














Reading between
the lines

From Gavan Breen

I write on behalf of the social justice
group of the Alice Springs Catholic
parish. Some time ago this group be-
came involved, in a small way, in the
controversy over the Ok Tedi Mine in
Papua New Guinea, We had read in a
pamphlet which came into our pos-
session that:

‘The Ok Tedi minc operated by
BHP-led consortium is another cco-
logical and social disaster. The tail-
ings dam at the mine was never re-
built after it collapsed in 1984, Vast
quantitics of heavy metals and poi-
sons such as cyanide continue to flow
into the Fly River on which 40,000
people depend for food and transporta-
tion. It 1s estimat-
cd that at the end
of the 30 year life
span of the mine,
heavy metal sedi-
ment one metre
deep will cover
1000 squarc kilo-
mctres of scabed.
Toxins and scdi-
ment from  the
mine have been
found as far ficld
as  Australia’s
Great Barrier
Reet.’

[ wrote to BHP
on this matter.
They suggested
that 1 contact Ok
Tedi Mining Ltd
for additional in-
formation, but as-
surcd me that Ok
Tedi would retute
the allegations.
They added chat:
‘Ok Tedi has a
close reladonship
with the local peo-
ple and its contri-
hution has signifi-
cantly contributed
to their welfare and to improved life
expectancy.’

[ wrote to Ok Tedi Mining. That
was on 3 August, and there has been
no reply. [ therefore wrote to the BHP
spokesman again, on 8 October. In
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thisletterImentioned twomore picces
of information I had noted since my
carlier letter:

e Praise for the success of Ok Tedi
Mining in improving the health and
life expectancy of the local people
(ABC TV).

* The Governor-General of Papua New
Guinca’s bitterattack on the company
for poisoning the Fly River.

Isuggested that both the pamphlet
and the carlier letter had been correet:
the company did look after the wel-
farc of the people in the arca of the
minc but has allowed serious pollu-
tion of the Fly Riverand the sea. Thave
had no reply to this letter.

I conclude that the philosophy of
these companies must be something
like: make sure that the local people
will sce that visitors are well looked
after, healthy and happy. As far as
arcas that visitors don’t sce are con-
cerned, if there is a contlict between
profit on the onc hand and the welfare
of the local people and the environ-
ment on the other, go for profit all the
way. If anyone complains or ques-
tions, fob them off with a reassuring
letter. If they persist and they aren’t
too important, ignore them.

[t must be nice to be a bigmultina-
tional and be able to get away with
this sort of thing.

Gavan Breen
Alice Springs, NT

Keating reopened
an old wound

From RW. Carroll
[ would not add to the plethora of
spoken and written comment on the

Prime Minister’s description of his
Malaysiancounterpartas ‘recalcitrant’
if 1 did not feel that my experience of
the area, which gocs back to colonial
times, has a bearing on the present
time.

I was born in Bunbury, WA, in
1913 and lived there until 1935, In
those days, WA was a de facto colony.
In the 1890s we had resisted federa-
tion until we were outvoted by the
nflux of ‘t'other siders’, the miners
and carpetbaggers who arrived after
the discovery of gold at Kalgoorlic.
Victoria was in a depression at the
time and we became a colony of
Meclbourne. We lost our once-week ad-
vantage in shipping to and from Eng-
land, and the cheap goods from Asia.
All our trade was sourced from Mel-
bourne, every industry we started was
met with transfer pricing or takeover.
Within 30 years we voted to scecede
and the House of Lords slapped us
down. So we lived in a colony.

The state had established a regular
shippingscrvice to Javaand the Malay
peninsula. I went for a round trip on
the Kangarooin 1933, to three portsin
Java, three in Malaya and once in
Sumatra. It took five weeks, including
a week ashore in Singapore while the
ship was slipped, so there was enough
time to get a feel of the places we went
to. What emerged were the differenc-
¢s between the Dutch and the British
colonies and I believe the resonances
live on today. In Java the Dutch were
fairly invisible—all the contact we
had with transport, shops, offices, cte.
was with locals. We soon learned
cnough blrasamalay, thelingua tranca,
to wander at will. In Malaya the Brits
were in charge, telling the Chinese
what was wanted, for the Malays to
get on with it

The Dutch, in the main, came out
to live there. Often they came with
familics, ormarricdJavanese. The Brits
were onshort contracts and lived aloof
from, and despised, the locals. Any
Brit who married a ‘native’ was black-
balled out of the club. The Malays
have remembered, even though the
Brits, the Indians and ourselves helped
them found their state.

The other matter is religion, with
which public-school education is
closely involved—after all, God is an
Englishman. I am an athcist and, as [
understand it, a monotheist god was









JACK WATERFORD

HE CONVENTIONAL VIEW is that John Hewson has had
it—the carcass is swaying in the breeze, waiting to be
cut down. He was undermined by his incapacity to lead
on issues such as Mabo or the republic, his economic
and political philosophy is in tatters, and he was fatally
stricken by failing to win the unlosable election. Hew-
son cannot silence obvious rivals such as Bronwyn Bish-
op, Peter Reith or John Howard, and even less obvious
ones, like Peter Costello and Ian McLachlan, have been
promoting themselves without any great regard for his
feelings. So when will the coup de grice come?

But it is not as simple as that. The factors that kept
Hewson on as Liberal leader even after the Fightback!
disaster have not changed, and some of those who have
no loyalty to him would still probably prefer to retain
him, even as a lame duck, rather than choose from
among his competitors. If one has ambitions of one’s
own but knows that, as the numbers now stand, they
cannot be realised, it is better to keep the status quo
rather than to give someone else a chance. And among
those who have no ambitions themselves—even if they
believe that Hewson has not achieved his goals, and even
if they despair at his inability to lead—it is recognised
that many of his rivals have flaws as great as he does. A
weakened Hewson actually has to listen. Could anyone
say that a Peter Reith would? Or a Bronwyn Bishop?

Hewson would not be the first Liberal leader who
has been written off after defeat, yet later ridden a wave
that put the Liberals firmly in power. And if he succeeded
in doing the impossible and losing an election, he did it
by perversity and by allowing his own policies to become
the election issue. In the right circumstances cven John
Hewson might win an election fought on the govern-
ment’s record, cven if the platform he presented to the
world totally contradicted that which he presented last
time, and cven if he was not especially trusted by the
electorate or if his judgment was not well-regarded.

When Hewson was in the ascendant, his then
supporters persecuted the party’s wets, overtly reject-
ing the pragmatism of Menzies and Fraser which had
kept the Liberals in power for most of three and a half
decades. But a weakened Hewson now depends on his
former opponents to keep hold of the leadership. Could
they really imagine doing better under, say, Reith? Or
fail to remember that Howard, for all his great gifts, has
not only himself failed to deliver but played a part in
the witch hunts? Have not the wets feared the zeal of
Costcllo, and the shrill and shallow but undeniably far-
right instincts of Bishop? Despite the jockeying, Hew-
son’s greatest asset is that his rivals are generally in the
same camp; they are vying for the leadership of a party
faction rather than of the party itself, and even if that
faction were united behind one person it could not
deliver the numbers.

I believe that Bronwyn Bishop is destined to lead
the Liberal Party—though she may lead them over a

The man whose fail _
him at the top

cliff. Bishop has all the faults that her detractors allege
she has, few within the parliamentary party support her,
and her opportunism makes her distrusted even by those
who acknowledge her campaigning skills and ability to
grab a headline. Yet I'suspect that Bishop would in prac-
tice be a more moderate leader than most of her rivals,
in part because, despite the obvious imitation of the
Thatcher style, she doesn’t actually believe in anything
much except winning. And that is an instinct the
Liberals have been remarkably short of for more than a
decade.

Bishop is acknowledged to be short on teamwork
and on policymaking and delivery skills, but these charg-
es have been made before about people who proved, at
least for a time, to be successful. Remember John
Gorton? Was Fraser ever féted for loyalty or, in 1975, for
being a sharer and carer? Even Mengzies, for all his bar-
rister’s capacity to rcad a brief and to chair a meeting,
was never actually renowned for getting involved in
details, or even for being consistent. And on the posi-
tive side, Bronwyn Bishop has a superb instinct for grasp-
ing popular sentiment, for forcing her opponents to take

the side she dictates on an issue, and under
pressure she is almost unflappable.

ONE COULD NOT IMAGINE that John Hewson was seck-
ing to do her any favours when he put her in the shadow
Cabinet and gave her responsibility for urban and re-
gional strategy, but he may well have played right into
her hands. First, he has put her against the Deputy Prime
Minister, Brian Howe—a notoriously poor combatant
who is easily rattled, even by people less able than he.
Bishop’s scattergun approach, and her willingness to start
a fight without regard for consistency (or even, some-
times, for the facts), suggests that Howe is now a sitting
duck.

She will speak for the Liberals on matters such as re-
gional unemployment, and on quality-of-life issues such
as access to services, transport and housing: the field
couldn’t have been better suited to the brand of popu-
larism that Bronwyn Bishop serves up so well. She is
unlikely to feel greatly constrained by the remaining
vestiges of Fightback!, or by the anti-protection poli-
cies that the Liberals still have in place. And even the
mess of contradictions she can be expected to present
will not be able to be attacked in quite the same rough-
shod style that Labor now favours. Bishop may be no
lady, but it is doubtful that the electorate would put up
with Paul Keating treating women in the same way that
he treats his male opponents.

In short, Bronwyn Bishop is not lightly to be cast
aside. Whether, as Dorothy Parker might have put it,
she should instead be hurled aside with great torce, is
another question altogether. [ |

Jack Waterford is deputy editor of The Canberra Times.
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MAX 1 EICHMANN

From bad to worse

SENATE SELECT COMMITTEE 1S Inquiring into recent
decisions to allow increases in foreign ownership of the
Australian media. It will examine the possible influence
of the Prime Minister on the Foreign Investment Re-
view Board’s decisions in these matters, and whether
Conrad Black gave Paul Keating assurances that the
Black papers would present Labor policies favourably.
The committee has also indicated that it wants to con-
sider wider questions related to foreign ownership of
the media.

A key witness, Paul Keating, said from the start
that he would not appear before a Senate committee. It
would be a form of slumming, and in any case the Sen-
ate consisted of unrepresentative swill. There is little
to say here. Keating is as he is, and the way he is has re-
established the image of the truculent Australian, at
home and overseas.

The important questions clearly are: is foreign own-
ership of the media a bad thing-—a new threat to Aus-
tralian democracy and independence? Secondly, is the
concentration of media ownership in a few hands {two
foreigners now control 95 per cent of Australia’s metro-
politan daily newspapers) a bad thing? If so, what can be
done about it? And finally, are our politicians media
puppets, or do they collude with the whole process?

What was the Australian media like before foreign
ownership, i.c. before Murdoch Jr chose to become an
American? As an insatiable consumer of its written
offerings from the age of nine, in 1933, and of radio since
1935, I have a sorry tale to tell.

The papers were controlled by Murdoch Senior,
Packer Senior and the Fairfaxes. They were uniformly
anti-Labor, anti-union, pseudo-populist, and mostly
adulatory about the icons in Buckingham Palace. That
was their version of Australian patriotism.

During the Depression the Australian media hardly
said a single sensible, truthful or compassionate thing—
the Melbourne Herald'’s blanket fund and selected Vicars
of Bray sufficed unto the day. There was little economic
information and no alternative scenarios were presented.
Keynes was rarely mentioned, Marx worked in
Hollywood; the social-democratic experiments in Scan-
dinavia and New Zealand were ignored; communism
was the Great Beast.

The catastrophic consequences of World War [, the
suffering caused by the Depression and exposure of the
manifest failures of capitalism were not on the agendas
of media owners in Australia any more than they were
clsewhere in the capitalist world. Distinctions between
foreign and indigenous ownership were irrclevant.

A great many Australians were voiceless during this
period, as a great many are now. The Irish-Australians
did not go along with the jingoistic, imperialist twad-
dle, and the poor and unemployed were not persuaded

by the Panglossian denials of injustice. It was at this
time that I first encountered phrases about Hghts at the
end of tunnels, prosperity being just around the corner,
and serried ranks of ‘economic experts” announcing that
things were on the move. Key indicators like the bird-
sced industry were flashing green, and the next time it
rained it would rain pennics from heaven.

This sct of reactionary newspaper owners contin-
ued to hold sway through the Cold War and the Viet-
nam War, the Gulf War and the recession we had to
have. At some stage they switched horses from London
to Washington, and at some stage they let in like-mind-
ed forcigners. But the notion that there ever was a gold-
en age with a free, diverse, Australian-owned mediais a
myth.

Marx was probably wrong when he said that the
capitalist has no country, if ‘capitalist’ means individu-
al proprictor. But if the judgment is applied to big busi-
ness and the big banks, it is spot on. The task now is to
disabuse national groups of the notion that they have a
country, or need one. (Margaret Thatcher says they don'’t
have a socicety either. She should know )

Of coursc it is possible that our media could be re-
turned to local ownership, and of course the great mo-
nopolies could be broken up. If it is said—and some do
say—that this would be financial folly and lead to de-
clining standards, let us have a full inquiry into these
matters. The inquiry should include the new commu-
nications technologies being kept on ice until the big
players get around to swallowing them, too.

It’s rather like the proposed royal commission into
wealth, or the inquiries that some of us have urged
should be made into the banking and taxation systems.
A government can initiate these whenever it wishes,
an opposition can promisc to do them when it is clect-
ed, and the Senate can set up a committee of inquiry.
The deterrents are fear and venality.

It’s all reminiscent of the J.B. Priestley story about
the ventriloquist who is taken over by his dummy—
eventually he is reduced to a babbling cot case with the
dummy’s voice. Believing they can use the media mag-
nates for their own purposes, our politicians finish up
like the defeated ventriloquist. Nowadays, Labor peo-
ple actually lust for this role.

But, finally, the new kind of foreign ownership does
promise to be worse than our home-grown choruses.
The future is a worldwide, commonly sourced propa-
ganda and sclling machine, functioning like CNN during
the Gulf War. This device will be usable for either 1984
or Brave New World. Do 1 really have to identify the
common source?

Max Teichmann is a Melbourne writer and reviewer.
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public scctor to fill the employment
vacuum created by the private sector.
Working in conjunction with local
government, public sector cmploy-
ment programs can be very cffective
in generating jobs. They can simulta-
neously generate infrastructure, serv-
ices and products attuned to local
needs. There is no shortage of tasks to
be done—building better transport fa-
cilities, schools, hospitals, parks, for
example.

Such public sector jobs are no less
‘productive’ than private sector jobs.
Indeed, improving public infrastruc-
ture or caring more effcctively for the
sick are arguably more productive than
employmentincompetitive commer-
cial advertising or the tax-minimisa-
tion industry! The jobs also help to
finance themselves because the extra
incomes generate more taxes, more
consumer demand and investment
throughout the cconomy. If the gov-
ernment needs more revenue it should
bite the bullet by restoring a more
progressive income tax system. That
would be administratively simpler
than a jobs levy.

The second requircment is a more

A ONE DAY CONFERENCE
ON THE VALUE OF WORK TO
INDIVIDUALS, COMMUNITIES AND TO
AUSTRALIAN SOCIETY.

Thursday 17 February, 394

This conference is hosted by the New College Institute
for Values Research at the University of New South
Wales. It is timed to coincide with public discussion
on the Government's green paper on unemployment.

Speakers include
Mr Michael Easson, Prof Jan Carter,
Prof. John Nevile, Dr Jocelyn Pixley,
Mr John Langmore MP, Prof. Julian Disney,
Revd Ann Wansbrough, Mr Jim Longley MP.
Cost of attendance is $75.00.

Contact: Dr Stephen Frith, Director,

New College Institute for Values Research, UNSW
Anzac Pde, Kensington 2033

(02) 697 8950 Fax (02) 663 4680.
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actively interventionist industry pol-
icy, linked to ecologically sustainable
development. The development of
‘green jobs’ in industries such as ener-
gy, transport and waste management
should be a strong focus. The solar
encrgy industry, for example, is one
where our scientists have been world-
leaders. Stronger backing by govern-
ment and industry could make it a
major export-¢arner. Ecologically-sus-
tainable industries also usually gener-
ate a high ratio of jobs per dollar
invested.The development of such in-
dustries requires long-term planning
of industry development, rather than
a simple faith in frece market forces

to generatc the required re-

M structuring.
EANWHILE, there necds to be a

moratorium on further across-the-
board tariff reductions which have
generated so many casualties, espe-
cially in the motor vehicle manufac-
turing and textile, clothing and foot-
wear industries. Industry policy re-
quires partncrship between govern-
ment, business and unions, to develop
new industries: only then does it make
sense to run down existing ones.

The third requirement is more ef-
fective use of the burgeoning superan-
nuation funds to finance national eco-
nomicdevelopment. These funds need
tobe coordinated nationally to ensure
that they are used for productive and
employment-generating purposes. Of
course, they must be managed to en-
sure good retirement incomes but the
workforce has a long-term interest in
seeing its savings used for the maxi-
mum possible employment-creation.

Regional economic policy is a
fourth area with considerable poten-
tial to creatc employment opportuni-
tics. Reviews being currently under-
taken in other government depart-
ments are revivinga concern with this
dimension of economic policy which
has lain dormant for nearly 20 years.
Regional policy isa means of targeting
policies to the areas of greatest need
and greatest potential. It could help to
diversify the cconomic basc of regions
like those centred on Geelong, New-
castle, Wollongong and Whyallawhich
have been hit hard by job-losses in
manufacturing. Elsewhere, it can be a
catalyst for mobilising resources spe-
cificto  rticular regions.

Fifth, labour training and re-train-
ing programmmes have a modest role to
play. However, it is important not to
rely on policies which open up oppor-
tunities for some groups only at the
expensc of others. At root, the unem-
ployment problem is one of deficien-
cy of aggregate employment opportu-
nities.

Finally, attention must be given to
more effective sharing of work. It
doesn’t make sensc to have some peo-
pledenicdaccess toincome from work
while others are working inordinately
long hours. A shorter working week,
coupled with overtime restrictions,
could produce a much more equitable
outcome,

The most important challenge is
to come to grips with the changed
circumstances in which labour-dis-
placement has become the norm inall
sectors of the economy. These tech-
nological conditions require new
mechanisms for the allocation of jobs
and the distribution of incomes.

We need to create opportunitics
for more flexible work-leisure choic-
es. It makes sense to think in terms of
a 30,000-hour working life, which we
could each work on a part-time basis
or in discrete chunks, interspersed
with education or leisure according to
our personal preferences. This would
mean severing the direct nexus be-
tweenincome and employment which
has been the cornerstone of the wage-
labour relationship in the past. It will
require government initiatives in de-
veloping the appropriate institutions.
A guaranteed minimum annual in-
come scheme would be an appropriate
starting point.

Has the government and its advi-
sors got sufficient courage to move
beyond the reccommendations in the
Green Paper and address these issues,
rather than just tinkering with the
system while hoping for an interna-
tionally-induced cconomic recovery?
Can we put enough pressure on politi-
cians to get them to adopt these more
effective measures? If not, there is
every reason to expect a further polar-
isation of Australian society into em-
ployment ‘haves’ and unemployment
‘have-nots’. [ ]

Frank Stilwell is associate professor of
economics at the University of Syd-
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KEN INGLIS

T WAS ALWAYS GOING TO BE a more military turn-out than Anzac Day. A coffin had to be
carried up Anzac Parade, and how was that to be done except by involving the Defence
Force, and what would they offer but a military funeral? 1 some newspapers, it even
became the funeral of a field marshal. For the television audicnce the deputy director of
the Australian War Memorial, Michael McKernan, informatively in harness with the
jaunty old ABC announcer Bruce Webster, got it right: the remains were to be ‘buried
with the honours due to’ a field marshal.

The ‘directing group’ sct up by the Australian War Memorial, part planning body and part cssay in
diplomacy {one member was June Healy, national sccretary of the RSL), headed off a proposal to give the
Unknown Soldicr a Victoria Cross, and thus to make him not merely a field marshal but the most valorous
of heroes. Differences had been aired at meetings of the group over just how military the funeral would be,
and in particular over whether the ceremony would change character at the point where the Defence Foree
delivered the body to the keeping of the Australian War Memorial. In the event the ritual was military right
to the end, when the air exploded with shots from a firing party on the parapet as the coftin was lowered into
the tomb.

The planners at the Australian War Memorial did their ingenious best to add other elements. As we
arrived we heard young people, brought in from all over Australia, rcading names chosen at random from the
roll of honour that in Charles Bean’s creating vision was at the sacred centre of the Memorial. From time to
time an adult male voice tdentified a dead man more tully: where from, whose beloved son, where and when
and how killed. He remarked that one of the names we were hearing might be the Unknown Soldicer’s, and
he told us that in three hours, from 6.30am to 9.30, this rclay of young people would get through just one per
cent of the names on the tablets.

Invitations to nearly a thousand unit associations were also intended to dilute the presence of the
current Defence Force. The veterans would import some of the informality of Anzac Day—the casual styvle
of people who were once soldiers and who are gathering voluntarily, civically, to honour dead comrades and
remember their own wars. They and their banners were to line the route and move up to the parade ground
before the Stone of Remembrance from as far along Anzac Parade as they found it comfortable to walk.

Some critics had said that ordinary retumed servicemen should compose the party of pallbearers who
accompanied the coffin on its way to the tomb, rather than the service chiets and the Prime Minister {and, at
the last minute, the Leader of the Opposition and the national president of the RSLY who had been chosen tor
the honour. One other pallbearer went almost unnoticed: Air Vice-Marshal (but wearing civvies) Sir Joseph
Gilbert, vice-president of the Commonwecalth War Graves Commission, from whosc cemetery outside Vil-
lers-Bretonneux the Unknown had been exhumed.

Had the commission’s president come instead, he would certainly have been noticed, for he is the Duke
of Kent. The royal presence would have required careful explanation. He would have been here
to represent the commission rather than his cousin the Queen, and perhaps the delicacy of that distinetion,
at a time when another of the palibearers had been numbering the days ot the monarchy
in Australia cxplains why the royal duke did not come. It must have been the first

significant event in Australia, obscrved John Lahey in The Age, to which nobody

royal had been invited.

A.\uw(; THE BANNERS at the ceremony appears one, unlicensed but unmolested, which complicates the
atmosphere by declaring, alongside a huge Flanders poppy, Ficar War, Not Waks. The parade itsclt will have
an element of historical pageantry, as men and horses impersonate old mounted units and, behind them but
ahead of 300 serving men and women of the army, navy and air force, walks a woman dressed in the red,
white and grey of a Great War nurse, accompanied by a dozen or so men unitormed as her contemporaries of
the First AIF. They are not mentioned in the printed program, but on television they are introduced as ‘the
heritage group’. The most colourful figures in the pageant, unmentioned on either the program or on televi-
sion, arc three chaplains walking together, tully robed in white and pink, black and white, red and black.

The most strikingly unmilitary element is a tall figure in formal black whom the ABC’s cameras and
commentators dwell on. The funceral directors have involved themselves in the project, as their English
predecessors had done for the exhumation and entombment of the empire’s Unknown Warrior in 1920, They

Vorume 4 Numper 1 o EUREKA STREET

23



The Prime Minister
begins what is described
in the program as the
culogy. ‘We do not know
this Australian's name
and we never will,” he
says. The next four
sentences begin with the
same four words. The
phrase tolls, and its
formalitv, from someone
whose speech 1s so
famously colloquial,
cives him an unusual
cravity. Paul Keating
bashes no Pom ...
Whocver proposed these
words for him, Keating
has accepted them, and
thev are heard with
relief, even gratitude, by
listeners not normally

disposed to admire him
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have donated the Tasmanian blackwood coffin; they have coached servicemen in how to lift, carry and
lower it; they have advertised in the papers their proud participation in the event. The man in black is
here today, viewers are told, to make sure everything is done correctly. What would incorrectness be, 1
wondcer, and whom could it trouble?

The man in black lcads the coffin down the steps of the old Parliament Housc into bright spring
sunshing, sces it onto the gun carriage drawn by a Land Rover and walks ahead, to music played at
funcreal pace by a military band with drums muftled by black covers, behind the contingent slow-march-
ing across King's Avenue Bridge and up Anzac Parade. Along the parade ‘mourning guns’ boomed cvery
minute in salute, startling both civilians along the route and crows in the trees of Mount Ainslic.

Behind the veterans” groups stands an assorted crowd of spectators: 20-25,000, the commentators
cstimate. Old men in suits and old women in hats; young men with long hair and carrings and young
women in jeans; children in school uniform, even though the ACT Minister for Education has not
proclaimed a half-holiday. The Prime Minister and the Leader of the Opposition slow-march behind
the coffin draped with the flag one wants to keep and the other hopes to replace, and

the Governor-General walks behind them as Chief Mourner. All the state
premiers march together in a line.

-» ~ EARL BRIEFED ON WIAT IS HAPPENING, 10 spare words composed by the Australian War Memorial’s
Ncil MacPherson and spoken in the clear Australian actor’s voice of Hee MacMillan. He fills us in also
on what is not happening. No official greeting for dignitaries as on an ordinary Armistice [or Anzac) Day,
for today there is only one VIP.

The first voice we hear from the platform is a woman’s. Dame Beryl Beaurepaire, chairman of the
Australian War Memornial's council, ex-WAAAF, accepts the remains into its care, and says so in words
well-crafted and delivered to communicate the significance of the moment. The Stone of Remembrance
in front of the Memorial has become a catafalque. That old word, as explained on television, means a
plattorm on which a body is placed before burial, and we hear it often as an NCO barks out commands to
his catatalquce party.

The stone has never borne this meaning before, as no other dead Auseralian has been repatriated
from a war—except Major-General Sir William Bridges, commander of the AIF, who was mortally wounded
at Gallipoli. His remains were brought to the site of the future federal capital and buried near the summit
of Mount Pleasant, just above where we are now gathered for the interring of the body from France.

We are asked to stand and sing a setting of Psalm 23, In the years after 1918 most people would have
sung it without the help of a text. Some do now, but most, including Paul Keating, look down from line
to line, and many do not sing at all. This does litele musical harm, as Trealise when watching a videotape
of the event later at hom, for the planners have stationed an invisible choir from the Defence Foree close
to microphones around the congregation.

Hee MeMillan asks us to sit. Some returned men are stitl ambling uphill behind their banners as the
Prime Minister begins what is deseribed in the program as the culogy. “We do not know this Australian’s
name and we never will’, he savs, The nexe four sentences begin with the same four words. The phrasce
tolls, and its formality, tfrom somceonce whose speech is so famously colloguial, gives him an unusual
gravity. Paul Keating bashes no Pom, and doces not even remark that the return of an unknown Austral-
ian, after all chose years in which we were content to be represented by the remains in Westminster
Abbey, is an event registering the end of empire and possibly heralding the republic. Wondering why this
man volunteered for the war, he savs ‘the chances are that he wene for no other reason than that he
believed it was the duty he owed his country and his King.’

Whocver proposed these words for him, Keating has accepted them, and they are heard with relic,
cven gratitude, by listeners not normally disposed to admire him—though none of his opponents says
that in public. ‘He is all of then’, savs the Prime Minister. *And he is one of us.” The culogy fits this
occasion as Pericles” funeral oration fitted its moment in the history of Athens and Lincoln's the dedica-
tion of the cemertery at Gettysburg. The culogist makes three slight stumbles and one misrcading. If, as
Freud said, there are no accidents, we may hear in these slips the uncase of a man who [like most of our
prime ministers! has never been to war: the words momentarily lost are ‘soldier’, ‘unknown” and *Aus-
tralian’, and once he says ‘law’ where the text has ‘war’. This afternoon a copy of the culogy will be
handed to everybody who visits the Tomb.,

‘We do not know’, Paul Keating has said, © ... what religion, if he had a religion .. The makers of
ceremony assume that we all do have one—that we believe in God, though not that we are all Christians.
Psalm 23, common property of Christian and Jew, is the only hymn. The Prayer of Remembrance we are
now invited to recite from our programs, and the Pravers of Con  ittal and for Australia at later points,
have been composed with worldviews other than the Judaco-Christian in mind. The Praver for Australia
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(which would in carlier days have been called, as Bruce Webster does on television, the Benediction)
invokes, among other gods, ‘the God of the Dreamtime’.

Viewers are told, though the congregation is not, that the men leading us in these prayers are chap-
lains to the Defence Force. Nobady is told to which denominations they belong, though television
identifics one as a Monsignor. That would once have been a remarkable face, for the Catholic Church
long prohibited clergy from participating in ‘combined’” Anzac or Armistice Day services on the ground
that they were acts of Protestant worship.

At this very place, the ceremony of inauguration in 1941, 32 years ago to the day, was almost wrecked
by conflict over the issuc; only the intervention of the War Cabinet, [as McKernan reports in his history
of the Australian War Memorial, Here Is Their Spirit) prevented the opening ot the nation’s shrine to war
dead from going ahcad without the involvement of clergy representing a quarter of its people.

The utterly uncontroversial participation of Monsignor John White, an RAAF chaplain, demon-
strates how far the traditional Australian scctarianism has receded. Today’s arrangers take tor granted an
Anglo-Celtic amalgam, and concentrate their concern on not breaching a new convention of multicul-
tural, multi-theological consensus. In a first draft for the return of the Unknown Soldier, he was to lic for
a while in the Changi Chapel at Duntroon, but the Defence Foree’s religious advisers feared that to do so
might, as the saying now goes, privilege Christianity; and thatis how he came to lie in the old Parliament
House.

The three prayers incorporate confident affirmations of Australian nationality:

They came fron every part of the nation,
from places like Albany and Ararat,
Tarcutta and Tully,
Hobart and Hindmarsh
It’s arresting to hear those words spoken in a liturgical murmur.

Before the coffin is lifted up the steps of the Memorial, through the forecourt and into the Hall of
Memory, there occurs a strange picce of ritual inserted at the request of the Governor-General because he
wanted something to do out here as well as beside the Tomb. ‘The coftin’, says the program, ‘is halted
before the Chief Mourner in a silent salute.” “The Unknown Soldicer gives his salute,” says Bruce Webster,
‘and on behalf of us all the Governor-General salutes the Unknown Soldier'—by putting right hand on
heart. Then we all stand, and the funeral party moves out of our sight, its movements vividly described
by Hee MacMillan. He offers vignettes of what people are doing at this moment at war memorials around
the country.

We hear the firing party fire. (One of the most senior ofticers in the RAAF, 1 lcamn later, shares my
civilian feeling that this is a painfully inappropriate noise). We recite, it we choose, the Prayer of Dedica-
tion. When the coffin has been lowered into the tomb, the Governor-General places on it a sprig of
wattle. Onc of the Great War veterans scated at the side of the Hall {helped by Major Ray Curtis, who has
been a skilful producer of the military spectaclel, drops picces of soil from Poziceres. The national presi-
dent of the Returned & Services League, ‘Digger’ James, who has been a pallbearer, recites the lines of
Laurence Binyon which have long been at the centre of RSL liturgy: ‘They shall grow not old, as we that

are left grow old ... 7 “They’ include his own brother, missing in the North African desert.
The congregation, which can hear but not sce in this part of the procecd-
ings, repeats: ‘'We will remember them!

S HARP AT ELEVEN O'CLOCK The Last Post, pure and poignant as cver, is bugled from the parapet. We are

left with our own thoughts and feelings, memorices and hopes, for two minutes, in the silence once
obscrved around the world at this time on this day. How many of us try to imagine him? The bugler
sounds The Rouse (why not called Reveille?). Flags, until now at halt-mast are raised to the top of poles.
The funeral party returns, and we and the band do our best to make our lamentable national anthem
Advance Australia Fair sound inspiriting.

After the last of the prayers, the Defence Foree people begin to march from the parade ground. We
remain scated, as requested, but for the first time we do something not prescribed in the program. We
clap. We applaud spontancously first the horses and their riders, then the services’ contingent, then the
hand, as it scts now the regular brisk pace, for The Road to Gundagai and tunes from the Great War. John
Lahcy interprets nicely the sudden change of mood, as a smiling and chatting accompany applausc: ‘It
was as if we had all shed a burden”

This moment reveals how the “funcral’ of someone who died at least three-quarters of a century ago
ditfers emotionally from an ordinary funcral. We would be no likelier to clap straight after the burial or
cremation of someonce recently dead than to clap in church. Nobody here is feeling the agony of fresh
bercavement by war.
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The royal presence would
have required careful
explanation. The Duke of
Kent would have been
here to represent the War
Graves Commission
rather than his cousin the
Queen, and perhaps the
delicacy of that
distinction, at a time
when another of the
pallbearers had been
numbering the days of the
monarchy in Australia
explains why the royal
duke did not come. It
must have been the first
significant event in
Australia, observed John
Lahey in The Age, to
which nobodv roval had

been invited.
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The formal cerer my
was only one part of the
day. In the afternoon
people who in the
morning had been
asked only to watch
and listen and sing and
pray were invited to go
into the Hall of
Memory, to see the
coffin in its still open
tomb, and if they
wanted to, lay a flower
beside it. If the purpose
of the project was to
complete the making of
a shrine, the proposed
gesture was rather like

an act ()7[ communion.
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We can’t assume, though, that all the gricf induced in 1914-1918 has gone. Sam Benson, former
Labor member of Federal Parliament, now 84, fought back tears as he told a reporter a few days ago that
he has always missed the father who has been missing since Fromelles. For those of us who have had no
loved onc or known ancestor dic in war (among them me and my age-mates, sons and daughters of fathers
born too latce for the First World War, too young ourselves for the Sccond, and with sons not old enough
for Victmam), the emotions provoked by this occasion must he more diffuse than those experienced by
people remembering particular dead soldiers from wars recent or remote.

Their networks of memory may well streteh a long way. As Paul Keating reminded us (in a speech
composed for him by Don Watson, whosc grandfather served in the First AIF), more than 100,000 Aus-
tralians have died since 1914 in the service of their country. The 60,000 dead of the Great War, buried in
named or unnamed graves on the other side of the world, remain more numerous than the rest. We might
expect awareness of them, and of their 270,000 or so mates who returned, to evaporate steadily as survi-
vors become fewer and fewer, scen into graves or rose gardens or columbariums by relatives and friends.
[ wonder if, on the contrary, they are actually becoming more familiar, not less, to their descendants.

Peter Weir's film Gallipoli expressed the curiosity of grandchildren, and has inspired much ques-
tioning among them. The boom in gencealogy, a pursuit somewhere between hobby-history and ancestor-
worship, has been placing dead soldiers in family trees, especially since the treemakers have discovered
that the Australian War Memorial and the Australian Defence Foree Academy will supply information
about any man or woman who went to war. “The word we hear most often is “great-uncle” 7, says a man
who fields inquiries at the Australian War Memorial. The number of people who had greac-uncles in the
First AIF must run into millions. World War I yiclded fewer deaths but put many more men and women
in uniform. The youngest of the survivors are now in their mid-sixties, and grandchildren interview
them for school assignments. From Korca and Vietnam the deaths are fewer; but if time heals wounds,
there has been less of it to perform that therapy for their partners and children.

Mcn, women and children bereaved by the Vietnam War are the first Australians to have been
offcred, while their grief at soldiers’ death was fresh, professional advice on coping with it. Clergy and
funcral directors now collaborate as ‘“grict counscllors’. That spotter of significant surfaces, Barry Hum-
phrics, has Beryl Stone, widow of the old spirit-soldicr Sandy, working this year as a grief counsellor on
the Gold Coast. Don'’t repress your griet, say the new voices. Let it out. Face it, literally, by looking at the
dead body as our ancestors used to and people in other cultures do. Mourn. And if the body is not there!?
When the Athenians gave a public funeral to the first citizen soldicrs who had died in the Peloponnesian
War, displaying the bones of the dead in the coffin of each tribe, one car in the procession carried, as
Thucydides reports, an ‘cmpty bier decked for the missing, that is, for those whose bodies could not be

recovered.” Here s the antecedent of the Unknown Soldicr, enabling rela-
I tives of the missing to participate in the public tuncral ceremony.

N AUSTRALIA AS IN BRITAIN AND THE OTHER DOMINIONS, nearly all the bodies of men killed in the world wars
were missing: many because they were never identified, the rest because imperial policy dictated their
bunal in forcign fields rather than repatriation home. The Unknown Warrior entombed in Westminster
Abbey in 1920 was supposcd to represent them all. The homecoming of the Unknown Australian Soldicr
in 1993 addresses all his compatriots whose sons, hushands and fachers had gone missing in wars.

So, tor 70 years, have the rituals of Anzac Day, around all those war memorials created as substitute
graves, been sites for simulating the funerals that never were. Today for the first time we have a body, or
{we all wonder) whatever is left now, after all that time in the carth, of bits that could not be identified 75
years ago. Each to his and her own reflections, as we contemplate the flag-draped coffin, (with prompting
from the funereal musie, the hymn, the prayers, the eulogist’s words) on the life and deatch of this man,
other men and women, all mortal kind.

The Funeral of the Unknown Australian Soldier is first and last a ceremony of valediction to the old
AIF, represented now, in the Hall of Memiory, by a few frail survivors of the legion who had given their
country a myth of creation. Myths may come and go. This one is under challenge on several fronts: from
feminists who sce the Anzac legend as excluding women or, worse, embodying gender-based violence;
from liberals who diagnose nationalism as a wholly pathological phenomenon; from pacifists {a category
overlapping with the first twol who believe that no war ever is, or was, worth fighting; and from multi-
culturalists who assert that the Anzac tradition is irrclevant to more and more Australians.

Whether or not this enterprise will make the Anzac legend more resilient, 1 don’t know; but the
entombment was certainly a momentous public event. The ceremony, an Australian-accented mixture
of traditions civil and military and improvisations where precedent was lacking, provoked at least admi-

“m frons st about everybody 1 have talked with, and most of them—some to their own surprise—
tound it moving. Hearing good words spoken, and sceing the cotfin despatched towards its tomb, we had
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some sense, however difficult to articulate, of participation in a solemn communal experience.

The formal ccremony was only one part of the day. In the afternoon people who in the morning had
been asked only to watch and listen and sing and pray were invited to go into the Hall of Memory, to sce
the coffin in its still open tomb, and if they wanted to, lay a flower beside it. If the purpose of the project
was to complete the making of a shrine, the proposed gesture was rather like an act of communion.
Thousands made it. Fifteen thousand on Thursday and 50,000 before the tomb was

scaled on Sunday night, in a city of 300,000 people remote from large centres

of population.
ON THE STEPS OUTsIDE, RSL volunteers offered artificial poppies on wire stems in return for a donation,
and licensed vendors sold carnations. For an old Australian Protestant, the scene belonged to All Souls’
Day in Catholic Europe. Carrying their flowers, visitors were guided into the Hall of Memory and around
the tomb, flush with the marble floor and covered for the time being by glass through which they could
sec on the coffin a bayonet, the Governor-Gencral’s sprig of wattle, the old digger’s bits of carth, and a
plaque inscribed AN UNKNOWN AUSTRALIAN SOLDIER OF THE War 0of 1914-1918.

Behind the tomb, in front of four tall and slender pillars of exquisitely worked wood, glass, metal and
stonc representing the four elements of lifte—carth, water, tire and air—lay two slabs of marble that after
a few days would cover the tomb, inscribed by order of the Australian War Memorial’s Council a little
more amply than the coffin: he is an unknown Australian soldier killed in the War of 1914-1918. On a
sloping ledge in front of the tomb is inscribed another message, the first statement of meaning the ordi-
nary visitor sces: HE SYMBOLISES ALL AUSTRALIANS WHO HAVE DIED IN waR. The council prescribed that form of
words after hard debate initiated by members who wanted not soLpier but warrior, in deference to sailors
and airmen.

Charles Bean had wanted the names of the dead to be inscribed around the Hall of Memory. When
they had to be placed instead along the cloisters in the forecourt, nobody quite knew what to put in the
Hall. Until now, the huge bronze figure of a serviceman has loomed over visitors. He has been removed,
replaced by the tomb and attendant pillars. There remain the original mosaic representations of soldier,
sailor, airman and nursc at cach corner of the Hall, the stained glass windows embodying the supposed
attributes of Australians in war, and the dome embellished with soaring mosaic forms.

Soon the tomb was surrounded with single flowers, wreaths, bunches made up by florists and by
home gardencrs, with cards bearing messages trom the stiffly formal to one, by a hand not long used to
WTiting, WE ARE SORRY YOU DYED. Two soldiers had put their own Diggers’ hats among the flowers. To one
wreath was attached a card for Bill, a father and brother and son lost over the North Sca in 1942, AT REST AT
asT. There were old photographs, one of a private, ‘Missing, Presumed Killed’, on Gallipoli. At last the
Hall of Memory was able to welcome the sentiment of reverent recollection Bean had always wanted it
to clicit.

That was not all. As people queued along the castern cloister, close to the rolls of honour for World
War II, somebody found that you could wedge the wire stalk of a poppy between two tablets alongside
one particular name. By five o’clock, when Tioined the queue, nearly a hundred people had stuck poppies
{occasionally carnations and rosemary) beside names; and in the opposite cloister, housing the roll of
honour for World War [, almost as many had found names they were looking for and attached flowers to
them. On their way to and from paying respect to the Unknown Soldicr, they were making their own
private and spontancous gestures in memory of the known.

Day by day the walls became more densely splashed with scarlet. On Saturday [ saw a three-gener-
ation group, baby in pram, war veteran in wheelchair, woman photographing both against a poppy-marked
name. The poppies were thickest on the tablets for Vietnam: about a hundred among the five hundred
names. Outside the building, Simpson and his donkey were garlanded with poppics.

I think Charles Bean would have been profoundly pleased with the occasion. He would have liked all
the words spoken: Keating’s, articulating for a new generation a vision so close to his own; the prayers, by
clergymen expressing notions of death and life as undogmatic as he himself had held—their resort to
Australian idiom influenced, I should guess, by his Anzac Requiem {which I wish somebody had used).
He would have believed that the Australian War Memorial was at last complete. One chaplain used
cxactly Bean’s description of it: ‘this sacred place’. The chronicler and memorialist of the old AIF might
have been moved most deeply not by words but by those gestures with the poppies, the Great War's
perennial emblems of death and life.

Ken Inglis is professor of history at the Rescarch School of Social Sciences, Australian National University.

Peter Weir's film
Gallipoli expressed the
curiosity of
grandchildren, and has
inspired much
questioning among
them. The boom in
genealogy, a pursuit
somewhere between
hobby-history and
ancestor-worship, has
been placing dead
soldiers in family trees,
especially since the
treemakers have
discovered that the
Australian War
Memorial and the
Australian Defence Force
Academy will supply
information about any
man or woman who

went to war.
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(GEOFFREY MILNE

The musical rampant

NYONE WHO PAYS CVCN passing
attention to the performing arts will
be aware that the Australian stage is
awash with musicals. (Thesame thing,
of course, is also truce of London and
New York.) Since the mid-1980s,
hardly an Australian citizencould have
cscaped the barrage of advertisements
for shows like Cuats, Les Misérables,
Phantom of the Opera, 42nd Street,
The King and I or South Pacific.

Hundreds of thousands of Austral-
ians have responded by brandishing
their plastic cards for tickets and even
for interstate bus and plane packages
to sce these block-busting entertain-
ments. For example, when the Lon-
don-bascd impresario Cameron Mack-
intosh announced back in1986 that
Cats (his hit show which was running
to capacity business in Sydney at the
time) would under no circumstances
cver leave that city, hordes of Mel-
bournians and Brishanites immedi-
ately booked special tourist packages
to Sydney, soas not tomissout on that
peculiarly vacuous but scemingly
compulsory night out.

Only a fcw months later, Cats
moved into Her Maijesty’s in Mel-
bourne and Sydneysiders who had
misscd it started flocking to Mel-
bourne. Since then, the show and a
dozen others like it have attracted
huge box-office business in all the
major Australian citics, usually with
record advance sales and publicity.

And pretty much cvery time a
show has moved out of the Theatre
Rovyal or Her {or His) Majesty’s after
scemingly endless tenure, another has
been instantly ready to take its place.
An cxtreme example of this occurred
last July when Phantom packed out of
The Princess in Mclbourne after 31
months {cn route for Sydney’s Thea-
tre Royal); the stage crew simply refit-
ted their lights and their T-shirts and
received a brief return scason of Cats
{en route for South-East Asial. Mack-

intosh’s Phantom, of course, had in
turn replaced his previous Princess
occupant, Les Mis, which had, in its
turn, replaced Cats in Sydney’s Thea-
tre Royal back in 1987!

It should be made clear that this
scemingly cosy arrangement for the
staging of overscas musical comedices
isnot the sole prerogative of Cameron
Mackintosh (like a latter-day J.C. Wil-
liamson}and that it isnot restricted to
the recently penned effusions of the
Tim Rices and Andrew Lloyd-Web-
bers of this world. The truth is that
Australians arc flocking to musicals
of all kinds and from all cras. Even the
subsidised State theatre companices
are getting in on the act that their
commercial brethren have opened up,
many of them clubbing together to
mount interstate co-productions or
simply ‘buying-in’ saleable ‘product’
from theirsuccessful {and risk-taking)
interstate collcagucs.

Until the end of Octaber last year,
22 large-scale musical productions
werestagedin Australia by major com-
mercial and/orsubsidised theatre com-
panics. This number, incidentally,
corresponds almost exactly with the
1992 national figures and at least 10 of
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the big shows that were going around
in 1992 were still on offer somewhere
in Australia last ycar. Much the samce
was truc in 1991.

I should point out that my figures
here are based on personal obscrva-
tion (I sce upwards of 150 professional
theatre productions a ycar in Mcl-
bourne and a number interstate) and
on study of The Australian and New
Zcaland Theatre Record, an excellent
monthly published by the Australian
Theatre Studics Centre of the Univer-
sity of New South Wales.

The point will not be missed that
Australia has almost reverted to its
theatrical touring heyday of the turn
of the century, inasmuch as virtually
cvery big musical that is staged now-
adays 1s destined for a national tour.,
Cats and Les Mis have been scen just
about cverywhere; 42nd Street is on
target for the same fate. The so-called
RQTC/MTC production of High So-
ciety ladapted from the MGM movice
by Carol Burns, initially for the State
Theatre Company of South Australia
in 1992} was scen in Melbourne until
carly Fcbruary 1993, then in Brisbane
at the Suncorp Theatre (February/
March), then in Canberra (at the Can-
berra Theatre) in late March.

After a recess {and some re-work-
ingand cast-changes), it rccommenced
life in Perth {at His Majesty’s) in Sep-
tember; it transferred to Her Majesty's
in Adclaide for most of October and
then to the Lyric in the Queensland
Performing Arts Complex fora scason
in later October/November before re-
turning to Melbourne for Christmas
in the Comedy Theatre.

Similarly national cxposure was
achicved by Australian dancer David
Atkins’ Hot Shoe Shuffle, which also
began life in 1992, in Sydney. In 1993,
this tribute to the tap-dancing heroes
of American song-and-dance shows
was scen by adoring audicences in
Melbournce {at the Maj, in January and
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Fcbruary), Sydney {at The Footbridge,

from May to July), Adclaide [the Maj,

in August and September) and even at

the Scagulls Rugby League Club
on the Tweed in Septem-
ber and October.

OTTOBE DENILD, Australian sing-
crJohn Waters managed tofind enough
interest throughout 1993 in his trib-
ute to John Lennon (Looking Through
a Glass Onion, which also premiered
in 1992} to take it to Perth in January,
to Adelaide in February, to Brisbane in
June, to Sydney in July/August and to
Hobart later in August. The West
Australian Aboriginal musical, Bran
Nue Dae {which had also been seenin
Sydney, Canberra and clsewhere in
Australia afterits premiere in Perth in
1990} finally made it to Mclbourne in
1993, courtesy of the MTC and Play-
ing Australia, the Commonwealth
Government’s admirable initiative
designed to foster the touring of high-
quality Australian pcerforming arts
matcrial.

Even the not-so-successtul revival
of the 32-year-old How to Succeed in
Business Without Really Tryving man-
aged to move on from its Footbridge
Theatre premicre in Sydney in Janu-
ary to tour to Brisbanc in May and to
Perth in June. Another revival, the
Rice/Lloyd-Webber Joseph and the
Amuazing Technicolour Dreamcoat,
was scen by audiences in Melbourne
(at the State Theatre in January), Bris-
bane {at the Lyric in March) and Syd-
ney (at Her Majesty’s in a season be-
ginning on 1 May]|.

Others were not so lucky: Mecl-
boumne critics wondered why Grease
was donc atall in a two-week transter
from Sydncy to the State Theatre in
May/June while a proposed tour of
Dan Goggin’s Nunsense IH{a sequel to
the tackily-billed ‘funny nunny musi-
cal’” Nunsensel failed to survive the
mauling it reccived in Sydney during
its 13-day scason for Malcolm C.
Cooke and Edgley Ventures at the
Mectro over the same period in May/
June.

Even Lloyd-Webber had a rare flop
with the much-vaunted Gale Edwards’

Australian production of Aspects of

Love, which dicd carly at Mclbournce's
Comedy Theatre in May after trans-
ferring from Sydney’s Theatre Royal,
where it had premicred the previous
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November. This one-tune-wonder
{‘Love; love changes everything’) was
never going to be rescued by high-
technology staging or big-name per-
formers.

A couple of all-imported black
American tribute shows also enjoyed
only modest success in 1993, These
were the rather tired and lacklustre
Fats Waller tribute, Ain’t Misbehavin
(which playedin Melboumne, Adelaide
and Sydney from Fcbruary to May)
and the slightly brighter Five Guys
Named Moe, a tribute to the song-
writcer Louis Jordan, which opened in
Meclbourne’s Athenacum in October
and hung on until carly in the new
year.

Undaunted, other entreprencurs
preserved with the genre, notably the
Sydney Theatre Company and the
Victorian State Opera. Neither of these
has been reluctant in recent years to
cmbrace the commercial possibilities
of the musical, and 1993 was no cx-
ception for them. The STC weighedin
with a production [delayed by prob-
lemsinherentinhigh-technology stag-
ing!) of Stephen Sondheim’s Into the
Woods in the Drama Theatre of the
Sydney Opera House from March to
May. Why, onc wonders, do we sce so
littlein Australia of Sondheim’s work,
sincc he is arguably the most effective
of modern-day Amierican exponents
of the musical genre? The fact that the
one other professional Australian
Sondheim production in 1993, Fol-
lies, got only a one-night stand for the
Mclbourne International Festival of
the Arts in September—in a

concert version—adds foree
to this question.

HE VSO BROUGHT Us not one {as 1s
customary} but two old musicals in
1993—the surcly dated Annie Get
Your Gun in September and the oddly
ceven more old-fashioned, albeit more
recently written, My Fair Ladv in
November. West Side Story 1s to fol-
low in 1994.

As if to rub salt into the wounds of
an avowed non-lover of tired old for-
cign musicals, the 44-ycar-old classic
of the American musical stage, Rogers
and Hammerstein’s South Pacific, has
begun doing the rounds of the now
well-trod circuit of state parforming
arts centres and commmercial theatres
(heginning in the Adelaide Festival

Theatre in June, like The King and I'a
couple of years ago) and is due into the
State Theatre of the Victorian Arts
Centre in January, by which time |
shall be safely on holidays. Over
Christmas, however, I did manage to
catch jand to enjoy considerably] a
splendidly produced musical adapta-
tion of the evergreen Dickens story,
Scrooge—the Musical, in the Princess
Theatre.

It is clear that musicals arc all the
rage—the genre for the nervous 1990s,
as some have put it. Leonard Radic,
writing in The Age (1 January 1993),
points to the reeession as a reason for
the popularity of the musical. ‘In hard
times,” he argues, ‘people look for dis-
traction’. This may be true, but musi-
cal entertainments have been popular
in Australiafora very long time. What
has certainly facilitated the success of
bigshows in recent times has been the
cnormous development in theatre
technology, such as computerised
scenery and lighting changes. Like-
wise, there is now a chain of sophisti-
catednew theatres in the various state
arts centres (together with a network
of energetically entreprencurial arts
centre trusts) which complements the
chain of older commercial theatres
andnewer commercial managements.

It is interesting that blockbuster
revivalslike The King and Fand South
Pacific have been collaborations be-
tween the commercial Malcolm
Cooke and the state-subsidised Ad-
claide Festival Centre managements.
In other words, there is a strong infra-
structure that is supportive of large-
scale touring and audiences are de-
manding and getting value for money
in terms of production values, cven it
what they are sceing is often the tri-
umph of form over content.

All of this is making it increasing-
ly difficult for the non-musical scetor,
but not entirely impossible. For musi-
cals still donot constitute the entircty
of the Australian theatre repertoire,
however rampant they may be at the
moment. I shall return to the question
of content next month, beginning with
Australia’s lcading playwright, Wil-
liam Shakespeare.

Geoffrey M 1e is head of the division
of drama at La Trobe University and a
dre reriticfo - ABC.
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cinematic tinkering. [Though not from
chicanery with the paperwork: the
Rabbittes became the Curleysbecause
Alan Parker’s production company for
The Commitiments now owns the
name ‘Rabbitte’.}

The common cast member of the
two films is Colm Mcany, who is
superb as the Rabbitte/Curley pater-
familias, Dessic. In The Snapper Des-
sie must contend with the pregnancy
of his cldest daughter, Sharon (Tina
Kcllegher!, and with the prospect that
the father of her child may be their
odious middle-agedneighbour, George
Burgess {Pat Laffan]. The film tells
how Sharon, in Roddy Doyle’s phrase,
turns an accident into an achieve-
ment, and how Dessic, his wife Kay
[Ruth McCabe) and the rest of their
brood rise above the various kinds of
petty-mindedness that a single moth-
crcanbringoutin communitics where
cveryone knows everyone else’s busi-
ness.

The Snapperprocl: s that family
life is A Good Thing but, unlike the
legion of Hollywood tilms which do
the same, it manages to endorse its
exemplary family without drowning
them in sugar syrup. And that little
achicvement is A Good Thing, too.

—Ray Cassin

Change « “ ife

Mrs Doubtfire, dir. Chris Columbus
[Hoyts). Male actors doing the gender
shuftleare nothing new. Think of Jack
Lemmon and Tony Curtis in Some
Like It Hot. Or, if you're alittle young-
cr, Dustin Hotfman as Toolsie comes
to mind. Now it's Robin Williams
donning the make-up. Mrs Doubtfire
presents him with a role tailor-made
forhis cceentricitics, and Williams, in
the role ot out-of-work actor Danicl
Hillard, exploits it beautifully.

After 14 vears of marriage Hillard’s
wife, Miranda (Sally Ficlds), has
resumed her carcer in interior design
and is on the way up. One aftermoon
she comes home from the office to
find that Danicl has hired a mobile
zoa for their son’s birthday. Amid
mayhem she kicks the animals out,
and then Danicl as well,

Divorce procecdings end with
Miranda gainingcustody of their three
children. Danicl has access visits but
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being a Saturday father is unendura-
ble, and when Miranda advertises for
anafter-schoolhousckeeperheresorts
todesperate measures. Danicl gets his
hair dong, slides into a body suit and
knocks on the doorof his formerhome
as the 60-vear-old Mrs Doubtfire, com-
plete with dubious English accent.

Will the children find out, will the
parents get back together again, will
Miranda’s developing romance with
an old flame take off? Columbus man-
ages to keep a fair degree of uncertain-
ty inthe viewer's mind, alchough well
betore the end of the film some sort of
happy ending scems inevitable.

Mrs Doubtfire tackles the com-
plex and sad reality of marriage break-
downandits cftects onchildren. There
arc some nonc-too-subtle messages
about the need tor partners tocommu-
nicate and the importance of loving
your kids. Nothing we didn’t already
know, but it doesn’t hurt to hear it
again.

—Brad Halse

Junk food

Addams Family Values, dir. Barry
Sonnentfeld (Greater Union); The Bev-
erlv Hillbillies, dir. Penelope Spheeris
{Hovesl; Robin Hood: Men in Tights,
dir. Mel Brooks (Hoyts). Nostalgia can
provide sustenance when thoroughly
modern fare scems indigestible, and
this summer the filmgoer’s dict is
loaded with calories meant to stir the
memory. Among the comedies there
is the southern-fried goodness of The
Beverly Hillbillies and that exotic
sccond course, Addams Family Val-
ues.

Unfortunately the taste is sour.
Addams Family Values does not do
justice to the '60s television serics.
The quirky one-liners are fine in a
half-hour sprint but can’t carry an
unimaginative script for 90 minutces.

Uncle Fester (Christopher Lloyd)
is the centre of this poorly directed
story. He hecomes infatuated with
the nanny whom Gomez (Raul Julia)
and Morticia {Anjelica Houston) hire
tor their new baby. The nanny {Joan
Cusack} turns out to be one of the
many female scrial killers now run-
ning around film scts and tries to
bump off Fester for his millions. The
saving grace is a bit of spirit shown by

Christina Ricci as Wednesday
Addams.

It’s hard to determine how The
Beverlv Hillbillies differs. Tt too is a
resurrccted television show about an
extended tamily unable to fit in with
socicety; it too features a femme fatale
trying to steal the bucks; and it too has
a cast that flounders except for a lone
hand (in this casc Lily Tomlin as Miss
Hathawayl. The camcos by Dolly
Parton, Zsa Zsa Gabor and Buddy
Ebscn as Barnaby Jones provide a bit of
interest as do the out-takes that are
packagedwith the closingceredits. The
actors’ asides beat their seripted lines
hands down.

On the other hand there 1s Mcl
Brooks' Men in Tights. Not only docs
it send up other Robin Hood films but
along the way it takes a poke at The
Godfather, Malcolm X, the Rodney
King trial and cven the Kennedy assass-
ination. The fun is propelled by a
mixture of offbeat humour and sight
gags in the tradition of Get Smart and
Blazing Saddles.

What separates this film from the
others is that there is no second-rate
storyline to retard the humour—
Brooks just doesn’t bother with a plot.
He also gets a good response from his
cast. Cary Elwes (Robin), Amy Yasbeck
(Maid Marian!, and Roger Rees jthe
Sheritf of Rottingham}deliver theatri-
cal camp which is complemented by
the idiocy of Dom Deluise, Dick Van
Patten and Mel Brooks himself.

—Jon Greenaway

Alas, poor Adolf

Daens . dir. Stijn Coninx {independ-
ent cinemas) s a tale about the
Catholic Church and its discontents:
priest takes papal social teaching
scriouslv and encourages poverty-
stricken parishioners to resist their
lot; priest’s actions horrify powerful
conservative Catholics, who lobby
against him in Rome; priest is repudi-
ated by church authoritics.

Sounds familiar? It could describe
many parts of the Catholic world
today, but in this case the priest is
Adolf Dacns, who tried to organise
textile workers in the Belgian city of
Aalst during the 1890s. Dacns was
a sort of Flemish Romero, though
his martyrdom took the torm
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" "he right note of hilarity

HE NIGHT BEFORE SHE DIED she
wrote me alongletterabout ourfriend-
ship. A covering letter told of her last
hours. She had been admitted to
hospital once again, and her friends
rallied round so well that her room in
the hospital scemed like an open
house. Aware that she was dying, she
telephoned more friends and wrote to
others. On her bedside table were a
photograph of the family, the AA
prayer(whoscopeningline, ‘God grant
mc the screnity to accept the things
cannot change’, was apposite) and a
postcard T had sent from Sydney to say
people here were praying for her.

One of her doctors spoke of his
disappointment that results had not
been better. She reassured him that
failure wouldbe worthwhileifitledto
success later on: better to have tried
and failed than not to have tried at all.
If they kept at it, some future sufferer
would benefit.

Soshegotthrough  last nightof
herlife. She persuaded a triend to take
over her Meals on Wheels roster; and
arranged for someone else to play the
piano at the next senior citizens’ par-
ty. The local priest looked in and of-
fered to hear her confession; instead,
she jokingly wanted to hear his sins,
and embarrassed him with her ques-
tions. She finished her letter to me at
12.30 in the morning.

It was the most extraordinary let-
ter T have ever received. For it faced
death with open eyes and with what
the men and women of the Middle
Ages called hilarity. In modem Eng-
lish hilarity is a somewhat debased
word, connoting mindless cheerful-
ness and high jinks. But to the Middle
Ages it was a prime virtue which rec-
ognised the hand of the Maker in all
life’s journcy; which gave the intel-
lect’s assent to the high and the low
notes of lite; which saw that all of life is
agift and gifts demands thankfulness;
and that death is a pare of life. Hilarity
is the virtue of a mature adult person,
afull-throated, yea-saying to the mys-
tery which lies at the heart of being.
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Given the cruel abruption of her life, 1
could have expected that final letter to
be deep-dyed with a mood brewed
fromrange, frustration, begrudgement
and complaint. Instead—hilarity.

The nextday her friends were back
atthe bedside. Laterone of them wrote
to me.

‘On Sunday just after 1pm she was
talking tomecand then just lay back on
her pillow and was silent for a long
time. Then she smiled. When I asked
her what she was thinking that was
funny, she said, “Just my life. It just
scems to be passing right before my
cyes—everything thathas happened—
only it’s clearer, like T knew the rea-
sons for it all happening. It’s just so
clearnow!” And with that she slipped
into unconsciousness. Several doctors
shifted machines of all sorts into the
room. One of them, a good friend of
hers, said, “Tpromised her twomonths
ago that it her heart stopped beating I
had to make cvery effort to get it
started again. Because she said it
wouldn’t be her heart that would let
her down.” So the minute her heart
stopped, he and several others worked
togetit goingagain. He succecded and
after a fecw minutes a very ghastly
white-faced woman looked up and
said, “It was worth it—tcll Ed.”

And that was it. She was

gone.’
ITH()U(‘.HT BACK, then, to the after-
noon she had come to the preshytery
door, a pretty young woman with a
tiny voice. Soon after her husband
died, she had discovered she was preg-
nant and friends had encouraged her
to come to Sydney for an abortion, I
think by that time she knew she was
carrying twins. All morning she had
walked round town, tossing the ques-
tion back and forth in her mind until
she lobbed up at the cathedral, where
a priest suggested she see me. don't
remember what was said, although
from later experience 1 imagine that
she did most of the talking, using me
as a sympathetic sounding board.

Anyway, she wentback to Melbourne
and in time had the twins and I began
to get used to her telephone calls late
at night. Thus we came to know cach
other over the telephone.

She had been a science student at
Melbourne University when she met
aseminarian, whosoonbecame an ex-
seminarian and married her. They had
two girls and then her husband died in
a car smash. Her family was wealthy,
so she was able to go back to univer-
sity, enrolling in medicine. She was a
brilliant student, well able to keep up
with the work. Heraim was to become
agynaecologist, to serve women poor-
er than herself.

Nevertheless, life continued its
sport with her. She would telephone
to tellme the latest mishaps, although
for some events that word is too light.
In her catalogue of disasters the worst
was when her twins were killed in
treak accidents. Across the late night
telephone connection I would strain
to hear her faint voice and offer some
response. I began to expeet trouble
when she rang,

Nothing, however, prepared me
for the call I got at the end of a long
weekend. It was a Melbourne hospital
trying to make contact with her. She
had been booked into the hospital for
the nextday, possibly tobegin a course
of trcatment. But she was undccided
whether to undergo the treatment or
not—it was some new drug with un-
known consequences—and she had
said she must first fly to Sydney to
discuss it with me. I was not in Syd-
ncey, alas, having gonc to the country
for the weekend; and so T missed her.

Distressed at missing her, L lew to
Mclbourne a few days later. We had
lunch at Florentino’s and then T took
her to the National Gallery of Victo-
ria. The new gallery buildings had
opened only a few vears earlier and [
loved going there. This day 1 tigured
that if our conversation got too heavy
we coulddistance ourselves fromit by
looking at paintings. So it proved. In
particular, we kept coming back to a
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