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Introduction

Lucy Dougan and Tim Dolin

Gathered here for the first time are Fay Zwicky’s seven collections of poetry, 

published between 1975 and 2006, along with previously uncollected poems 

Zwicky has chosen to preserve, and her essay ‘Border Crossings’ (hereafter ‘BC’), 

which eloquently and engagingly records the growth of her imagination and 

provides valuable insights into the atmosphere and character of her formative 

years. Zwicky has had a long and distinguished career in the arts: first as a classical 

pianist; later as a literature teacher, literary critic, editor, and sometime short-story 

writer; but foremost as a poet. She has not been in the public eye very much in 

recent years—like many of her generation she has chosen not to go online—but 

nor has she remained silent. She has written and published individual poems 

and maintained the journal that she has been keeping almost continuously for 

more than forty years. A writer’s commonplace book, a poetry workbook, and a 

record of Zwicky’s responses to private and public events, the journal integrates 

an impassioned dialogue with what she is reading, often satirical accounts of her 

dreams, and candid (as well as guarded) quarrels with herself, friends and family, 

ideas, opinions, and the whole business of living a literary and creative life. One of 

the journal’s big recurring questions, indeed, is: how does a poet sustain a creative 

life at all in the unpromising soil of an isolated city on the edge of a desert? How 

does she go on fighting, in James Tulip’s words, ‘to affirm over and against an 

oppressive Australian silence a human (and particularly a woman’s) voice and 

feeling’ (31–32)?

Zwicky’s humanism is the product of a mind and imaginative temperament 

shaped in a secular upper-middle-class Jewish household in postwar Melbourne, 

where European high culture was immensely valued, and educated Australians still 

felt themselves to be exiled from what A. D. Hope sardonically called ‘civilisation 

over there.’ Her formal literary education began at the Melbourne Church of 

England Girls’ Grammar School (Merton Hall), and continued at the University 

of Melbourne, where, against all departmental advice, she undertook a thesis 

entitled ‘The problem of evil: freedom, suffering and self-assertion in the novels 

of Dostoevsky.’ This experience left its mark on her intellectual development and 

informed her sense of literature’s moral seriousness, particularly when the young 

Sam Goldberg, who had returned from Cambridge to Melbourne, began the 

lectures that would in time transform academic literary studies there and elsewhere 

in Australia. But Zwicky’s artistic and critical interests would soon take her to 
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America, and much of her art and thought have been the product of an Australian 

poet’s dialogue with American individualism, internationalism, modernism, and 

the urbane intellectual humanism that was summed up in Lionel Trilling’s phrase 

‘the liberal imagination.’ Zwicky’s earlier poetry is distinguished by its sincerity, its 

consciousness of the ‘power of tradition’ (Indyk, ‘Moralist’ 33), its conviction of 

the artist’s responsibility, and its modernist struggle to assert an individual poetic 

voice in conditions inimical to the making of poetry. In the volumes published 

after 1990, Zwicky’s poetry becomes more overtly political even as it becomes 

more personal and colloquial, as if a freeing up of poetic form contributes to the 

liberal work of creating a space for openness and dialogue. As Lisa Gorton has 

shown, Zwicky relinquishes the brilliance of the earlier mode for, in Zwicky’s own 

words ‘the grace of candour’ (‘Starting Over in Autumn’),—and, we might add, 

humility, and the empathy that can be expressed through dramatic forms and the 

interplay of different voices and modes. 

As Zwicky herself has remarked, ‘a writer has to emerge from family, religion 

and other ties’ (Schwartz 9). She was born Julia Rosefield (Fay is her middle name) 

on 4 July 1933, and raised in the Melbourne bayside suburb of Brighton, the eldest 

of three sisters. As children they became the Rosefield Trio, a violinist, cellist, 

and pianist who toured Australia between 1946 and 1950 and were broadcast on 

ABC’s ‘Young Australia’ and adult education programs. Zwicky’s mother was 

a musician, and the driving force in their lives; her father, whose family were 

Lithuanian and German, was a medical doctor who spent six years at the war in 

Europe and died when he was away at sea in 1967. These early years she recalls 

as being ‘Brontëan’: meaning, perhaps, that what remains with her most is the 

intensity of an almost exclusively female life in ‘a home of some turbulence’ (‘BC’). 

They were rambunctious, talented children in a household, and a cultural milieu, 

in which respectability, expectations, standards and a ‘cranky moral earnestness’ 

(‘BC’) were highly valued. And yet it was also a culturally liberal upbringing, albeit 

in a fashion-conscious haute-bourgeois way (Zwicky’s mother decorated the house 

with the once voguish reproduction of a death mask known as ‘L’Inconnue de la 

Seine’ and served toheroa soup at dinner parties). The girls’ imaginative lives and 

intellectual and material ambitions were taken seriously and they were offered rich 

artistic and educational opportunities. When books were asked for, they appeared. 

When Bleak House was serialised on the radio, Zwicky stayed home from school 

to listen to it in full. From the very beginning, words and music vied for her 

attention. There was always ‘the book inside the music that I was supposed to 

be practising and my fingers were doing the work but my mind was reading the 

book’ (Schwartz 9).
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At the end of her degree Zwicky did a stint at the Meanjin desk with Clem 

Christesen, whose ‘ journal of ideas,’ already a vital part of Australian letters, was 

‘built around books, to encourage free expression and intelligent criticism, to put 

forward “advance guard” material, [and] develop contacts abroad’ (AustLit). The 

magazine’s aim of situating Australian literature and ideas in the wider world was 

of a piece with other cultural enterprises in Australia at that time and made an 

impression on Zwicky. It was here, too, that she dealt firsthand with new work by 

many established figures in Australian writing. When she arrived in the early 1950s, 

Christesen had been publishing Judith Wright for many years, and the Meanjin 

circle at that time also included R. D. FitzGerald, Vance and Nettie Palmer, Xavier 

Herbert, Katharine Susannah Prichard, and Manning Clark. Christesen was to 

publish many of Zwicky’s important early poems in the 1970s. 

After completing her musical studies, Zwicky worked as a touring concert 

pianist for the Dutch Bond van Kunstkringen and the British Council in Indonesia, 

Singapore and Malaya from the mid-fifties, and then as a lecturer in English in 

Bandung, West Java, where she met her husband, the Swiss biologist Karl Zwicky.  

After a period in Europe they settled in Perth where they raised two children, and 

where Zwicky worked for 26 years in the Department of English at The University 

of Western Australia as a specialist in American literature, first as a senior tutor, 

then from 1972 as a senior lecturer. Perth is one of the most remote capital cities 

in the world, and for new arrivals in 1961 it must have seemed very isolated. Yet 

just as her work as a musician had afforded her opportunities to travel, so too did 

her poetry. Zwicky has visited and had residencies in the USA, UK, China, and 

elsewhere, and over the years formed close associations with leading poets such 

as Charles Causley, Helen Adam, Mark Strand, Robert Creeley, Robert Duncan, 

John Unterecker, Judith Hemschemeyer, and Mark Rudman. 

Zwicky was first in the USA in 1965–66 doing a postgraduate study of Bach’s 

48 Preludes and Fugues for performance on the harpsichord with Edward Kilenyi, 

successor to Ernst von Dohnányi at the Florida State University in Tallahassee. Most 

of the year 1972–73 was spent establishing a creative writing unit for mature-age 

students at the University of Illinois in Urbana. She finally found the ideal conditions 

for the emergence of her own poetic voice in 1978–79 when she was Visiting 

Scholar in Columbia University’s creative writing program on the recommendation 

of Robert Creeley. On that occasion she gave public readings at the legendary 

Chumley’s in the city, and ‘Kaddish,’ probably her best known and most admired 

poem, was first published in Columbia’s literary magazine Antaeus. While in New 

York she also worked with William Weaver on an issue of the journal Translations. 

Her knowledge of American literature and culture is deep, and although she found 



4

much in the New York literary scene congenial, she also sometimes felt alien there. 

More broadly, too, her time in America made her understand the value of her 

Australianness and at the same time inspired a deep sense of kinship with, and home 

feeling in, the USA. Indeed, to Schwartz she confessed that ‘at times, she wished 

she’d been born in America rather than pre-war Australia, “so that I would be not 

ashamed of what seemed like my foreign interloper status”  ’ (9).

Zwicky felt such a strong sense of belonging in America, ironically, because of 

that country’s rich tradition of writers and artists imaginatively liberated by their 

foreign background. Exile can be a luxury, she remarks in ‘Border Crossings,’ and 

being an outsider is a rich heritage shared by her touchstone poets Donne, Blake, 

Shelley, Hopkins, Dickinson, Whitman, Lawrence, and Ginsberg. Australia, like 

America, was ‘a country where you can re-invent yourself over and over again’ 

(‘BC’). But her ‘dissenting imagination’ (‘BC’) shunned the solitariness of the 

Australian poetic condition and craved the communities of outsiders that flourished 

in Ginsberg’s America. There she discovered that being Jewish, being ‘a stranger 

both to one’s own and to one’s adopted culture’ (‘BC’), freed her up to reconfigure 

and refresh language and ideas from widely divergent cultural traditions. In America, 

too, poetic culture and practice were attuned historically to the eloquence, vitality 

and poetic potential of American common speech, with its self-confidence and 

democratic optimism, and some of her best and most interesting poems are in the 

mode of Americana. The sharp contrast with Australian conditions, despite the 

similarities she saw between the two physical and cultural environments, was an 

ongoing preoccupation for Zwicky (most importantly, they share only a ‘superficial 

concept of democracy,’ she observed [Lyre 76]). What was essential to both Australian 

and American poetic consciousness—the imposing physical landscape, ‘large, and 

without mercy’ in Charles Olson’s manifesto (Olson 17)—had very different effects. 

For the Australian poet, writing in a country where ‘speech habits come as close to 

silence as you can get’ (Lyre 92), ‘relief from the chatter of cultured apes’ was one 

thing (32); the Lawrentian ‘will to the annihilation of civilised consciousness’ (14) 

quite another. Again, Zwicky’s poetry increasingly opens itself to silence, risks the 

emptiness that might await the poet awaiting a listener.

Writing in 1966, Vivian Smith had regretted that American poetry had had 

only a marginal influence in Australia, and argued that our ignorance of it only 

strengthened a ‘prevailing conservatism’ even among the younger poets (46). What 

he didn’t know was that Donald Allen’s groundbreaking collection New American 

Poetry (1960) was by then circulating in Australia and would be a powerful influence 

on the poets who came to be known as the ‘Generation of ’68.’ In 1979, John Tranter 

acknowledged in the poetry of John Ashbery, Olson, Frank O’Hara, Gary Snyder, 
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Robert Creeley, and so on, models for the radical new l’art pour l’art modernism 

that Tranter and his contemporaries were introducing into Australian poetry. They 

rejected the ‘quasi-religious’ academic bombast associated, as Tranter saw it, with 

a moribund Leavisite academic literary studies (‘Common Room humanism,’ he 

called it) and set out to instate a ‘modernist conception of the poet as a creative artist 

constructing fictions out of his or her experience in a world qualified by language’ 

(xxv). Zwicky was ten to fifteen years older than most of the Generation of ’68, 

and her academic background and critical leanings aligned her conspicuously with 

Vincent Buckley and others of the ‘metaphysical ascendancy’ in Australian literary 

studies (Docker). Yet in her poetry, too—the poetry of a moralist, as Ivor Indyk 

insists, and not an aesthete—‘everything testifies … to the shifting and uncertain 

nature of the ground on which she stands’ (Indyk, “Moralist” 46).

For these reasons Zwicky is not a conventional poet of place. Like so many 

others, her work explores ‘the link between the inward movement of the poetic 

and the specific gravity of place’ (Livingston 150), but they are often places in 

the past or places experienced only in passing: wartime Melbourne, the Java of 

her early married life, backwoods America, Amsterdam, Jerusalem, Beijing. This 

mobility makes her sound like a cosmopolitan—that old synonym for a Jew—but 

in fact, unlike her friend the Canadian-American poet Mark Strand, Zwicky has 

not felt the need to ‘move / to keep things whole’ (78). Once in Perth, she made 

it her home. Her essay ‘Neither Out Far Nor in Deep’ explores the ways in which 

both the Swan River, ‘that great consoling stretch of water,’ and the Indian Ocean 

‘freed’ her ‘to meditate’: ‘My adopted parish handed me the very stuff of poetry … 

A little rush of infinity that alters perspective however slightly and briefly permits 

a standing outside of oneself ’ (154). It is certainly the case that Perth provided a 

place from which to write. Zwicky’s years in the English Department at UWA 

were highly productive. In her time there she wrote the majority of her poetry 

and also her book of essays and criticism, The Lyre in the Pawnshop (1986), which 

is an indispensable companion to the poems. A brilliant, passionate teacher of 

literature, her practice as a poet and her career in the classroom were mutually 

informing. Her poems often have pedagogical settings as leaping off points (see, 

for instance, ‘Learning’ and ‘Charon’), suggesting the importance of her own 

educational experiences in her artistic formation and her love of teacher-poets such 

as D. H. Lawrence, who learn in the tutorial room to ‘see the other’s reality as it 

exists, regardless of one’s own interests, needs and fears’ (Lyre 7). Her years at UWA 

were also marked by significant friendships with fellow artist-academics, Dorothy 

Hewett and Jim Legasse. Hewett and Zwicky are very different poets yet their 

professional and personal ties were deep and enduring. Legasse’s untimely death 
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is dealt with in the powerful sequence ‘For Jim, 1947–1986’, which ends the final 

elegiac section of Ask Me. 

With her trained musician’s ear, Zwicky is always listening out for places, for the 

sounds that can be made or heard only in those places. On the trip to New York in the 

late 70s she ruminates in her journal on what you need to make the sounds you need 

to make: ‘I suppose I know that change of place isn’t likely to change the essential 

inner voice yet I always have to find out for myself … The romantic aspirations of 

America have always attracted me, the alluring language with its vitality and “sauce”.  

I love to hear words spoken’ (‘Journal’ 297–98). Zwicky also has a sharp ear for 

silences as positive values in poetic form. She is a wonderful exponent of the pauses 

and flows that can be manipulated in irregular free-verse lines to force us to ‘fix our 

regard exclusively upon’ what is being represented (Lyre 79). But her poetry is also 

acutely sensitive to human expression that is outside the range of our hearing. Motifs 

and images of muffled or silenced sound recur. The image of the submerged piano 

in ‘Isaac Babel’s Fiddle’ recalls Debussy’s submerged cathedral with its drowned bells: 

My first memory of mother playing the piano: Debussy’s ‘La Cathédrale 

Engloutie’, the buried souls under the ocean waters. I can’t remember the legend 

precisely … I associated those booming resonances, the grandeur of something 

tragic and submerged, with my mother herself. (‘Journal’ 610)

There is also her poem about the bronze statue, Der Rufer by Gerhard Marcks, 

standing outside the Art Gallery of WA with its ‘dumb cry’: ‘The mouth yawns 

open and stays tight and wide like a Greek tragic mask. Poets in this country are 

excrescent. You can say what you like because nobody listens. Or maybe “hears” is 

the correct word’ (‘Journal’ 710). 

Closely associated with the trope of silenced sound, one of Zwicky’s abiding 

projects is to enable us to hear those who cannot speak, are not conventionally heard, 

or are not given voice by history, like the minions of the Emperor’s Terracotta army. 

The many animals that find a home in her poetry are a good example of this, as is 

the brave, unheeded Mrs Noah in the original and striking sequence, ‘Ark Voices’. 

Interestingly, Zwicky stammered as a child and started school late. In conversation 

she has remarked that she has always had a fear and anxiety of losing her voice, of 

being unable to speak. The Debussy looms large in this early psychodrama. The 

silence of those drowned bells is carried over into a line that recurs in her verse: 

‘true grief is tongueless,’ originally in the poem ‘Stone Dolphin’, much later in 

‘Aceh’ (commissioned in the aftermath of the 2004 Boxing Day tsunami, and which 

Zwicky was at first reluctant to write), and again ‘In Memoriam, JB.’
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Zwicky is much concerned with the always forlorn possibility of a dialogue 

between Australian poetry and its readership. ‘  “Who is the poet of today speaking 

to?” Is there really an audience of whose reality the poet can be sure?’ (Lyre 57). For 

her, poetry is always an utterance in search of a response. When it descends into ‘a 

stilted private code addressed to an audience of one’ it is doomed. In her writing 

she seeks the ‘organic rhythmical flow of human speech which gives expression 

to the complexity and fluidity of passion between two people: a speech that keeps 

pace with the particularities of moment-to-moment existence, a speech that calls 

up two flesh-and-blood human beings who act in relation to each other’ (26). 

As Zwicky became more and more conscious of listening for a listener (70), the 

challenges and obscurities of earlier poems and sequences gave way to a poetry in 

which she is committed to ‘plain speech’ (‘Journal’ 719) for its power of initiating 

‘a dialogue outside of the Self ’ (Lyre 26). 

For all that, there are strong continuities between the early and later poems, 

especially in the quarrelsomeness that Ivor Indyk attributes to Zwicky’s Jewish 

heritage and identity (‘Moralist’ 34). This, he argues, is the root of her steadfast 

honesty and characteristic emotional register of isolation (44), and the dramatic 

intensity and substance of her poetic voice. Other continuities, stylistic and 

thematic, also persist. Her first collection, Isaac Babel’s Fiddle, is by turns tender 

and lyrical, dramatic and satirical. It introduces big themes (mortality, the weight 

of the past) and displays Zwicky’s prodigious learning in its sweeping array of 

references; yet there are intimate, personal poems, too—about the ways in which 

a child’s drawing refreshes adult eyes, for example (‘The Gift’). This command of 

different modes and a formidable range of cultural references, this enmeshing of 

the personal with wider concerns, is idiomatic of Zwicky’s style throughout her 

poetry and imbues her work with an earthed, present, and emphatic quality: the 

sense that things are interconnected in mysterious and subterranean ways. 

In Zwicky’s work there is also a primal, energetic love of language, which erupts 

in lists, names, chants, and nursery rhymes. It can be wielded in a most gentle way, 

as in ‘Rhyme for a Granddaughter’, or can take the form of what Lisa Gorton 

has called the ‘storm of language’ that is ‘Kaddish’ (48). Sometimes it has an eerie 

balladic quality (in ‘Wolf-Song,’ for example, where the influence of Helen Adam 

can be sensed); often it unfolds into the long lines or long sequences that have 

some of the expansiveness of Whitman or Ginsberg—a mounting up of repeating 

sounds and phrases, a cataloguing of peoples and places and things. Of Zwicky’s 

longer sequences, one of her most significant contributions to twentieth-century 

poetry, Martin Duwell writes perceptively that ‘they aim to keep talking before the 

clouds of silence shut us up’ (8).
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But never talking for its own sake. For Zwicky, the poet has a job as a social 

critic. Earlier volumes contain scathing portraits of a particularly odious species of 

poet-poseur (‘The Poet Gives a Reading’ and its companion poems), and, like her 

contemporary Gwen Harwood, her books usually include (indeed, often end with) 

a satirical tableau of some literary or academic shenanigans, although the satire 

is always mingled with despair or dismay. Zwicky has never been one to view 

literature as a profession or take much of an interest in the trappings of literary 

culture, bemoaning recently in the Australian Book Review that at times ‘the social-

politics of poetry seem to have become a substitute for the art itself ’ (Zwicky, 

‘Truth’ 56). She is more at home with the notion of the poet as a citizenly and 

vulnerable witness. Writing in her journal not long before 9/11, she mourns the 

passing of E. H. Gombrich: 

 … dead at 92—a man whose work I always admired. Austrian Jew whose mother 

was a pianist and at least once turned pages for Brahms … Deeply sceptical of 

collective will he never fell for ideologies that allowed cultural relativism. He 

distrusted newness for the sake of the new. His best remark (for me) was ‘If 

anybody needs a champion today, it is the artist who shuns rebellious gestures.’ 

You can’t be wiser than that. (‘Journal’ 2137)

The long sense of historical time created with such economy and poignancy in 

this anecdote reveals a great deal about Zwicky’s own past, and especially her grief 

at the fading away of a whole cultural and intellectual way of being—her way of 

being. The tribute also shows us how sceptical Zwicky is of the posture of the artist 

as insurgent. Present here is another kind of artist: unshowy, committed to truth, 

working slowly and quietly over time like the artisan in ‘The Potter,’ from Picnic’s 

‘Terracotta Army’ sequence.

The notes of regret and disillusionment here and elsewhere in Zwicky’s later 

journal entries reflect the insight of an ageing poet, but Zwicky has always worked 

in an elegiac modality—her greatest poetry comes out of her engagement with 

abandoned traditions and dead Gods—and it finds mature expression in ‘profound 

elegies and dark love songs’ (Adamson 53), including the elegies to her late 

husband, Karl, in The Gatekeeper’s Wife, and her elegy for Primo Levi. Wisdom, 

expressive powers, intellectual curiosity, the yearning after meaning, the instinct 

for sham: she holds on to their value in the face of a profound sense of cultural and 

intellectual alienation. This paradox reverberates in late poems such as ‘Charon’ 

and ‘In Memoriam, JB’, and in the journals:
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The world I came from is getting more and more distant, it has practically 

vanished. That’s why I feel the need to bring it alive—not for nostalgic reasons 

but to remember what went to make the person I am. (‘Journal’ 1000)

Zwicky’s poems are the material record of what made her the person she is, and they 

revive a personal and historical past through a loving representation of remembered 

people and events, and old objects and rituals: catching a ride down the street to 

their house on the running boards of her father’s car as he returned from work in 

‘Afloat’; the ‘supine idol’ of the chip heater in ‘Coming and Going’ (see Dougan). 

The presence and accuracy of these small details function to remind the reader that 

something of tremendous meaning has almost completely disappeared, and can 

only be recovered in these vivid images.

The lively quality of much of Zwicky’s work (see for instance the beautifully 

drawn observations of ‘Makassar, 1956’) draws its energy from such acutely 

remembered and skilfully chosen autobiographical details. Associative chains of 

description and imagery connect beneath the surface of the line to a lived life. 

They are, as it were, at the intersection of what can be found and said again and 

what is drowned and lost with time.

As Anthony Miller notes, ‘Zwicky’s poetry is not easy and it is not comfortable, 

but it is watchful and testing … These are, to adapt a term of praise from 

Virginia Woolf, poems written for grown-up people’  (7). Indeed, there are few 

such challenging, honest and enduring bodies of work in Australian poetry. As 

Indyk has precisely observed, Zwicky ‘presents the whole human being, in all her 

aspects, a complicated, contradictory, fallibly-heroic, always surprising individual’ 

(‘Gatekeeper’). She has always been wary of artists who ‘stand aside watching 

themselves having “feelings”  ’ as opposed to those ‘willing to face the reality of 

[their] own emotions’ (Lyre 60). Fay Zwicky’s Collected Poems is a record of just 

such an artist responding to the twentieth century and turning her attention to the 

equally difficult and confronting aspects of contemporary life. In her own words, 

this is poetry that helps the reader ‘to bear as well as to see’ (60).
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Note on the Text
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Strauss. South Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1998: 141–142.
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Queensland Press, 1993: 173–175.

‘Banksia Menziesii.’ Epigraph to Banksia menziesii. Philippa Nikulinsky. Fremantle: 
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Neilsen. St Lucia: University of Queensland Press, 1993: 147–149.

‘The Witnesses.’ Heat 16 n.s. (2008): 206. First published as ‘The Witness’.

‘Pages.’ Heat 18 n.s. (2008): 157–59.

‘My Dachshund Schnitzel.’ Heat 21 n.s. (2009): 7.

‘Reasons for Play.’ Westerly 55.2 (2010): 14–16.

‘Charon.’ Australian Book Review 351 (May 2013): 56.

‘Little Fly.’ Previously unpublished. October 2014.

‘In Rehab.’ Westerly 59.2 (2014): 208–9.

‘Boat Song.’ The West Australian (5 August 2014): 6.

‘Droughtbreaker.’ Griffith Review 47 (2015): 181.

‘In Memoriam, JB.’ Kenyon Review March/April (2017): 68.
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Border Crossings (2000)

Fay Zwicky

I’m often asked, ‘How did you become a writer?’, a question not easily answered 

because there are so many mysterious factors involved:  temperament, cultural 

background, historical circumstances, and many more. Although I was born into 

a Jewish family, my years spent at a Church of England school were equally if not 

more important to my emotional, intellectual, and moral development. Belonging, 

if tenuously, to one tradition and yet exposed to the freedoms of a country of 

transient allegiances, a country where you can re-invent yourself over and over 

again, where you can invent your community, your own mythology, I was ideally 

placed to become a story-teller. Whatever the influences determining the course 

of a life, the directions a writer’s work takes will be affected by those cultural and 

ethical preoccupations and preconceptions with which one individual is saddled, 

whether present or absent from the stable of origin.

Just as some families destine their sons and daughters for the service of God in 

monasteries and convents, so my mother destined her children for the service of 

music. In our household, God was probably Mozart and Bach on good days, and 

Beethoven when days of wrath were upon us. Worship in the temple of Art is not 

marked by ethical or moral emphases but by rampant individualism, especially if 

you were born to run for the lives of Depression-reared parents.

When I was thirty-four years old, my father died and was buried at sea without 

the proper tribal obsequies: nobody to say Kaddish, the Jewish prayer for the dead, 

for him, and nobody to throw a spadeful of soil on the coffin. I wasn’t present 

when he died. It happened far away on a ship travelling the Tasman between New 

Zealand and Australia. At the time, I knew nothing about the Kaddish, which is 

recited on every regular sabbath day in memory of deceased congregants as well as 

at the actual funeral service itself.

It is not, as I was to discover, a lament but rather a hymn of praise to God and 

a celebration of all creation. Although saying Kaddish seems at first acquaintance 

to be like the Christian ritual of praying for the souls of the dead to speed them 

through Purgatory, it’s not quite the same thing. Purgatory isn’t one of Judaism’s 

anticipated torments and Gehenna isn’t really the equivalent of hell. It was an actual 

place near Jerusalem where propitiatory sacrifices used to be made to Moloch, and 

today is where the ash pits of the town’s rubbish dumps stand. The notion of an 
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after-life is less important in Judaic thinking than the memory of the dead retained 

and honoured by the living survivor.

At the time of my father’s death, I knew well enough how to study books but 

I didn’t know how to miss him. His death brought me up against my ignorance 

of just about everything: ignorance of parenting, ignorance about who, if anyone, 

one belongs to or wants to belong to, and where, if anywhere, one imagines oneself 

coming from.

So, against all the rules, I took it upon myself to make amends to him by writing 

my own ‘Kaddish’, a long elegy, trying to find a way into what his death meant 

through the rituals of a religious tradition of which I was an attenuated product, 

lacking both knowledge and allegiance. Instinct came first. Knowledge came later. 

Drawing upon traces of the re-discovered wisdom of a tradition, the poem is 

haunted by layers of ghostly presences, earlier generations of those whose lives 

went to make a family—with all that such a fallibly heroic enterprise entails. The 

act of writing the poem was a kind of half-conscious mission to speak up against 

our mutual obliteration.

When I began writing this poem nine years after my father’s death, I didn’t 

know that what the prayer can tell you about familial love, obligation, guilt, and 

grief is supposed to be spoken only by men. It was a non-Jewish critic who 

eventually enlightened me as to where authority about family and communal 

duty belong—invariably and unarguably with the male, the right to speak his sole 

province. So what about the man unlucky enough to have three daughters and 

no sons?

To find out more on the subject, I went back to the books and commentaries 

by various Jewish authorities, and found them, almost without exception, harsh 

and unyielding, the more so since my experience told me that women had deeper 

insights into and more sympathy with their fathers, especially those who grew up 

in an all-female household with a father absent for six years during World War Two. 

In fairness to the commentators, it should be said that the emphasis tended to fall 

on the potential for weakening tradition should the female be permitted to speak, 

rather than on women’s inferiority. However, the traditional order of priorities has 

always rankled with me and continues to do so.

In writing my own ‘Kaddish’, I turned back half-consciously to very fundamental 

sources of nurture drawn upon in early childhood: fragments of ritual, nursery 

rhyme, Biblical lore, all tied in with memories of comfort, anger, shame, and loss. 

Fragmented memories and isolated images randomly recalled are of no significance 

in themselves—only the poet’s search for meaning within a recognisable context 

can be of interest. And for this, the poet needs muscles, emotional, spiritual and 
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psychic muscles that transcend the limits of the self. And muscles take time to 

develop, longer for some than for others.

So, growing up in a family without religious dogma, and the haziest connections 

with Jewish origins, it was really only the coming of World War Two and the 

gradual awakening to the fate of Jews in Europe that brought home something 

of what the religio-cultural meaning of ‘being Jewish’ was. The sense of being 

a stranger both to one’s own and to one’s adopted culture is a familiar theme 

in Anglo-Jewish writing. I never saw the state of estrangement from mainstream 

culture as something to be regretted, although I lacked the confidence when young 

to use its invaluable vantage points. Having one home to know the privileges of 

exile from is a necessity for a writer, as the work of James Joyce or Henry James can 

tell you. Having two is a luxury. Given the fact of that remote link with Judaism, 

it has always seemed surprising that what appeared to have so little substance in the 

sphere of language, belief, and way of life could have had so much impact on social 

identity, historical perspectives, and political attitudes.

My father and mother, like both my grandmothers, were born in Australia. 

Neither they nor I knew Hebrew or Yiddish. I attended the same Church of 

England school that my mother attended, and we both came top in what used to be 

called ‘Divinity’, a subject later to be termed ‘Religious Instruction’, and eventually 

to disappear altogether from the curriculum. The first prayer I learned was the 

Lord’s Prayer, which my mother sat on the end of my bed and taught me the day 

before I started school—though she always denied this. I paid devout attention 

to the weekly chapel service presided over by the Rev. Townsend who, pinkly 

illumined by morning sunlight through a fine stained-glass window, radiated 

an aura of spirituality but who, in retrospect, was pretty thick-witted and had a 

middling reputation as a cricketer.

On leaving this school, I was presented with the complete works of Shakespeare 

on austerity rations rice paper. Stamped with the school crest in gold was the 

daunting motto: Nisi Dominus Frustra (without the Lord all is vain). The certificate 

gummed inside stated your name and the dates you attended school, in my case, 

1941–50, the years that saw the bombing of Britain, the Holocaust and the war 

with Japan. When the school was evacuated to the country, I tasted freedom for 

the first time but it was not to last. Sent back to Melbourne to have a toe stitched 

back on after a typical act of disobedience, I was sent to another Church school 

to get me out of the house, my omniscient mother having made up her mind the 

Japanese weren’t coming after all.

Another motto, another school song. This time, Vincit qui se vincit (he conquers 

who conquers himself ). Mottos always implied fruitless struggle whichever way 
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you put the emphasis. Mine fell naturally on frustra, knowing full well the meaning 

of fruitless struggle where my mother was concerned, and, since her wrath was 

indistinguishable from God’s, one didn’t tangle willingly with such a parent. The 

second motto was equally discouraging. What was this self that must be conquered? 

And was the need to conquer anything what I cared about anyway? Conquest was 

for the strong of this world, and I was powerless, my outsider status confirmed by 

the lack of a uniform, a polysyllabic vocabulary, a prodigious piano repertoire and 

the mystery of Jewish birth.

Given this odd beginning, it’s not surprising that it took a long time to find a 

voice for the buried self, or that I felt diffident about using a ritual when my father 

died to which I felt barely entitled by upbringing, but to which more atavistic 

sources compelled me. Back in the 70s I analysed this complex response in an essay 

entitled, ‘Democratic Repression: The Ethnic Strain’. In this essay, I spoke of those 

authors who helped me find a voice at a time when it needed the sort of sanction 

the community I lived in didn’t provide. These were Jewish-American novelists 

like Malamud, Saul Bellow and Philip Roth whose work, as I wrote, ‘gave me 

a community I lacked in the Australian context … The concerns of Australian 

literature have always appeared essentially solitary, inward-turning, never outer-

directed, the babble of speech masking a dumb void; a landscape without a 

recognisable human being in it.’

From the same essay, I went on to speak of problems encountered in writing the 

‘Kaddish’ for my father:

I would not have been capable of writing this in Australia ten years ago, so 

uncertain was I of my identification with the Jewish faith and the legitimacy 

of its existence in a bland Anglo-Saxon context. Nor would I have dared insert 

segments of phoneticised Aramaic for fear of revealing that exotic, interloping 

status of which I was ashamed and afraid ... I felt the burden of those harsh, 

rasping syllables in the prayer for the dead as a personal penance ... I could not 

reveal a long-kept secret, say prayers for the dead in my own tongue unless 

helped to find it.

A breakthrough came with the discovery of Alan Ginsberg’s ‘Kaddish’ for his 

mother which I came upon seventeen years after it had been published. After 

reading this long, moving poem, I felt freer to finish my own, less vulnerable 

about exposing it to public scrutiny in what used to seem an uncomprehending 

environment. No Australian writer could do this for me, and I went on to describe 

growing up in this country as ‘an exercise in repression’.



17

While waiting for this breakthrough, I took nourishment where it was available. 

This came from poetry, from words used precisely, magically and musically. I loved 

words, their sound, their weight, their capacity to open new worlds. I wanted to 

use them effectively for they seemed to be my first defence against powerlessness. 

The source of my first serious acquaintance with poetry came from the hymns we 

sang every morning at assembly, the words sometimes very fine and other times 

utterly banal. George Herbert and William Blake rubbed shoulders with Edward 

Grubb and Percy Dearmer in our battered blue hymn books, but the combination 

of words and rousing music never failed to inspire a sense of well-being. We didn’t 

always know exactly what we were singing about, but the music carried us along. 

For example, ‘There is a green hill far away without a city wall.’ If there was no 

wall, why was it necessary to mention the fact that it wasn’t there? It took quite a 

few years before the real meaning sank in.

Another misunderstanding involved the word ‘aweful’ as in ‘Let all your lamps 

be bright/ And trim the golden flame/ Gird up your loins as in his sight/ For 

aweful is his name.’ Wasn’t it meant to be a song of praise? Why did it seem 

to damn the Almighty? Just one more of those mysteries language set out to 

trap us in. Like those shame-making mispronunciations when required to read 

aloud in class, like ‘misled’ and ‘awry’, that one never heard uttered in everyday 

conversation.

The hymns I liked best were not about God directly but about nature. I obviously 

hadn’t tapped these hymns’ original sources in the Psalms which are full of imagery 

from the natural world. The one I liked best was a hymn ascribed to St Patrick and 

it was called, enigmatically, St Patrick’s Breastplate:

I bind unto myself today 

The virtues of the starlit heaven,  

The glorious sun’s life-giving ray,  

The whiteness of the moon at even,  

The flashing of the lightning free, 

The whirling wind’s tempestuous shocks,  

The stable earth, the deep salt sea,  

Around the old eternal rocks.

There was also a bit of plainsong, supposed to be by St Francis of Assisi, translated 

by Matthew Arnold, which had a wonderful line, the only one I can remember: 

‘Praisèd be my Lord God for our sister Water: who is very serviceable unto us and 

humble and precious and clean.’ Brother Fire was ‘mighty and strong’ and the 
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stars were set ‘clear and lovely’ in heaven, which seemed cosmically reassuring in 

every way.

Coming from a home of some turbulence, I liked the bare simplicity and 

meditative stillness of the Sarum Primer of 1558. It seemed to offer a safe passage 

through  a stormy world from beginning to end, but I hadn’t yet learned to question 

anything about belief when I took its simple lines to heart:

God be in my head, 

 And in my understanding;  

God be in my eyes, 

 And in my looking;  

God be in my mouth, 

 And in my speaking;  

God be in my heart, 

 And in my thinking;  

God be at mine end, 

 And at my departing.

The same need for peace in the awful upheavals of adolescence drew me to 

Miss Russell, my Quaker teacher who, sensing a troubled child, took me to the 

Quaker meeting house on Sundays where I encountered a productive silence for 

the first time in my life. It was from teachers like Miss Russell with her gentle 

voice and soothing kindness (she was extremely deaf ) that I drew strength to help 

me overcome my fear and self-consciousness. I will never forget her intuitive tact 

in dealing with troubled young souls and I’m sure her Quaker affiliation had much 

to do with her pacific and unintrusive nature. It struck me as remarkable that, very 

late in her life, she married the Jewish art master at Geelong Grammar, a refugee 

from Hitler’s Germany, and, although they didn’t have long together, I’m sure they 

were able to nourish each other.

It was Miss Russell who taught me that to reflect wasn’t simply an affair of the 

intellect and the will, but a gentler form of receptiveness. Her wisdom instilled 

the notion of a conscience, a social awareness of a wider morality that was never 

moralistic. Her quiet voice spoke louder to me than all the fervent injunctions 

addressed stridently at home, from pulpits of all denominations, and sometimes in 

the classroom. Channelling my natural sympathy for the poor and oppressed into 

creative paths, she gave me translations of classical Chinese poetry to read, and 

encouraged me to write and read poetry without feeling freakish.
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There was no music in the Quaker meeting house, but the more energetic side of 

my nature was to find satisfaction in the grand martial rhythms of Mrs Julia Ward 

Howe’s ‘Battle Hymn of the Republic’ with its promise of vengeance on an Old 

Testamental scale, the letting loose of destructive forces for mankind’s betterment:

Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord;  

He is trampling out the vintage where the grapes of wrath are stored; 

He hath loosed the fateful lightning of his terrible swift sword: 

His truth is marching on.

And this rousing revolutionary vision is followed by a graphic picture of 

soldiers huddling in encampments during the American Civil War that stirred my 

liberationist sympathies, and turned me eventually into a radical supporter of the 

oppressed and the enslaved:

I have seen him in the watch fires of a hundred circling camps; 

They have builded him an altar in the evening dews and damps; 

I have read his righteous sentence by the dim and flaring lamps: 

His Day is marching on.

And, finally, at Easter, my need to share the pathos of the Crucifixion and 

identify with the rebel underdog found full and tearful outlets in sad hymns with 

solemn, funereal chorale music by J. S. Bach. As for example in:

O sacred head sore wounded,  

Defiled and put to scorn, 

O kingly head surrounded  

With mocking crown of thorn.

The fate of the outsider who suffered multiple humiliations at the hands of 

the mainstream was uppermost in my garbled imagination, my sympathies always 

directed to the noble despised figure of the One who was Different in both life and 

literature. Mindful of my own early humiliations at the hands of the majority, I 

understood in my bones what it was like to feel and be thought stupid, the outsider 

with a lot on her mind and a weight on her heart like a guilty secret. So there 

were two kinds of education going on at home and at school. I took from each an 

enjoyment of and curiosity about the outside world which no amount of difficulty 
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could quench, and for this I have to be grateful to the freedom to think that my 

parents and my education gave me, enabling me to cross borders without fear and 

to relish difference, to acquire the tools necessary in learning to discipline and 

shape the sprawl of raw temperamental protoplasm, and to avoid getting stuck in 

obsessional states of mind.

I’ve spoken so far about certain aspects of traditional rituals encountered prior to 

the development of consciousness, contacts charged with inescapable attitudes and 

values that have fed the poet’s imagination. But what happens when these attitudes 

and values absorbed in childhood come under intellectual scrutiny? How does the 

writer deal with the question of belief?

As a child of the 1930s and 40s, I was brought up to be suspicious of abstractions, 

to be wary of easy consolations, to be sceptical of any ideology or theology 

purporting to offer solutions. Growing up in wartime, my generation was trained 

early to be alert to language’s betrayals, obliged to bury the natural hunger of the 

young for miraculous revelation. Consequently, the religious impulse unmediated 

by reason has always made me uneasy. I’m pretty sure that my stroppy obsession 

with precision and accuracy in the use of language has at least part of its genesis 

in this growing up during the Second World War, a historical accident for which 

I’ve always been grateful. As Miroslav Holub the poet has said when comparing 

the beady-eyed attention we paid language with today’s clichéd blur: ‘Everything 

seemed so important, every image, every metaphor seemed to matter in a 

special way.’

Whether because one’s senses are sharpened during childhood and times of 

crisis or because one’s father suddenly disappeared for six crucial years, those early 

childhood years were the source of most potent memories. Across painstaking 

letters dispatched with poignant regularity from Borneo, Brunei, Moratai, Tarakan, 

Balikpapan was stamped the warning imprint, ‘Careless Talk Costs Lives’. The 

impact of that cryptic message was to be felt far more deeply in my future work 

than I could possibly have realised at the time.

Back in our Australian provincial classrooms we studied examples of wartime 

propaganda, despising the rhetoric of nationalism and conceptually aerated 

adjectives like ‘glorious’, ‘invincible’, ‘omnipotent’, weighing up the approval, 

disapproval, and neutrality ratings of columns of synonyms: ‘I am firm. You are 

obstinate. He is pig-headed.’ While being alerted to the manipulative powers of 

language, I was manipulating myself into linguistic paralysis, scrupulous to the 

point of schizophrenic self-distrust. To this day, when confronted with an adjective 

implying judgment, I still mentally shift through those old gradations of approval 

to mild disapproval right across the spectrum to strong disapproval in order to 
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reach a fair conclusion and to get as close to the truth of the matter as possible. 

Very ethical, very idealistic, but hard on the imaginative life and the notion of 

spontaneous utterance.

As undergraduates, we read existentialist philosophers, believed in free will, 

and took personal responsibility for our actions. The writers I most admired were 

European dissidents, starting with Nietzsche and Kierkegaard, who displayed stoic 

courage, steely irony, an unsmiling moral strenuousness cut off from religious 

affiliation. Writers who came later like Malraux, Koestler, Camus, Sartre, Orwell, 

represented freedom from prejudice and superstition. They emerged from the 

landscape of a war that took our fathers from home, writers inseparable from 

the apparatus of totalitarianism, the concentration camps, Nazism and Stalinism. 

Austere, tough, angry about social injustice, these were writers in whose work 

the notion of commitment to human solidarity was foremost, who raged against 

the dying of the light, and who, by testifying to the violence and futility of 

contemporary history, manage, in spite of everything, to keep faith and hope alive 

in the Western humanist legacy of art, literature, at least acknowledging if not 

accepting the legitimacy of Judeo-Christian religious tradition. The cranky moral 

earnestness of the Melbourne of my youth comprising a kind of stern Leftish 

didacticism coupled with the muscular Protestantism of my Church of England 

schooling slotted easily into the cultural and political upheavals that animated my 

literary heroes.

I’m not sure in what sense these early concerns of my world could be called 

‘religious’. Cultural and ethical maybe, but not necessarily spiritual, surely a neces-

sary component of the religious sensibility. Passionate dissent is sometimes confused 

with religious inclination in this country, a kind of stroppy dissatisfaction with 

what this earth has to offer, and certainly my own writing seems to have depended 

for a long time on remaining adversarial, as if needing the skewed vantage point of 

isolation from which to maintain creative rage against injustice.

I suppose the notion of spirituality is a bit fraught for me because, as popularly 

understood, it implies a bloodless, ascetic rejection of the physical world, and a 

disembodied religiosity that leave poetry and female experience out in the cold. 

So I’m sceptical of any system that divorces apprehension of the numinous from 

the life of the senses. It’s not unusual for a writer keyed in early childhood to the 

rhetoric of prayer and chant to be capable of shifting easily between mundane 

recrimination and transcendence in later life. Emily Dickinson describes this duality 

of poetic understanding as the most natural way of being imaginable, especially in 

a poem called ‘This world is not Conclusion’:
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This world is not Conclusion.  

A Species stands beyond— 

Invisible, as Music— 

But positive, as Sound— 

It beckons, and it baffles— 

Philosophy—don’t know— 

And through a Riddle, at the last— 

Sagacity, must go— 

To guess it, puzzles scholars— 

To gain it, Men have borne  

Contempt of Generations 

And Crucifixion, shown— 

Faith slips—and laughs, and rallies— 

Blushes, if any see— 

Plucks at a twig of Evidence— 

And asks a Vane, the way— 

Much Gesture, from the Pulpit— 

Strong Hallelujahs roll— 

Narcotics cannot still the Tooth  

That nibbles at the soul—

That tooth nibbling at the soul is known to all moralists and seekers of the Puritan 

persuasion, easily crossing denominational borders. Few poets have been able to 

dramatise the working of the mind scrutinising its motives so effectively. These 

most concrete metaphors illuminate the authenticity of her understanding of the 

meaning of faith far better than abstract instructions from pulpits. 

Much of what has appealed to me in past brushes with religious experience has, 

in fact, been paradoxically removed from the physical world, its very bodylessness 

something of a relief from the burden of the flesh and its assorted mischiefs. I 

associate this relief with language—the mysteries of the language of prayer, 

the poetry of the Psalms and the Prophets, the differing narrative styles of the 

Old Testament and the Gospels, the formalities of ritual, the repetitive comfort 

of well-known liturgical structures absorbed unconsciously in childhood. To a 

child with an obedient, sensitive ear, the alternation of language levels from very 

simple everyday usage for the purpose of introspective meditation, through to 

the formal magniloquence of scriptural invocation celebrating major events in the 

ecclesiastical calendar, provided an invaluable training ground for the nurture and 

development of a poet.
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I may be chronologically remote from my childhood and yet its simpler concerns 

are still very present. I feel very little different from the child who once took delight 

in the idea of Aaron’s rod causing water to spring from the rock in the desert. 

Nor do I feel a whit less sympathetic to Job’s dilemma than I did as an eleven 

year old deputed to write the Morality play for our primary school’s enactment 

of a medieval fairground. True to a lifetime preoccupation with the question of 

undeserved suffering, I chose the nearest story I could find in the Bible to a tragic 

drama. Although the script of that early effort no longer exists, I remember the 

buzz I got from devising cheeky lines for the Devil’s interview with God, and from 

working up a lather on Job’s behalf.

Writing this play marked the beginning of my conscious opposition to the God 

of the Bible. I found myself much readier to invest Job with a tragic hero’s resistance 

to and complaint about the disasters that befell him than I was in coming to terms 

with a God bent on testing Job’s endurance with such monstrous indifference. 

I certainly wasn’t able to accept the idea that the servant of God should suffer 

willingly in order that others may be improved. I couldn’t come at it when I was 

eleven and I still find his submission troubling even though I’m less likely to say so 

with such defiance: too many things have happened since those clays of heedless 

bravado.

At one point, you may remember Job says:

Though he slay me, yet will I trust in Him;  

But I will argue my ways before Him. 

This also shall be my salvation, 

That a hypocrite cannot come before Him.

In these lines, it seemed to me that Job rose to inspirational heights, equally matched 

in his debate with God. But once God had spoken, Job gave away his swagger, his 

sublime defiance—

Wherefore I now abhor my words, and repent,  

Seeing I am dust and ashes.

I have to admit I cheated on the original, refusing to have my hero abase himself 

in what seemed a craven way before God’s harsh rebuke:

Behold, I am of small account; what shall I answer Thee?  

I lay my hand upon my mouth.
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I was ready in those days to back tragedy’s capacity to glorify human resistance 

to necessity. Prometheus defied Zeus with all stops out—why should Job not be 

allowed the same spiritual flare before extinction? Because Job belongs to the 

submissive Hebrew tradition and Prometheus to the intellectual hubris of the 

Greek. Tragedy is only possible to a mind which is agnostic since there can be no 

compensating hereafter for a tragic hero. Less defiant today, I’m more likely to lay 

a hand over my mouth before putting the tragic foot in it. However, I began as an 

agnostic and an agnostic I remain, a stake in both the Hebrew and Greek traditions, 

too much of a Jew to be a Christian, too Christian to be much of a Jew. 

Poetry has always seemed to me a source of hope, a means of speaking against 

any orthodoxy, be it religious, political, or social. It has offered a place for the 

dissenting imagination that hankers to encompass not only the truth of what is, 

what has been, but what might be or what might have been.

In the pages of my journal, kept over many years, the following passage from 

1995 occurs:

The Psalms have given me the most inspired comfort. But is it just a trick of 

language or do I actually take hold of something in the act of reading? Some 

sustaining force behind the words, the voice of the fallible human seeking 

redemption in a crazy act of faith in an unseen being. ‘I am like a pelican of the 

wilderness; I am like an owl of the desert. I watch and am as a sparrow alone 

upon the house top.’ The imagery is very poignant and feels right. 

In the same engaging way, the poems of the seventeenth-century parson-poet 

of Bemerton, George Herbert, modest and radiantly illuminating about his inner 

conflict, have the familiar pull between the attractions of the world and the call 

to renounce it. Underneath it all, there is true belief in the One to whom he 

speaks as familiarly as to a mortal friend, his source of strength and survival. He’s 

willing to go all the way with whatever God ordains whether he’s ‘cast down’ or 

afforded help:

I will complain, yet praise;  

I will bewail, approve; 

And all my sowre-sweet days  

I will lament and love.

That just about says it all: sour-sweet days. The state of exile is relative and it 

would appear that Herbert felt just as cut off in his village parish as I feel out of 
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God’s earshot on the remotest edge of this continent. We both received our sense 

of God from the stern, fallible beauty of the King James Version’s resonant prose. 

It’s an old infatuation, and even now I can’t tell how much of its impact depended 

on the means of expression rather than what was actually being expressed.

There is an epigraph to a recent autobiographical memoir by the now-deceased 

young professor of philosophy at London University, Gillian Rose. The book is 

called Love’s Work, and the epigraph is taken from an eighteenth-century Kabbalist 

called Staretz Silouan. It reads, ‘Keep your mind in hell, and despair not.’ Taken 

together with Herbert’s poem, I believe it offers a kind of answer to Job. I’m 

grateful to both of them. After all, keeping afloat, keeping one’s spiritual stamina 

intact even in hell, seems a not unreasonable aim for ageing agnostics.





ISAAC BABEL’S FIDDLE
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Perspective

1954:
There were the hours we spent 

In gentle wonderment, walking together.  

Shadows of the afternoon across our path,  

Yet we were blinded by a greater sun, made  

One and still divided in burning clarity of  

Self, souls suspended in the bright air. 

We were grave lovers, engulfed as by a mighty 

Swell of tears; the pressure of the hand, the  

Tender eyes, the whole merged in a whole, yet  

You could speak — I was afraid to yield the  

Vastness to a word, a sign that might trouble  

The hour, the brightness and the joy. 

We were grave lovers (you promised this would be  

Although I doubted); our laughter grew 

To a brave thing. So rare a day as this 

We did not know would end so soon whose  

Night was but the ashes of our noon.

1974:
I am supposed to blench for you, my heightened  

Friend who loved. Miss R. who showed (said Bernard  

C, whoever he) ‘cold purity of passion’ but 

‘Added neither weight nor roused new hope thereby  

For undergraduate poetry.’ He knew his stuff. 

He knew that ‘burning clarity of self ’ was just  

A blind, that wholes cannot grammatically (or  

Any other way) be merged in wholes, that the 

Existence of a soul was doubtful (Donne be damned) 

In Melbourne of the Fifties. But calloused to  

Survive, though he she loved is dead and she was  

In another country burning laid, I wouldn’t change  

A word, young fuzzy platonist, whose fine illusory 

Clarity throughout less heightened years has unmade  

Me.
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Survival Kit

I have waited to be forty all my life (always a  

Sucker for precise reckoning), and 

Here is the year beckoning me 

To be where I always wanted, legitimately. 

Dieu et mon droit, a confirmation devoutly 

Wished for, a mark on the census that I am beginning 

Where I began, that nothing has been worth winning,  

That nothing has definitely been won, 

Or absolutely lost. 

           Heart’s death old hat, 

Mine has died time and again tending experience,  

Absurd handmaiden to the absurd, removing my glasses  

At movies, chickening on violence even at one remove,  

Moping with Mahler, weak for my children, lead  

Bleater of Kindertotenlieder, forestalling world’s 

End on the end of a pin, fraught with quibble and 

Linguistic tic, pernickety ironic nit-picking  

Academic. 

           Bound to admit that I 

Welcome the end of a world that I am, I rejoice  

In the worm drinking dew, the lift as the leaf  

Bursts its bud, gaiety in grief. 

           Attitudes crumble. 

The heart survives in bumbling triumphal shouts and  

Giggles — in night skies, in the babble of birds, 

Grass murmurs, bravura of rocks. So who mourns 

Despair, anguish, fury, passion, fallen away  

Painlessly as another year’s petals? Did the  

Nightingales carrying on in the woods of Mycenae  

Give a damn for Agamemnon?
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An Australian

(Self-Portrait by Clifton Pugh)

Before you buy your ticket, loose the  

Atrophy of caste (white, skilled, and for 

Ten quid you can, you can burn the pianola,  

Galoshes, mum, and that inner man she hangs  

About with) before, I say, look well at this  

Visible man, his holy frugal ghost. 

They keep strange company. Poised between  

Camps, you think he’s free to pitch and fend,  

Speculate and prophesy. You’re wrong. He keeps  

His end up by a tight-rope walker’s trick,  

Erectile stance, trial upon trial of fine 

Adjustment in the austere shell of his curls,  

Fronted by fall upon fall, a trunkless 

John the Baptist, spectacled. Wordless 

In a dumb landscape, sardonic, fretful, nurses  

A faulty prospect without complaint. 

Centaur in collage, below the belt he keeps 

A flaccid rooted poise, knocks romantic cliché 

In his groin-rumpled shorts, granite legs; clenched  

Granite hand guards dying energies. 

          Spectre to himself, the cloudless  

Sky, the casual rocks, the sated sun, the broken camp;  

Now are you game to plant your belly in that sun?
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To a Sea Horse

The male has a pouch on the underside of the tail into which the female injects the eggs. 

When the eggs hatch it looks as if the male is giving birth to the young. Even after 

hatching, the young remain near the father, darting back into his pouch if danger threatens.

Wall-eyed snouter, sweet feeble translucent  

Tiny eunuch teetering on your rocker,  

Pouting, corseted in 

Rings of bone, flesh flaps 

Fanning the tides as you totter and roll  

Forward, but never so forward as 

She. 

Flex your pipes for the winter.  

Keep an upright house. 

Pucker piped lips for her, flex,  

Flex your rings, flash your fin  

If you can, man. Watch it!  

Your love’s bearing down with  

Transparent efficiency, that 

Abrasive lady’s been starching her  

Dorsal for meeting, nudges 

Neatly your ring-tailed poise;  

Totter and flex, finny vibrato for  

Sex (can’t afford to go off your  

Rocker at this stage), 

FLEX! 

Chess knights collide: 

A shuddering pouchful of eggs.  

Nuzzle your snouters, sweet  

Sons and daughters, tip to 

Your tiny transparencies,  

Hatched in your warmth,  

Flexed in your strength. 

They’d be mad to trust women  

After this.
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Isaac Babel’s Fiddle Reaches the Indian Ocean 

‘Mr. Zagursky ran a factory of infant prodigies, a factory of Jewish dwarfs in lace collars 

and patent-leather pumps. He hunted them out in the slums of Moldavanka, in the 

evil-smelling courtyards of the Old Market … My father decided that I should emulate 

them … I was fettered to the instruments of my torture, and dragged them about with me 

… One day I left home laden like a beast of burden with violin-case, violin, music, and 

twelve roubles in cash — payment for a month’s tuition. I was going along Nezhin Street; 

to get to Zagursky’s I should have turned into Dvoryanskaya but instead of that I found 

myself at the harbour … So began my liberation.’

Isaac Babel: Awakening

Just try and cast a piano  

In the sea 

Romantically. 

Take it from me, you’ll  

Never make it.

I tried it once  

Or twice. My 

Polished albatross  

Kicked me as we  

Sank through  

Coral gardens.

And rose, rosewood  

Bird and I, 

Buoyed by 

Bubbling spirals past  

The emerald gills, 

The darting purple fins,

Up through the silent  

Gardens beckoning 

In dappled solar tracks  

To break the 

Limpid bounds of an 

Elysium aquamarine.
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What happened when you left  

That day? A day of frozen  

Lakes and weighted birches,  

Fleeing mittenless 

The fond solicitude 

That sealed your case

And thrust you talentless  

Upon Zagursky’s stoop to  

Sit among the drooping  

Ugly boys, your eyes  

Intent upon their 

Bruised necks, their neat

Doll’s feet; Anchises’ tadpoles  

In withered velvet suits 

Bearing their father, theotokoi, 

Upon their bows to 

101st street, East, the  

Summerhearted phoenix land.

You’d seen your father  

Touch his cap and bow  

While Cossacks tore 

His store apart. 

Meanwhile your heart  

Quickened with Dumas,

Stopped with Turgenev 

(Disguised by Sevcik 

On the stand). It was your  

Judashand that flung the  

Fiddle, spent the rouble  

For Zagursky’s care into
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Odessa’s sandbar — whose voice  

Did you obey that day you  

Sounded out the waterfront?  

Hydrophobic shoot of land-locked  

Scholars, febrile storekeepers 

And gaunt Iberian rabbis in their caves.

The milling port that  

Catapulted Heifetz, Elman  

From the Tsarevitch’s sight  

Kept you, boy and man apart,  

Heir to a single 

Season of the heart.

You had no need to join  

A brutal company; 

(The world’s a Cossack haunt  

In any case — Turgenev 

Might have told you that), 

What did you prove,

Master of silence? That you  

Could pass the test 

Your father failed, autumnal friend?  

The silent salty wastes 

Await us. These (and they) 

Will get us in the end — meantime

The tendrils of the sea 

Most tenderly embrace the  

Adamantine gloss, 

Time’s rivulets are filtered, 

Harmless, through each curled eyelet,  

Every key is stilled.
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The final feathered clamp  

And suck of blind anemones  

Rock the ancestral fate to jar  

A host of ghostly swimmers, 

Measuring their buoyant gravity  

Beyond Odessa’s black sandbar.
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In Memory of Ries Mulder

(1909–1973)

Seeing the coming storm, tired of the way,  

You drew to sleep. Rest quiet, Ries, who  

Painted, talked, was loved by friends who  

Fled the north and cannot bury you.  

Blood in a lung, the new admitted guest 

Sat in your room till we had gone, to  

Swell his nightmare sac. An easy tender  

Host, you gave yourself in gently 

Angled prow suspended on an opalescent  

Calm, painted when we were young 

In Java. 

How still it was. The red sun sank 

Behind the spire, fired the canal and 

Died. We drank to our next meeting,  

Raised a glass against your subtle 

Patient guest and ours. The sun’s shaft  

Struck the prow, shattered the summer  

Waterscape one fiery time and charged a 

Common autumn day with fear. You knew.  

We set our faces light with expectation  

(Time on our side, young in the south) 

On a meeting: ‘Seven years? Of course  

We’ll make it.’ 

Dear failed and gifted friend, the wind  

Has blown us all to the earth’s end never  

To cross that sea again. 

But on the clear cerulean wave your  

Young and steadfast prow will rock  

Itself asleep for ever.

Ijsselstein
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For Anna

This is your friendly pelican 

Talking to you, just above your ear:  

The seas all rush together 

As you chomp and snort among  

My feathers. Burrow your  

Pulsating skull against me, 

Scan your larder well and choose  

Your fill today, dear small predator,  

Scrabbling to be free. Tomorrow,  

With your trusting breath and  

Reckless gums you shall devour  

The world. And me.
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Orpheus

As at a sign you’ll go and no more 

Turn. Night’s window starred with warning  

Runway markers opens: the plane waits. 

Solemn boy again, I took your case with  

Love, pity — books, you said, just books, 

The squirrel hoard, the refuge, chosen 

Cage. Our light affectionate irony 

Played between the bars deceiving none  

But us. Trapped migratory birds 

More reckless of their years would  

Probe a prison no more gentle — their  

Simple islands lie in the sun and 

Do not move. Our quicksand havens shift  

To outstay the gnawing tides of love.
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The Name of the Game

John Donne, who are you kidding?  

‘ … nor yet canst thou kill me.’ 

           Fine words. 

Ah, fine fine words to gird the heart,  

To brush me for a minute to infinity.  

But back I come. And so did you, be  

Honest now. 

        Each night 

I tell him in the sink, tell him  

Scouring the floor on his black back:  

Get the hell out of my kitchen! 

I’m not ready for you yet and  

When I am I’ll do the taking.  

Fine literary stance, poor heir to 

Papa Ernest (poorer comforter than you). 

But at the small pale root 

That bound me long before I read a book  

A swelling starts, a dark flower 

Opens waxen leaves — no poppy this,  

Dear John Chrysostomos. 

       The voice of wax 

Tells me the taker’s name  

And I (and you) believe it.
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Respite

Ay, many flowering islands lie  

In the waters of wide Agony.

Shelley

Skeined and scented shore,  

Spray drifts in piney whiffs  

Suspended in sunlight.

Our moon-light thongs skim  

The monotonous delicacy 

Of skeletal shells,

Shallow fragile island  

Sand, you on Rottnest,  

I in Hydra. ‘Hudra’,

Corrects Nick the God giving  

My son a short back-and-sides 

In Nedlands, assimilating him

Head first into the land  

Of short back-and-sides, 

Paving his track while I’m

Away on Hydra: you are  

Always where you are, 

Easy heir to lake and mountain

Bleak with guilt and tamed  

By God. And on this guiltless  

Strand you too are guiltless:

Unpilgrim’d fragile earth,  

Where is my absolution?  

Comical wife in a pink hat
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Looking for what? A world  

In a grain of sand when a  

Grain of sand is a grain

Of sand (so they tell me  

In this straightened land: 

His name is Theos, I didn’t invent

Him, and he has a son, 

An Aristotle or a Plato, also  

With short back-and-sides).

‘Hudra has no cars, many tourists;  

No, I have no wish to return. 

Not yet.’ When his and my son

Greet the scented sand 

Will they touch Rottnest or  

Must my shoot propitiate

The Hydran gods for ever?  

Have crisp white minutes 

In a Nedlands barber’s chair

Refused to chill the 

Chafing ghost? Yet drowned  

Beneath the turquoise-purple

Bowl of bay, lashed 

With fine white streamers,  

Stroked with sunlight,

Cruelly triumphantly unshriven 

I am spent in you, the gods no more  

Than distant thunder at a feast.


