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 8

Writing Is Bleak

Writing is bleak,
Writing in this language in this place
Is doubly bleak.
How the heart yearns
For the Paris of  Joyce,
Synge, Pound, Yeats,
For the camaraderie of  letters
In the city of  letters.

The cold night wore on.
The North wind
Riding on a country air
From some distant fl ute
Told me not to fret
Over the right word
Or the heart
In the right place,
That all things shall be well,
Given time.
It was singing of  man’s impermanence
And all his arts’.
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I Hold My Past

I hold my past in the cup of  my own hands.
– A large collection of  images,
Of  many places and many smells,
Some more painful than others.
Colours brilliant or drab,
Events that show the condition inhuman –
These do not make a picture.
The images, scattered by constant change,
 are not connected.
What lurks in the hollows
Between time and time?
An absence of  adhesion,
Like mother’s love, perhaps.
The eternal spaces and
The eternal child, both ignorant.
How little that amounts to,
The cup of  one’s own hands.
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“Cloud Gate Dance Theatre”:
Three Dances

I 

He bent the air like a reed
greenly loined and a green dash
over his chest
Nijinsky’s Faun
could have danced this way
he landed like a sliding leaf
silently on the balls of  his feet

He fl ies like a bird
he hugs the fl oor like a frog
he leaps like a springbok
he sweeps the stage like an elf

Elfi n perfect elfi n bright
fl esh made elfi n elfi n light

II

Never a cloud god so muscularly shown
dancing at cloud level throughout
hoisted up high
on the shoulders of  two others
half  dancers half  shadows dressed in black
he wears the mask of  the god of  thunder
his many muscles bulge like so much cumulus
he circumnavigates the stage
like so many clouds
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III

They fell they splintered they exploded
like Chinese New Year fi re crackers
to the sound of  fi re crackers

Then their gestures changed
they jerked and grimaced
before they fell
to the sound of  bullets
then a hail of  bullets
and complex variations of  falling

Then the lights of  a tank shone
straight at the audience
one man stood fi rm
then he jerked and fell
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A Bit of  Luck

 My wife and I were waiting for the bus in Canberra one Saturday 
afternoon. It was a sunny day in winter and we were on holiday. Soon 
I noticed that a woman sitting next to us was attempting eye-contact 
and was on the verge of  a smile. The clement weather brings out the 
sociable in people, I suppose. Beautiful day, I said. It transpired that 
she managed to buy the handbag she was cuddling at a very low price 
that morning. It was the only one left, and she was clearly very pleased 
with herself. The bag was ghastly, faded plastic and lopsided. That was 
lucky of  you, put in my wife trying to say something nice. She smiled, 
drew on her cigarette and said, one always needs a bit of  luck in this 
world. 

 Mildly eccentric. But that wasn’t it, there was something inexplicable 
about her. She was clearly older than she seemed, she also had a battered 
look about her, also there was an underlying bubbliness which was almost 
manic. She chatted on merrily in her very German voice occasionally 
fl attened by the Australian vowel. At one point her sleeve fell back and 
there was a number etched on her forearm. We tried not to react. She 
smiled and explained that she was Aryan, not Jewish, she was thrown 
into the camps because she was a communist, but she managed to 
escape and came to Australia as a refugee. That was a long time ago, a 
long time ago, she said, reassuringly.
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Migratory

You want space
You’ve got space
Now what do you do with it

I fl oated alone in my king-size bed
I steered between abysses
To my left 1997
To my right 1788
I hugged the shorelines
Crossed the high seas
And drifted here
Landing on terra fi rma
Terra Australis

A part of  ancient Gondwanaland
Its unique fl ora and fauna are young
Fossils mirror their living counterparts
The hundred million year Wollemi Pine
Will one day propagate in our gardens
The echidna, spikes on a meat slab
Has tunneled through the ages to us
Having walked with dinosaurs

Another Anglophone settlement
Irish, Cockney, North country
Transported cultures
Transformed in two hundred years
Into new shapes new sounds
And endless possibilities
At fi rst the heart longs
For the absent familiar
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Cosmopolitan Hong Kong
Its chaos, its anomalies, its power
Or England, my other world
Or some landmark somewhere
A villa by Serlio on the way
To Erbusco, outside Milan
Or family, relatives
In New York, San Francisco
Vancouver, Toronto . . .

Then, like lightning
The shock of  the void struck

The neighbours are kind, the dogs are friendly
The land is veritable Eden, the roads are straight
Tender is the meat, tasty is the fruit
It is the loss, the loss
That grips like a vice
That tightens the spine
And the legs go soft
Space-tost, land-lost
I fl oat, I drift, I hover
Cannot settle
Cannot come to stay

Concentrate
Minutely on
This time, this space
Measure the land
Foot by foot
Step by step
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These eight acres
Study each weed
Each blade of  grass
Follow each fl ow of  air
Sink the ankles
Touch the ground
Walk normally

These are my songlines
Claiming by declaiming
Over my land
O land, walk with me
May the dust settle
Wherever I may stand
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Skeltonics

Ten years on and what have we got
Good times bad times the lot
The fi rst headman was put on the spot
Up North noticed the snot
And made him trot
The new man a sot he was not
Still he wasn’t all that hot
Before the dreaded slot
Everybody said the city would rot
But nothing has gone to pot
Oh no oh no we have not lost the plot
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