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My earlier notebooks were published under the title Sidetracks: Notebooks 
1976–1991 (Auckland University Press 1998). Melbourne Journal continues 
this process, beginning with my first move to Australia in October 1998. 
The Notebooks after Melbourne Journal, Crankhandle, is published by 
Cordite Books 2015, and won the Victorian Premier’s Literary Award 
for Poetry, 2016. I wish to record here my abiding gratitude to Kris 
Hemensley for his sharp reading of the text, and to Roger Horrocks, 
whose gift of a manuscript selection from his own notebooks many years 
ago still informs and delights me.
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October 1998 – May 1999

Tell me what is happening on earth.
Joseph Joubert, 1797
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nothing’s familiar. What shall I say 
to her. Not a thing
he has ever done has prepared him

Might even poetry be abandoned, that
had never talked to anyone

This morning, he will practise
self esteem

-

what is the journey now imbark’t
My necessaries are not around me

Nor are the colours intimate, as if
each one were mixed with grey

Something was supposed to happen
Something was not supposed to happen

And a virtual office, where the demons
have come to roost, as an attachment 

-

all my writing life I have regarded poetry as heightened language, in 
every way. I want the writing to be technically sound—no, better than 
that, I want it technically brilliant whatever one’s imperfections. Of 
course we get labelled ‘clever’, as if there is nothing else happening on the 
page. And decorum, always

-
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(at Daylesford)

/ can you hear the quiet

/ can you see the dark

-

a short stout man walks
into the sea, looks to the sky
a moment, crosses himself
twice, wades into deeper water,
looks up again, crosses himself
again, and dives, his arms
in two great arcs from
his waist, out to his sides
over his head, into
the waves

-

every thing makes the same claim upon him

or, how to scout ahead
of the avant garde

-

writing as a form or mode of waiting

waiting as a mode or form of writing

-
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two middle-aged women in dark suits
sit & talk on a bench. A middle-aged man,
well-dressed but without his jacket (how
one assumes he has one!) greets the women,
who greet him. He takes from his pocket
and gives to one of the women a large
roll of banknotes. She looks at it, turns it
over and over in her hands for a moment,
then gives it to the woman beside her, who
does exactly the same with it, then gives it
to the man, who pockets it, and walks off

-

what a supremely oral culture we are

-

about poetic form — Foucault’s remark on the calligramme — “never 
speaks and represents at the same moment” (this from Michel Foucault, 
This is not a pipe, trans James Harkness, Univ. of California Press 1983). 
When one reads, the shape of the poem, its outer form, disappears. Is 
this why, in this indeterminacy, why the formal experiment of twentieth 
century poetry (from Gertrude Stein, Dada, Surrealism etc onwards) has 
failed in wide social terms? It’s not that the experiment didn’t work—it 
did, does, magnificently—but in terms of mass culture, the form/content 
split has widened. It wants presentation merely, and then takes it for the 
real. It wants the persona to be the person, the image to be the thing. To 
make matters more difficult for writing, the computer permits conserva-
tive writing to become radically shaped, and truly radical work to be laid 
out (ouch! “laid out”— cold?) as ‘prose’

-
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fishing-boat names at Geelong — “Lisa-Jean”

        “Mildred Rose”

-

what is the question I want to solve by my current reading? I am struck by 
the personal nature of writings by Sven Birkerts, James J. O’Donnell, Ivan 
Illich and Barry Sanders. Their inquiries are not merely academic, nor 
are they intended to be rhetorically or commercially persuasive. Their 
subject matter is both the substance, the matter, of the book, and the sub-
ject that is themselves. Most others I know who have read avidly from an 
early age—and I did not—typically have fiction as their primary reading 
or as their most engaging reading experience. I wonder if reading novels 
is a process most removed from the sort of reading that we actually do in 
the electronic medium. The ideal novel reader (and I might read just one 
or two in a year) presumably does not take their eyes off the book until 
the last page is turned. But to read in the electronic medium is to contin-
ually make extra-textual and conscious choices about where to click next. 
For Birkerts et al there are personal issues around reading as a social 
practice in the wider community based on their own personal attachment 
to the specifics of their readerly experience. But, in the absence of identi-
fication with their issues, what is my question, and how will it come to be 
formulated?

-

why I write with the dictionaries open on the desk—Shorter Oxford 1959, 
Skeats’s Etymological 1963—is to scan all the possible meanings of a 
word, especially those outside my original intentions, or what I thought 
I meant—and not just words I don’t know, but also words I do or sort of 
know—for those meanings, at some level and in some measure, will nev-
ertheless echo or resonate differently in the reading by others

-
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“the balance may include unclear funds”

-

have just seen that fragmenta nova is the new work, here, in Melbourne. 
So much of what one knows follows after what’s done. It keeps giving the 
slip to truly viable intentions proposed to exist before composition (first 
I do my think, then I write it) tho I don’t doubt at all those realities of 
intent. . .

-

Emily Dickinson : ‘After great pain, a formal feeling comes’

Mary Oliver : ‘After a cruel childhood, one must reinvent oneself. Then
   reimagine the world.’

-

how little, finally, one makes, of everything

-

why is it, tho not always, when one unexpectedly drops something, that 
one of the immediate & instinctive things one does is to pull the hands 
away from the article, rather than towards it for retrieval before it hits the 
ground? 

-
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each day I come to Browns Café, at Albert Park, I look for a thin book to 
bring with me. Today’s is Blanchot’s The Madness of the Day (La Folie du 
Jour, trans Lydia Davis, Station Hill 1981). On opening : ‘Reading was a 
great weariness for me. . . ’, and this so characterises much of my own 
reading experience. Most of it is just hard slog, and from which I give 
up more easily these days. The complementary question to ‘How will I 
revitalise my writing?’ is therefore ‘How can my reading experience be 
revitalised?’

-

the frequency with which I look up from reading or writing
to see someone go out of the café, that I did not see
or even sense going in

-

across the table, here in the State Library of Victoria, is a man about my 
age addressing a series of volumes once known as The Blue Books — tho 
now bound in a brownish cloth — from which he is fastidiously noting 
wheat yields in Victoria, county by county, at the turn of the century.
 I am, for the first time, examining the books (some) and (some) 
prospectuses of the late Alec Bolton’s Brindabella Press: looking at pic-
tures, reading poems, checking out the technical qualities of printing & 
binding.
 What do you have if these two activities are taken together? 
Wheat yields. The shimmer of pure poetry. Ears for song?

-

re Illich & Sanders — check out their notion of the pre-alphabetic bard 
beside the Language Poets. How might a post-alphabetic bard retrieve 
pre-alphabetic process? Is it possible? The pre-Homeric poet relied on 
memory, not of the succession of words in the poem, but of the story as a 
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whole, and of the technics of telling (whether the remaining syllables left 
in a line would permit ‘wise Athene’ or ‘grey-eyed Athene’ etc

-

I find myself to be of such an intense
emotional fragility

-

Illich & Sanders : “The water of memory turns into the fluency of
   a writer and a reader.”

and this from the proto-poet himself (whose lyre was passed back to 
Apollo)—Orpheus :
   . . . give me at once cold water
   flowing forth from the Lake of Memory
(trans Kathleen Freeman)

-

to what extent can one have access to deep cultural information without 
reading? Or, what access does the culture already provide to deep cul-
tural information outside of reading?

-

Indeterminacy Principle : one cannot read and overhear the conversation  
    at the next table at the same time

-


