied in L N
Dante’s image of the min TS "
moving as a beast does in its skin.

The most obvious and universal example of this
is the asking of questions. Every question, even the
most banal—like, ‘how long is this essay I am read-
ing?’—is dramatic. Questions hold up the policeman’s
lighted wand in the darkness, and demand reaction;
for good or ill, they intervene. ‘Vermin’ begins with a
brace of questions—which do not work in the same
way, incidentally—and then suffuses the rest of the
poem with an ethos of question. We know by the
end of it what the children didn’t want, and what the
poet’s contemporarics didn’t want, but that astonish-
ing shift in register to ‘the lambs of God,/ blander
than snow and slow to be cruel’ raises a whole set
of questions about those Christmas-framed beings,
and about their despisers, who look down on them,

as the diligent student would look down on
the ants.

IHAT TITLE ‘VERMIN’ could hardly ever be without
an emotional freighting, and anyone who remembers
how often in the 20th century the archons of left or
right characterised their victims in just that way will
find their shadow falling over this poem: ours is the
species which can attempt to disqualify some of its
own members not only from life but even from iden-
tity—the ultimate ‘ex-termination’. Matthews’ poem

knows this, but doesn’t have to go on about it. His sor-
rowful insight is, in effect, one element in the 14 lines,
able to pad along in the whole, beside Beerbohm’s
knowing urbanity and the rejected theatricality
of laborious and self-sacrificing children, as crea-
tures of many kinds coexist on a savannah.
Matthews, in another place, notes a
remark of Saki’'s—'Romance at short
notice was her speciality.’ Insight at
short notice is one of his, and the ants,
the lambs, Mrs Taylor, Beerbohm, the
children, and the ever-supple ‘we’, are
all there in the poem to foster it. This
provision of insight is one thing which can, variously,
be hoped for or feared in poets, and over the centuries
they have accordingly been awarded the garland or
the noose. But 1 think that ‘Vermin’ also bears out
another remark of Matthews: ‘one of the primary rea-
sons for being alive is to experience the pleasure of
being alive.” The creatures in ‘Vermin’ are all there
in part to be the vectors of a kind of joy—a joy at that
interplay between form and mess mentioned ear-
lier, between economy and outreach. One medieval
characterisation of eternity was ‘nunc stans'—‘a
perpetuated now.’ Every poem is a creature of time,
but like the creature who conceives it, it dreams
of another condition, and styles itself to show that
dream and its pleasure.
Speaking of pleasure, here is Amy Clampitt
watching a bird. The poem is called, ‘The Cormorant
in Its Element’:

That bony potbellied arrow, wing-pumping along
implacably, with a ramrod’s rigid adherence,
airborne, to the horizontal, discloses talents

one would never have guessed at. Plummeting

waterward, big black feet splayed for a landing
gear, slim head turning and turning, vermilion-
strapped, this way and that, with a lightning glance
over the shoulder, the cormorant astounding-

ly, in one sleek involuted arabesque, a vertical
turn on a dime, goes into that inimitable
vanishing-and-cmerging-from-under-the-briny-

deep act which, unlike the works of Homo Houdini,

is performed for reasons having nothing at all
to do with ego, guilt, ambition, or even money.
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Being Taught a Mantra

DNLCTDV

BARKKY HILL

Hotei

From Athos via the Ganges—
the mantra:

sub-vocal, Vedic

with its hands at peace,
taught, if it can be taught,

by one friend to another

in the sunshine

on the verandah

among white birds.

In the teacher the mantra nests.
He tlocks with praise

after Mount Athos,

to where he climbed

as a young man

with sturdy legs

and the quest.

In the pupil

the mantra is a paper-weight,

a reminder, a bone in the throat,
a discipline

a hope

working its way in.

The bone sticks

until he imagines a friend,
onc mortally ill and viscous
with a poison tongue

and a spear for those

who would come near.

To her he might

offer the mantra

of one sound
unclouded,

for the hand stretched
in peace if

Oh Oh

Ha Ha

Pat my belly

Go on

Go on

Smell my breath

Scratch my neck I am all stubble

Am light, am heavy
Then light again
As my sack.

Hotei (Budai in China) sometimes known as Laughing Buddha

Damaged Buddha

Stunding Amitabhua
Hebei Provinee. Sui Dynasty

Headless
an opalescent torso
tluted with memory
a procession of form
that is arm-less and so
free of holding:
as if
at the moment of
Shravasti
tlames
exploded the thinking self
splendidly made
a pyre
of the suffering days
with ground waters washing
all the pain clear.

But hold my feet please
my soles remain
and still burn
with speech.
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expert, a weight lifter, a soil analyst, all
before smoko.

David and Gerda Foster were interested
in eating farm-fresh foods, but as David
Foster says, ‘It is hard to find a farmer
today with the skills and inclination to
feed a family and if you did, you wouldn't
be able to buy the food, for reasons of
public safcty.’ So they too practise an
alternative kind of country life, growing
most of what they cat. They eat slow food:

authentic tucker ... It is farm food, pre-
pared only from freshest of fresh ingre-
dients, that tastes as food should taste,
as food did taste, in the days when rural
Australians grew their own, before they
had a choice.

In these passages both Newell and the
Fosters hark back to a previous cra, an cra
less devastated by the ravages of commer-
cialism, a time when you could scrape a
simple life by doing everything that needed
to be done. The model for this nostalgic
pastoralism is Henry Thoreau’'s Walden,
in which Thorcau describes a year of living
in a small hut he built near the Wal-
den ponds of Concord, Massachusetts. In
Walden Thoreau explicitly sets himself
apart from both the city life of his peers,
and the commercial farming life of his
neighbours. Seclf-reliant with a vegetable
patch and fishing tools, Thorcau was free
to contemplate nature and undergo some
kind of inner, spiritual transformation (or
so he presents it). Here was the essence of
the pastoral, the search for a life of sim-
plicity and integrity, and the grounding

of this life in the rhythms and
cycles of nature.

LIKE THOREAU, THE Fosters and Newell
share a desire to live differently from the
prevailing cthos in both the city and coun-
try. They are all committed to lcading an
organic style of life, eschewing the use of
synthetic chemicals in food production, in
their search for a sustainable way of living.
So what are the possibilities for the kind of
life they want to live? What are the costs
and consequences?

A Year of Slow Food gives the sense that
David and Gerda Foster have been pretty
successful at c¢stablishing themselves in
the country. Not that they rely completely
on their property. A Miles Franklin Award-
winning novelist, David Foster speaks of
writing as his cash crop. Gerda Foster also

works as a counsellor at a local prison. And
in addition to their own garden, they also
do a bit of share farming with somecone
clse who lives nearby. Still, through share
farming, their own garden and the town
commons where their cows roam, they get
almost all the food—vegetables, eggs, meat,
dairy, fruit and honey—that they need.

The struggle for sustainability secms
harder in the life that Patrice Newell is
trying to create. Rather than relying on her
own garden and a few animals, she relies
on a market for biodynamic beef and a pro-
spective market for biodynamic olive oil.
Her olive trees are also reliant on water
from the local river, a diminishing resource
on which many others have a claim. A
small producecr, Newell is up against large
agricorporations in the competition for
both consumers and resources.

Lif¢ for Newell on her farm is there-
fore complicated by a dependence on oth-
ers, a dependence from which the Fosters
scem largely free. But the complications of
Newell’s necessary engagement with others
scem beneficial in certain ways, opening
her up to consider questions of ecological
resource management and local versus glo-
bal consumer cultures. Part of the joy of her
book is its exploration of these questions,
as she recounts the difficulty of communal
water management, and the possibilities for
community action and rcform for a small
producer in a global world.

Literary scholar Daniel Peck has
argued that, in the pastoral tale of Wal-
den, Thoreau acts to contain the com-
plexity of the 19th-century world, to
create a space frce from the mores of the
ongoing industrial revolution and from
the everyday violence of human life. In
a similar way, both the pastoral dreams
found in The Olive Grove and A Year of
Slow Food act to contain the complexity
of 21st-century life.

For Patrice Newell, Elmswood is a way
of holding back a genetically engincered
future that scems to have little regard for
social or environmental sustainability.
The Olive Grove offers a different future,
one which values the local and sustaina-
ble and acts to conserve natural resources,
working with nature rather than against it.
To me her particular path, while desirable,
seems a bit unattainable; one necds a lot of
capital to buy 4000 hectares and attempt
to turn it into a going concern. The lifc
of thc Fosters seems more attainable.
But I have more questions of it.

In escaping to a largely self-sufficient
life, Gerda and David Foster contain
the perils of the present. In a way this
seems like an idcalistic response to the
epidemic of uncertainty that is late capi-
talism: whom to trust, how to deal with
the many external threats. In the face of
these modern perils, the Fosters live fairly

independently of the market, of
fashions, of rationalisation.

BUT THIS 1S too harsh. A Year of Slow
Food is meant to be ‘a culinary account of
one year’, not a solution to environmental
and social ills. And the Fosters do have rela-
tionships with the person they share farm
with, with their children in Sydney, with
Gerda’s counselling and David’s writing.
Yet I think part of my—and perhaps some
of our broader—attraction to country living
is the fantasy of a self-enclosed life where
one is free of the complications, hassles and
uncertainties {as well as the joys and gifts) of
sharing life with so many others.

In his book The Virtual Republic,
McKenzie Wark writes of the ever-increas-
ing specialisation of modern jobs, and the
associated loss of community, of a local
commons: ‘People just head further and
further down the track of specialisation,
looking after their own.” David and Gerda
Foster live a lifc that is largely unspe-
cialised, producing and cooking almost
all their own food. Yet their local town
commons is in danger of disappearing, and
while they do have some engagements
with their local community, it is unclear
whether their sclf-sufficiency allows for
full participation ‘in the whole of civil
socicty’ that Wark seeks. Patrice Newell is
more obviously an active reformer.

Both A Year of Slow Food and The
Olive Grove show that fulfilling lives in
the country are still possible, despite popular
press accounts to the contrary. They also illus-
trate much of the hard work that goes into
making that life physically and financially
sustainable. The costs and consequences and
the possibilities for social sustainability are
less clear. Both books fired my own pastoral
dreams, but they didn’t make the dream or its
associated dilemmas seem any easier.

Matthew Klugman is a Mclbourne writer.

Books discussed in this essay: A Year of Slow
Food by David and Gerda Foster (Duffy & Snell-
grove, 2001) and The Olive Grove by Patrice
Newell {Penguin, 2000}
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poct J.R. Rowland found country strewn

With the wreck of human passage: sand-
logged bottles,

Blown paper, ruined plastic, blackened
fircs,

Gifts to the land of tourists, like our-

selves.
Now no onc lives here. Wheeltracks, not
footprints,
Mark the edges of this world with fading
scars.

However, ‘Politics is ... at the core of
this book,” the cditors tell us on page 2:
‘Contlicts over land ownership, control
and usc—whether between cotton growers
and pastoralists, pastoralists and Aborigi-
nes, Aborigines and archaeologists—loom
large.’

And so they do. In a fascinating picce
about South Australia’s Kangaroo Island,
its history and attractiveness, Rebe Taylor
raiscs what she believes is the exclusion
of Aboriginal presence and achievement.
Interestingly, the Aborigines referred to
here are descendants of Tasmanian Aborig-
inal women kidnapped and taken to Kan-
garoo Island by scalers well before white
scttlement in Adclaide.

Four of the essays explore the subject of
the Murray-Darling basin and the problems
caused by excessive irrigation. Heather
Goodall considers the effects of cotton
farming and the consequent huge drain on
the Darling in ‘The River Runs Backwards’.
Kirsty Douglas’ ‘Scarcely Any Water on its
Surface’, Paul Sinclair’s ‘Blackfellows Oven
Roads’ and Tom Griffiths’ ‘The Outside
Country’ widen the topic.

Tasmanian issues arc canvassed by
P.R. Hay’s piece about the blasted, naked,
eroded and multi-coloured hills surround-
ing Queenstown, and Tim Bonyhady pro-
vides an intriguing commentary about the
saving and naming and renaming of Fraser
Cave on the Franklin, which the archae-
ologist Rhys Jones described as onc of the
most important ‘prehistoric sites cver
found in Australia’.

Michacl Cathcart’s ‘Uluru’ relates atti-
tudes of past and present, the progression
from Ayers Rock to Uluru, the fascinating
story of William Gosse’s discovery of the
Rock and the subsequent writing-out of
the participation of his ‘Afghan’ partner in
the feat. (Cathcart applied for—and got—a
four-wheel drive from his university for his
fieldwork in scarch of, as he put it, ‘adjectives’.)

Matchwork

Emphysema prevents him from hobbling much further
than the door. Not that there’s anywhere else to hobble
beyond the well worn pathway to the fence.

Instead he builds boats from matchsticks and loads
them with daydreams of high adventure—the roaring
forties, petrels in the updraught circling over gravid sails.

This one, for instance, a finely crafted replica of some
ship’o’th’line with workable cotton rigging constructed
from 4816 dead matches collected during wheezy
shufflings to the doorway’s patch of sunlight.

Builds them for his nieces and nephews,

[see, he’s making good use of his time).

These days he’s too exhausted to dawdle

over to Visits, so he doesn’t know that all

the ships sent out to be retrieved by the nieces
and nephews are still there in a darkened room
off to the side, doesn’t know they’re all grown up,

probably wouldn’t recognise him anyway.

Pcrhaps some of the essays arce occa-
sionally esoteric. The following is posed
on page 71: ‘So what are the connections
between a teleological explanation of a
regional geomorphology employing deep
time, sea-level change and cyclic regional
aridity as transfiguring intluences, and a
cosmological outlook which already has an
cxegetic frame for the shape of the land?’
Yeah, good question, but dunno. And I
wouldn’t try to quote it aloud to the fam-
ily on a black Saturday evening after Mel-
bourne had been thrashed by Collingwood.

The authors, largely tertiary lecturers,
rescarchers and students, have gone out
to do fieldwork in landscapes, memorics,
storics and archives. This is excmplary.
Nevertheless, out there are many pcople
living and thinking, part of the landscape
for all or most of their lives: naturalists,
farmers, cnvironmentalists, local histo-
rians, land lovers with capacity to write

Mark O’Flynn

and argue. They have no necd to borrow or
beg four-wheel drives and know the adjective
scene well. Perhaps future such works could
be enhanced by some first-hand presence
to augment thc necessary and invaluable
research and prognostications of scientific
CXperts.

Unfortunately, it is hard to be sanguine
about the outcome of many of the issues
discussed in this book. The present world
climate is dominated by global economic
lust, and racism and xcnophobia are still
healthy beasts. The war against fanatical
terrorists being led by fundamentalist
hawks wielding gigantic weapons of mass
destruction presents great dangers  for
peace and stability. Hardly the space for an
improved environment or for race relations
to blossom—ecven though that is no reason
to stop striving for such goals.

John Sendy is a freelance writer.
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the new wave, which effectively ‘Aus-
tralianised’ our theatre. However cringe-
worthy some of the male-dominated,
Anglocentric plays of the 1960s and 1970s
about Australia’s and Australians’ grow-
ing pains might seem when read today,
there is no doubt that the shock of the
new voice {of the Australian playwright
as much as the newly-ascendant Austral-
ian director) had huge appeal for a growing
audience of affluent young theatregoers.
They relished hearing our stories and our
actors on stage and seeing our landscape
and our clothes as backdrop and costume
for the new drama in the new theatres
like Nimrod, La Mama, The Pram Fac-
tory and countless others throughout the
country. And when the newly formed Aus-
tralia Council rewarded their cfforts with
subsidy, the first wave companies had no

option but to Australianise their

offerings as well.
ONE INDISPUTABLE LEGACY of this

second wave is the fact that our repertoire
is now dominated by Australian content—
about 65 per cent on a sustained national
average since the mid-1980s. While the
state theatres might be changing their
prioritics—fewer new works but TV
stars in anything in one notable case—it
is still clear that there is rock solid audi-
ence demand elsewhere for content that is
broadly definable as Australian.

But audiences of the 1970s also
warmed to another new phenomenon:
new wave classics. It must be remem-
bered that Nimrod (as one example} was
almost as much interested in giving a new
voice to the classic authors {Chekhov and
Shakespeare especially) as it was in pro-
viding a stage for the new local writing.
Thus we got the kinds of larrikin, knocka-
bout ‘Shakespeare is fun’ and historically
updated ‘Shakespeare is relevant’ produc-
tions for which John Bell still finds strong
and committed audiences today with his
own company. Rex Cramphorn, Bryan
Nason, James McCaughey and Raymond
Omodei were other notable second wave
directors who found audiences in differ-
ent parts of the country willing to enjoy
the classics in newly thought and newly
dressed ways.

What [ discern as the third wave in Aus-
tralian theatre (dating from the beginning
of the 1980s) has seen change in many areas
but it has also seen some groundwork. One
of the most obvious achievements of this

period has been to consolidate the strength
of the major performing arts organisations
since the early 1990s, thanks as much to
changing policy patterns within the vari-
ous government funding agencies as to
the Nuger Report’s outcomes over the
last two years. The future is certainly
secured for first wave-style repertoire
companies like the state thcatres, the
Australian Opera and Ballet companies
and the Bell Shakespeare Company, who
have no apparent need to do anything
startlingly new or even Australian—apart
from the occasional bankable show from
established artists or from people migrat-
ing upwards with strong alternative and
fringe circuits.

Outside the subsidised sector, the
third wave saw the almost unprecedented
promincnce of the new English musical
(notably the big three—Cats, Les Mis and
Phantom) which almost shook revivals of
American music theatre (and some new
works) off their throne. Sadly though,
most of these productions were, as I have
already remarked, Australian reproduc-
tions of overseas shows. They took our
theatre back to the bad old days of the
Trust and ]J.C.Williamson. But there were
incidental benefits, notably the develop-
ment of new Australian performing tal-
ent and, to some extent, technology. Here
is clearly one industry sector in which
audience taste, as far as it is measurable
by attendance figures, defied the national
trend towards an appreciation of Austral-
ian arts on stage.

Elsewhere, the third wave had its
impact in practically every area of the
performing arts. Puppetry, for example,
appeared to reach its peak of innovation
and audience capture—of children and
adults alike—in the 1980s, as the sexy,
youth-appealing and highly skilled thea-
tre form calculated to bridge national
boundaries and become one of our major
arts exports. Then in the 1990s, physical
theatre—contemporary circus particu-
larly—took over as the growth scctor. At
the same me, orthodox, Anglocentric
alternative spoken-word drama of the sec-
ond wave kind fell away. Filling the void
was a vast expansion in DIY professional
co-operative theatrical activity on the
Fringe, which is where much of our most
exciting—but sadly underfunded—work
has been seen in the past 20 years.

In the meantime, a number of new alter-
natives to the mainstream [and to second

wave alternative theatres) came to promi-
nence. These included the European voices
of companies like Australian Nouveau Thea-
tre in Melbourne, Thalia in Sydney, and the
Indigenous presence increasingly asserted
by the likes of Kooemba Jdarra in Brisbane
and Yirra Yaakin in Perth. A broader kind
of multiculturalism has manifested itself in
the work of standing companies like Dop-
pio Teatro and Theatro Oneiron in Adelaide,
while a vigorous women’s theatre movement
has found its voice in Adelaide’s Vitalstatis-
tix and many other smaller scale compa-
nies. We're now getting a bigger picture of
Australia on stage.

Audiences for these smaller and more
diverse kinds of companies and their work
grew prolifically during the course of the
third wave and the funding bodies paid
attention to them. A valid question, then,
is whether audience taste is reflected in
arts policy decisions or whether content is
increasingly being dictated by changes in
government funding policy.

A further phenomenon that has gained
particular momentum during the third
wave is the multi-arts festival, espe-
cially the almost discrete kind of show
known as the ‘Festival picce’. This kind
of work often embraces scveral forms
of performance; it’s often short and
punchy (like the recent Theft of Sita) or
an epic blockbuster (like Cloudstreet).
More often than not its production val-
ues are high and elaborate (as in Nigel
Triffitt’s Fall of Singapore and Moby
Dick). Every major arts festival has its big
sell-out production, which suggests that

audiences really go for this kind
of special-occasion theatre.

BUT AT THE end of the night, it doesn’t
matter whether the show be abstract or
narrative-based, classic or modern, Aus-
tralian or foreign. I still think the single
most important factor that gets people
out of their homes and into the theatre is
the performance. Yes, we all know the old
expression ‘the play’s the thing’, but the
truth is, it’s really the players—whether
the great Shakespearean strider or the
naturalistic actor, spectacular circus per-
former, gifted puppeteer or good clown—
they are the lure, they're the artists whose
skills I long to see and whose magic will
draw me out for the next 100 nights.

Geolffrey Milne teaches theatre and drama
at La Trobe University.
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(Stellan Skarsgard, not miscast) about his
alleged collaboration with Hilter and his
musically sophisticated co-murderers.

The close confines would not mat-
ter if the dynamic between the two men
worked. It doesn’t. Keitel is scripted like a
poor man’s Spencer Tracey in Judgment at
Nuremberg. He twangs rubber bands with
his teeth and is folksily vengeful. Skars-
gird’s Furtwingler is a subtle, occasionally
towering, triumph, but the performance
keeps ricocheting off an implacable Kei-
tel, who seems to be in a different film—
certainly not a European film.

Newcomer  Birgit  Minichmayr, as
Emmi, the co-opted German sccretary
and daughter of a dead German officer is,
like Skarsgérd, a sensation. You follow her
cvery move. So too with Oleg Tabakov as
the gloriously swaggering and venal Rus-
sian Colonel Dymshitz. Their incidental
moments—like inspired variations—pro-
vide a glimpse of spiralling human trag-
edy, not just a sct of acting or scripting
exercises. It should all have been like
that. —Morag Fraser

Killer moves

Chicago, dir./chorcographer Rob Marshall.
As cver, the wrong people got the awards.
Golden Globe winners Rence Zellweger
and Richard Gere exceeded my expecta-
tions as Roxic Hart and Billy Flynn, but
those most deserving of recognition must
surcly be the army of sequin sewers and
Brazilian waxers backstage at Chicago.

Chicago is sex, murder, gin and jazz—
all writ large in ncon lights. The plot may
unfairly be dismissed as an cxcuse for
great music. But when you consider the
contemporary culture of celebrity murder
trials {(O.J. Simpson, etc.) and of ambi-
tious, sclf-absorbed, fabulous nobodies
invading our lives under the guise of real-
ity TV, it’s hard not to draw some striking
comparisons. While Chicago can hardly
claim a moral imperative, the execution
by hanging of the poor Hungarian inmatc
at least rings familiar in the Australian
climate of persccuting those with little
means of defence.

Translating from stage to screen is always
a risk—even morce so with musicals. The
move here is made possible by the use
of sharp cditing and other filmic devices
not available to the stage. The music of
John Kander and Fred Ebb profits from

the theatre experience, and there remains
clear evidence of Bob Fosse’s brazen
choreography.

The ensemble of Richard Gere [Flynn),
Catherine Zcta-Jones (Velma Kelly) and
Renée Zellweger (Hart) works surprisingly
well. The success of Kelly and the hungry
‘wannabe’ of Hart is reflected physically
in the more scductive shape of Zeta-Jones
and the aching thinness of Zcllweger.

Gere is readily belicvable as the media
savvy lawyer. He may lack the natural
grace and tlair of a Gene Kelly, but Gere's
rendition of ‘Razzle Dazzle’ is, in the old
language, a show-stopper. And for the first
time in my cxperience, a film audience
broke into applause at the end of each big
number.

Queen  Latifah  as
Mamma Morton is as
big and bawdy as they
come, and Lucy Liu as
Kitty excceds her cameo
allotment. John C. Reilly
as Amos Hart, ‘Mr Cel-
lophane’, hits just the
right note of pathos and
realism.

Chicago may be a
film for believers, but the
combination of music,
dance and cinematogra-
phy make for a heady mix. How can you
say that murder’s not an art?

—Marcelle Mogg

Guns in the gu 1

Bowling for Columbine, dir. Michacl
Moore. Have you ever wondered why so
many Amecricans kill cach other with
guns? 1 always thought the answer was
obvious; they have so many guns they
can’t help but kill each other. Bowling
for Columbine suggests otherwise. Can-
ada has 7 million guns across 10 million
homes, but the statistics on gun related
deaths plummet, literally, as you cross
the border from the US into Canada. Gun
ownership is not the problem, aceord-
ing to Moore (above)—it’s fcar; Puritan
fear of persccution, settler fear of Native
Amecricans, fear of retribution from the
slaves, fear of emancipated blacks, fear of

. everything. And that fear is assuaged
by violence, not just against each other,
but against the world. At one point Moore
lists {to the backing of ‘It’s a Wonderful

World’} US funded and instigated atroci-
tics outside its borders from the ‘50s on,
right up to Osama Bin Laden’s use of his
CIA training to murder 3000 people in
the September 11 attacks. This montage
of US atrocities is paralleled in the film
with another long sequence of violence—
security camera footage from the Colum-
bine High School massacre. He is, he says,
‘trying to connect the dots between local
violence and global violence’, suggest-
ing that these events, large and small,
share the same ultimate cause—a culture
and history of fear and paranoia that is
specific to the United States.

Moore has a knack, not only for per-
sonalising the political, but for translating

that personal impact into a media event—
as for example when he takes two of the
survivors of the Columbine tragedy to
the K-Mart where the ammunition used
to shoot them was bought, to ‘return’
the bullets still lodged in their bodics.
This translation of politics into emotion
can, however, lead him into pathos and
melodrama, to the detriment of his own
arguments. In the conclusion to Bowl-
ing for Columbine he shects home the
blame for the gun murder of a six-ycar-
old girl by another six-year-old to Charl-
ton Heston as head of the National Ritle
Association—which only makes sense if
you think that gun ownership is the prob-
lem, and not the national culture of fear
and violence. Moore propping a photo of
the murdered girl on Heston's driveway
makes for a wonderfully weepy c¢nd to
his film, but it tell us nothing about the
tear that drives Heston to lay the blame
for the United States’ murder rate on its
‘mixed cthnicity’—or why George Jur. is
insisting on a war no-one clse wants or
sees the need for.

—Allan James Thomas
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Could their telly be worsc

/

O TRY AND get out a bit when you're there,” said a
concerned friend. “You know what you’re like about British
telly.” ‘Quality with a capital Kwer. wasn’t it?’ said another,
sipping the cuppa I'd just made her  quelled her with a glance
before launching into a list of all the things I expected to sce in
Britain that were not actually bounded by a TV screen. Then 1
started putting them right about the British TV thing. Unbiased
news coverage, I said. Free and independent commentary, 1
said. Intelligent quiz shows, said L. Brilliant new comedies and
adaptations « great works, I continued. I must have gone on
a bit about it because when I eventually finished they were in
deep conversation, being horribly kind about an absent friend,
something I was also about to become quite soon.

Well, they're being reasonably kind to me now I'm back:
they love being vindicated. To put it mildly, most of British TV
makes you understand why they like Neighbours and Home
and Away so much. There is a kind of bad TV that is compul-
sively watchable, and there is a kind of bad TV that sends you
out to look at the tourist sites even when you are only there to
visit relatives: British muscums and monuments and markets
are doing great business.

First the good stuff. Patrick Kielty’s Almost Live was
a clever, vicious Backberner type of show that flayed Bush
and Blair with a potted history of the bin Laden/Taliban/
CIA/Bush Snr./Gulf War/oil connection that any child could
understand. And 1 was able to ¢ e about 40 zillion dol-
lars not going to Covent Garden eccause the Royal Opera
House’s latest (David McVicar) production of the opera I
wanted to sce, Mozart’s Magic Flute, was televised on BBC2.
There was some really good singing, particularly from Simon
Keenlyside (a fantastic Papageno) and Dorothea Roschman as
a bang-on-accurate Pamina—and Colin Davis was conducting.
And it was fun to sit there and bag John MacFarlanc’s truly
awful po-mo ragbag costumes and the dreary black stage sets
while appreciating Davis’ wisc, singer-friendly tempi mak-
ing Mozart’s music cven more humane and gorgeous. But
Roschman should never forgive MacFarlanc for putting her
well-rounded soprano form into a boned bodice which was
strapless and kept threatening to become topless whenever she
took a deep breath. In ‘Ach, ich fahls’ it was touch and go. And
the skirt was of layered grey-brown tulle that looked as though
it had been through a dogfight. The effect was very much the
battered ballerina, a sylphide down on her luck. The Three
Ladies were all done up in drag-artist ballgowns. The Queen
of the Night (sung competently but rather thinly by Diana
Damrau) was more of the same but was allowed a pointy
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vampire hairlinc. Papagenawas dressedasa’  h-century Amster-

dam hooker, while all the blokes were allowed to swan arounc

18th-century brocade dressing gowns and knece breeches—exe

for Papageno and the Three Boys, whose garb was puzzlingly and

tastelessly Warsaw ghetto. But Thomas Allen was the Speaker
of the Temple and it doesn’t get much better vocally
thar at.

BUT OH DEARY ME, the debit side. The really old movics
at prime time (Dances With Wolves, Close Encounters of the
Third Kind, Last Action Hero); the terrible morning shows; the
witless cooking shows; the interminable soaps; the scarily bor-
ing game shows; the endless array of reality TV shows. One nf
the last-mentioned was called Wife Swap. Two families, har
picked for deep emotional incompatibility and class contlict,
swap their wives and mothers for a fortnight. In the episode I
saw, a legal secretary with a nerdy sort of spousc and a spoilt
and needy four-year-old daughter was swapped with a breezy
mother of six whose husband was a nightclub bouncer. I hast
to add that there was no sex, but to say that decencies were
observed would be to assert that indecency is only about inap-
propriate genital activity. There is no decency and no kindness
in these programs. Unfortunately it was a great success, a
will be copied in America, which means that it will probably
get here unless we’re very lucky.

We also had the doubtful privilege of sccing the Mari
Bashir interview with Michacl Jackson before anywhere else
in the world. It was harrowing and awful and disturbing, but
hardly more so than some of the commentary afterwards: one
expert on a chat show next morning asserted that the real
problem was that Jackson must have a yeast infection making
him irrational. Did he or didn’t he molest the ¢ch  lren he slept
with? The question was thrown around endlessly by press and
TV pundits. All that came of it was a fecling of decadence a
wasted words: we were no nearer to the truth than when we
began.

The New Yorker scemed to say it best in its own elegant
way: the following week carried a Leo Cullum cartoon of Peter
Pan in court. The judge was saying to his lawyer, ‘Your client’s
refusal to grow up does not preclude him from being tried as
an adult.” And while we're on cartoonists, the legendary Bruce
Petty has a series of short animations coming up in March on
ABC. Watch out for them: their reality is a damn sight morce
real than reality TV.

Juliette Hughes is a freclance, and peripatetic, writer.
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