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Dear Members,
Since the September issue the Chapter held an Open Forum on 25 September in which
Isabel Deeble spoke on Dickens’ performance art and Geoffery Usher read from The
Christmas Carol (report p.3). The seminar proceedings from the 2017 and 2018 seminars
were edited into one volume by Wendy Michaels, Visions of Sydney in the Aftermath of the
First World War – the Women’s Legal Status Act, and have been distributed and posted on
the ISAA website (NSW Chapter section). In October the Annual Conference took place
at the National Library in Canberra. The theme was the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights – 70 Years On and as the Newsletter Editor Ian Keese is covering it in detail over
two issues there is no report here except to say that NSW Chapter was well represented
among presenters: Professor Emeritus Trevor Parmenter gave the Annual Lecture,
Professor Shirley Randell also spoke and Bob Davidson and Christine Yeats spoke in a
special panel on recent publications and research. Members were very impressed by the
support the conference received from the National Library especially through the special
exhibition of French Revolutionary pamphlets.
The NSW Chapter continues to make a substantial contribution to the running of ISAA.
At the AGM Christine Yeats was re-elected President for her final year, I continue as
Immediate Past President, Shirley Randell continues as an ordinary member and as there
were three vacancies after the AGM Rodney Nillsen and Lesley Potter agreed to be
appointed to two casual vacancies. Susan Steggall supports its work as Website Manager.
We are very grateful to them for making themselves available to fill these roles despite
this not being part of their life plans for 2019.
Plans for 2019 are well under way with Diane Solomon Westerhuis speaking on her
heritage study of Laurieton, NSW at a Work-in-Progress meeting at History House on 12
March (see p.2) and Beverley Sherry speaking on her work on Milton in Stained Glass on 9
May also at History House (see pp 2-3). Both of these events will be held jointly with the
RAHS.
If you have any contributions for the next Bulletin, such as scholarly book notes, notes on
exhibitions, films or plays, please send them to me by 30 January at

cjennett@ozemail.com.au.
Best wishes,
Christine Jennett, Bulletin Editor & Immediate Past Chair, ISAA-NSW Chapter
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UPCOMING EVENTS
WORK IN PROGRESS
Date: 12 March
Time: 2 – 4 pm
Venue: History House

Dr Diane Solomon Westerhuis will speak on A Walk Through Time and The Archives
Abstract:
This paper discusses the archival research undertaken to complete a detailed heritage study of Laurieton, NSW 2443. The
study begins with a contemporary census of the old main street, in which every site and building in the street is described
and placed in its historical context. From that census a narrative emerges: a chronology of the village and its surrounds
over time. This narrative is sustained by varied archival evidence which links sites, buildings or archaeological remains in
the street to historic events and people. Using diverse archival material, it is possible then to walk up the main street and
describe events and circumstances of the village and its surrounds over time. The description includes some ‘Eureka
moments’ in research.
About Diane Solomon Westerhuis:
Diane has a BA Hons (University of Sydney), Dip Ed (University of Sydney), PhD (James Cook University).
She has worked as a history teacher, researcher and university lecturer, at James Cook University in Townsville and Charles
Sturt University at Bathurst. Her teaching and research subjects have included archaeology, history, criminology, sociology
and social research methods. Diane has edited and written books and journal articles, managed an art gallery and
participated in archaeological digs in New Zealand and the Solomon Islands, and with her husband Jacob in Thailand and
Australia. Since 2014 Diane has lived on the Mid Coast of NSW and is now completing her fourth degree, this one in
Local, Family and Applied History with UNE. Her research project for this degree is to document the heritage of the local
village of Laurieton.

OPEN FORUM
Joint Independent Scholars Association of Australia (NSW Chapter) & Royal Australian
Historical Society
Dr Beverley Sherry will speak on Milton in Stained Glass
Date: 9 May
Time: 2 – 4 pm
Venue: History House
Abstract:
Portraits of Milton and illustrations of his works date from the seventeenth century on, but it was not until the nineteenth
century that they appeared in stained glass. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, stained glass had been virtually a
lost art, but the Gothic Revival of the nineteenth century brought a revival. From the mid-nineteenth century, portraits of
Milton in stained glass (as of Shakespeare) proliferated—in schools, libraries, universities, civic buildings, churches, even
residences. Depictions of his works are much rarer. As with the portraits, they carry a rich freight of meaning because of
the nature of stained glass. As an architectural art, stained glass is not an autonomous art but tied to a building, a building
constructed at a particular time and place for a specific purpose and associated with particular people. Stained glass is thus
part of a social and historical context. This illustrated talk begins with portraits of Milton but focuses mainly on
representation of his works in stained glass: the Paradise Lost window at Geneva College, Beaver Falls Pennsylvania, the
Paradise Lost window at Princeton University, and the Milton memorial window at St Margaret's Church Westminster.
This talk relates to Beverley’s book Australia’s Historic Stained Glass and her essay on stained glass in the Dictionary of Sydney
https://dictionaryofsydney.org/entry/stained_glass. More particularly, it is an extension of her work on Milton in
2

translation. She gave a work-in-progress report to ISAA on this subject, and her essay, “Lost and Regained in Translation:
The Sound of Paradise Lost”, was published in Milton in Translation (Oxford University Press, 2017), an edited collection of
essays that won the prestigious Irene Samuel Memorial Award for 2017. “Milton in Stained Glass” will be included in
Milton in Further Translation, a book in progress which explores intersemiotic translations, that is, translation into other
media such as music, drama, the visual arts.
About Beverley Sherry:
Beverley Sherry (MA Qld, PhD Bryn Mawr) has followed a career at the University of Queensland, where she was a Senior
Lecturer in English, the Huntington Library, the Australian National University, and the University of Sydney, where she is
now an Honorary Associate. Her work crosses the disciplines of literature, the visual arts, and history, as is evidenced in
her books Hunter’s Hill: Australia’s Oldest Garden Suburb (1989), commissioned for Australia’s bicentenary, and Australia’s
Historic Stained Glass (1991), her most pioneering work. However, the work of John Milton has remained her principal
interest in teaching and research. Since 1975 she has continued to publish widely on Milton, and serves on the standing
committee of the International Milton Symposium and the editorial board of Milton Quarterly. Her current research interests
are translations of Paradise Lost – interlingual, intralingual, and intersemiotic – and her essay, “Lost and Regained in
Translation: the Sound of Paradise Lost”, is included in the award-winning collection of essays, Milton in Translation (Oxford
University Press, 2017).
& & &

REPORT ON RECENT CHAPTER EVENT

OPEN FORUM 25 September 2018
Isabel Deeble argued that Charles Dickens invented a new medium for entertaining audiences during his third career, after
journalism and writer of fiction, where he undertook public readings of his writings. His first such reading took place in
1853 for charity and in 1858 he did his first paid reading. In 1867 he undertook a highly successful tour of the USA.
Dickens wanted to meet his public face to face and spoke of the ‘roaring sea of response’. He wanted to travel through the
stories with his readers. Dickens did all aspects of stage production and performance. While he did not have a great voice
in dramatic reading he was reportedly ‘electric’. ‘The Death Of Nancy’ from Oliver Twist was one of his favourite readings.
Dickens put his all into the performances, eventually exhausting himself and dying at 58 years of age. A day before he died
he said ‘I should have had a company of actors and written the plays for them. That is what I should have done with my
life’. Following Isabel’s talk Geoffery Usher illustrated the excitement of listening to Dickens well read by reading two
extracts from The Christmas Carol.
Christine Jennett
& & &

BOOK NOTES
BLITZED – Drugs in Nazi Germany by Norman Ohler
Translated from the German by Shaun Whiteside. Penguin Books 2017

Blitzed retells the history of the Second World War, Germany, Hitler and the Third Reich through pill popping: the
victories won by soldiers and the defeats created by their leaders through drug addiction. The book is exhaustively
researched from unpublished reports and files from German and American archives, complemented by interviews with
contemporary witnesses and military historians.
In the 1920s and 1930s Germany was awash with drugs. German pharmaceutical companies were extremely prosperous
and inventive. On 31 October 1937, the Temmler factory patented the first German methylamphetamine (aka crystal
meth). Its trademark, Pervitin, became freely available and very popular among all classes of society. Boxed chocolates
spiked with methamphetamine were put on the market containing five times the amount in a Pervitin pill. ‘Hildebrand
Chocolates are always a delight’ ran the slogan. The idea was to make housework more fun for women. The National
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Socialists wanted to be like a drug themselves and create political euphoria: The people would be intoxicated by Hitler and
the entire nation held in thrall.
The military saw itself as a modern organisation. Soldiers were described as ‘animated engines’. A sleeping soldier is a
useless soldier. One medical officer reported that where the last drop has to be squeezed from the team, a unit supplied
with Pervitin is superior. A medical report from the 8th Panzer Division on using Pervitin as a stimulant recorded: ‘Own
experience very favourable …Effect on depressed mood excellent.’ Young naval recruits were sent on suicide missions,
each man sitting in a Perspex bubble over a torpedo for four sleepless days and nights per mission, should they last that
long, pumped up on cocaine chewing gum.
Hitler’s personal physician, the notorious Dr Theo Morell, gave him injections of multiple drugs, stimulants and vitamin
and hormone concoctions . Hitler was known as Patient A. (Eva Braun was Patient B. Mussolini was Patient X.)
Towards the end of the book Norman Ohler writes:
On 30th April 1945, at about 3.30 p.m., Patient A perished from his own system of repressed reality, overdosing on
his own poisonous mixture. His bid to make the world rise up in a state of total intoxication was condemned to
failure from the outset. Germany, land of drugs, of escapism and world-weariness, had been looking for a super
junkie. And it had found him, in its darkest hour, in Adolf Hitler.
When the ‘super junkie’ died 100,000 Germans, including high ranking military officers, killed themselves, fleeing reality
and following their Führer one last time.
When reason is replaced by intoxication and euphoria – bad things happen.
Brian Nicholls
THE HOUSE
by Helen Pitt
Allen & Unwin, Sydney 2018
There is a curious serendipity in the books we read at particular times of our lives. I
experienced this once again recently – I began reading The House on Thursday 4
October and was struck by the political machinations that thwarted Utzon’s artistic
vision and the bogan mentality of men in positions of power whose mundanity shapes
such crass decisions. That evening I attended the opening of the Michael Crouch
Galleries at the Mitchell Library where the Premier spoke about the importance of
acknowledging the state’s history and heritage. I returned to the book with a sense that
at least Sydney might have moved beyond the prosaic and pedestrian to glimpsing the
numinous. Alas that hope was dispelled with the dawn.
On Friday 5 October Alan Jones unleashed his bullying bluster against Opera House
CEO, Louise Herron – ‘We own the Opera House. … You don’t. You manage it.’ Herron’s resistance to advertising a
horse race on the Opera House sails prompted Jones to demand the Premier sack her and Prime Minister Scott Morrison
to assert the sails were Sydney’s biggest billboard! (Yes this is the man who was sacked as Managing Director of Tourism
Australia over the ‘Where the bloody hell are you?’ campaign!) Had David Hughes, the Minister responsible for the initial
desecration of Utzon’s vision been re-incarnated? In The House, Helen Pitt delves into the personal lives of those involved
in the Sydney Opera House and how this artistic creation changed so many of those lives. She writes with journalistic flair
as she traces the twists and turns of the creation of a building that on 28 June 2007 was placed on the UNESCO World
Heritage List. While much of the story has been in the public domain for some years, Pitt brings a fresh perspective. I was
particularly chuffed to read about the part played by Richard Leplastrier who, as ISAA members will remember gave the
keynote address at the 2017 Annual Seminar. It proved to be an informative and enjoyable read and the disturbing events
swirling around the Opera House at the moment of reading made it even more compelling.
Wendy Michaels
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SHELL ,
by Kristina Olsson, Scribner, Sydney, 2018
Kristina Olsson is also a journalist. Her novel set in Sydney in 1965-1966 against the
construction of the Sydney Opera House is deeply layered focusing on the intersecting
lives of two vulnerable characters, Axel, an artistic Swedish glass maker and Pearl, a
fiercely independent journalist. Olsson skilfully handles the revelation of their individual
backstories as she explores aesthetic questions of art and culture in an Australia that was
beginning to establish its position in a globalising world. She balances the personal stories
against the many political issues that were swirling around the building of the Opera House –
the politics, prejudices, misogyny, xenophobia and contempt for artistic creativity. And
emerging from the harbour waters the building itself – ‘the sails arcing out of chaos…
Its reach for beauty, a connection between the human and the sublime’. This is a beautifully
designed book that serves Olsson’s lyrical, reflective, uplifting, intensely moving writing well.
In the words of author Gail Jones, Shell pays homage to ‘the Sydney Opera House; not simply
an icon, but reimagined as art object, aspiration, and a kind of international dream…’.
Wendy Michaels
MUTINY, MAYHEM, MYTHOLOGY: BOUNTY’S ENIGMATIC VOYAGE
by Alan Frost, Sydney University Press, 2018
Alan Frost’s Mutiny, Mayhem, Mythology: Bounty’s Enigmatic Voyage deals with the infamous 1789 mutiny and its aftermath.
Accounts of the mutiny by Fletcher Christian and part of the crew of the Bounty, and the colony subsequently established
on the remote Pitcairn Island by nine of the mutineers and their Polynesian companions, have been the subject of more
than 3000 books and articles as well as plays, feature films and documentaries. As Frost notes, the saga is ‘the stuff of
legends’.
The two protagonists are Bligh and Christian and over the past 225 years they have been variously cast as villain and hero.
Frost seeks to abandon what he terms this ‘long fixation on the binary sets of images’ of Bligh the competent commander
and his treacherous deputy Christian and Bligh the tyrannical commander and Christian the good-hearted deputy who
broke under intolerable pressure. While Bligh may have promoted the former image through his writings, Frost believes
that the latter is more accurate.
In this account of the 1789 mutiny Frost seeks to move away from the traditional interpretations of good and evil to
consider and better understand the voyage in the context of the realities of eighteenth-century naval life. He then reexamines the primary sources ‘questioning and comparing them with one another’. The end result is a well-researched
publication, which provides a new interpretation of the history of this infamous expedition. As Frost notes, had it
succeeded in its objective in bringing breadfruit to the West Indies it would have faded in our ‘scarcely remembered past’,
instead the mutiny and its aftermath continues to engage our attention.
The book is well referenced, using footnotes rather than end notes, enabling the reader to easily check the references.
There is an extensive bibliography but the two-page index is disappointing in a work of this calibre. Nevertheless, Alan
Frost is to be congratulated for this publication.
Christine Yeats

HUGH MAHON: PATRIOT, PRESSMAN, POLITICIAN, VOLUME 1
by Jeff Kildea, Anchor Books, 2017
Followers of politics will remember that during the lead-up to the Super Saturday by-elections in July 2018 in the wake of
the MP citizenship shambles, there was the possibility of the ALP losing the seat of Longman to the government. The
point was oft-made in the media that only once since Federation had a federal opposition MP lost a by-election to the
government, but there was little mention of the specifics of that case.
Hugh Mahon was the Labor MHR involved. He was the member for Kalgoorlie from 1901-1920, and stands out in
Australian political history as (1) the only federal MP to be expelled by the Australian parliament (i.e. by a vote of the other
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MPs in November 1920), and (2) the only case where an Opposition has lost a seat in a by-election to the Government
(December 1920) when he tried to win back the seat.
In Hugh Mahon: Patriot, Pressman, Politician, Volume 1, Jeff Kildea, a retired Sydney barrister, has told the story of the early life
of Mahon up to his election to the first Commonwealth parliament in 1910. Volume 2 which is in preparation, will cover
his life from 1901. Little else of substance has previously been written about Mahon other than a 1969 MA thesis.
Before politics, Mahon was a journalist and an owner and editor of newspapers. Much of the 226-page book is about his
experience in newspapers, covering in some depth both the content of what he wrote or published, and the logistics of
keeping the papers going. (He was also for a while the chief political reporter for the Sydney Daily Telegraph). He was
a ‘colourful’ character, often sued or in trouble with the law for what he published. The Melbourne Truth called him the
‘Ezra Norton of Kalgoorlie’.
Born in Ireland in 1857, he started as a journalist in the USA (having gone to Canada and then the US from age 12-22),
returned to Ireland and ran some newspapers, and then went to Australia in 1882, facing the threat of arrest unless he left
Ireland. From then until 1901 he owned or was editor of a number of newspapers in country areas in NSW, Victoria and
WA.
The book traverses some big historical themes in Australian and world history. An important theme is Ireland‘s
relationship with Britain, including the movement for partition and the Irish Land League that sought land reform,
especially for tenant farmers. Mahon worked for the League both in Ireland and Australia in his early years here. Later, it
was to be his support for the Irish in 1920 that led to his expulsion on the basis of statements he allegedly made that were
critical of the Empire in the context of the Irish question.
In Australia, Mahon’s work also brought him in direct contact with some of the big themes of our history including the
movement to Federation, White Australia, the rise of the ALP and the unions in the 1890s, protection versus free trade,
and sectarianism. The book shows in detail that bias in the media was at least as strong as today, with Mahon often a
strong partisan in his writings.
Mahon’s story also contains an extraordinary cast of characters with whom his life crossed, including Charles Stewart
Parnell, a 14-year-old governess Mary McKillop, Ezra Norton, H B Higgins, Henry Parkes, Henry George, and Premier
John Forrest. The story also presents some less well-known points from the late 19th century that were new to me,
including the fact that there was a movement for the Goldfields to secede from WA in the 1890s, and the extent and
vigour of the competition between newspapers in so many small towns.
Alongside these big themes, Kildea also delves into the minute detail of Mahon’s life and some of the matters in which he
was involved, especially in relation to the multiple skirmishes and altercations he had with authority arising from his work
as a pressman and activist. Kildea’s research has turned up some delightful facts such as the Royal Commission on the
Extermination of Rabbits (of which Mahon was secretary); that Louis Pasteur entered an Australia competition seeking
ways to eliminate rabbits; and that on day 1 of the February 1883 cricket test between England and Australia, the SCG
members pavilion flew ‘the Irish flag and two American flags… [but] nowhere the English flag’.
As a journalist, Mahon was considered a very good wordsmith, albeit with a hyperbolic style. He supported justice for
Aboriginal people, but many were unsure of his commitment to the labour movement, even though he was an ALP MHR
for nearly twenty years. A 1882 Irish police report said that he was ‘by occupation a reporter and by inclination a rebel.’ As
Kildea notes, his life was worthy of a biography even if he had not been at the centre of the unique electoral events of
1920.
Bob Davidson
& & &

EXHIBITION NOTES
New galleries open at the State Library of New South Wales
After months of building work the State Library of New South Wales has opened its new galleries – the Crouch Family
Galleries and the Collectors’ Gallery. As well as the new galleries, the John B Fairfax Learning Centre has been opened on
the ground floor of the Mitchell Building. It offers “tailored curriculum-linked programs, school holiday activities and a
dedicated drop-in space for families”.
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The State Library and its Foundation, which contributed over $15 million to these landmark building projects, are to be
congratulated for making the building and the collection more accessible to the people.
The opening exhibitions in the Michael Crouch Family Galleries include:
•

A display of over 300 works from the Library’s collection of landscape and portrait oil paintings. While there are
no captions for the artworks, there are touch screen terminals throughout the gallery which provide detailed
information about each painting. The Library has developed a smart phone app for visitors to download to guide
them through the display.

•

The six collections that have been inscribed on the UNESCO Australian Memory of the World Register and the
UNESCO International Memory of the World Register. These are beautifully displayed with informative
descriptive notes.

•

A collaboration with Wiradjuri/Kamilaroi artist Jonathan Jones and four Sydney elders that tells personal stories
of Aboriginal Sydney.

•

Macpherson family photographs of Sydney from the turn of the 20th century.

The Collectors’ Gallery on the ground floor features a selection from the Library’s ‘realia’ collection of artefacts and
provides access to items which have largely remained out of public view until now. They include Miles Franklin’s waratah
teacup and saucer, Captain Cook’s drinking tumbler from HMS Resolution, Robert Falconer Scott's compass from his illfated journey to the South Pole, Dame Nellie Melba’s Cartier hairpin box and Henry Lawson’s death mask. Each item on
display is identified with a number, for example ‘R 1’. To find out more about the item visitors need to go to the Library
catalogue and search under the number. Alternatively, the librarians on duty in the reading rooms will be able to assist.
Christine Yeats
& & &

FILM NOTES
DARKEST HOUR
Directed by Joe Wright
Written by Anthony McCarten

I saw Darkest Hour on cinema release and always buy a DVD of good films for future viewing. And Darkest Hour is worth a
second viewing. It is May 1940 and the fate of Western Europe is in the hands of the British Prime Minister, Winston
Churchill (Gary Oldman). Europe is being conquered by the Germans. Most of Britain’s army is trapped in Dunkirk.
There is friction at the highest levels of government between those who want to make a peace treaty with Hitler, and those
who do not. Many high-ranking members of parliament fear Churchill will lead Britain into a continuance of the war, and a
treaty should be sought using Mussolini as a go-between. Churchill is hesitant, self-critical and uncertain. Clementine
Churchill (Kristin Scott Thomas) tries to bolster his confidence and tells him ‘You are wise because you have doubts.’
Churchill believes that ‘Nations which go down fighting rise again. Those that surrender tamely are finished.’ King George
VI (Australian actor Ben Mendelsohn) calls late at night to tell Churchill ‘You have my support.’
No peace treaty is signed. The British Expeditionary Force, trapped in Dunkirk, does not surrender. Instead 330,000 Allied
troops are rescued with the assistance of hundreds of civilians in small boats.
The film has been criticised for inaccuracies and omissions. One commentator says it overlooks the Labour Party’s
unequivocal support in refusing to surrender. Another that it perpetrates the idea that Churchill stood alone when in reality
Britain was at the time an imperial power with the collective might of Indian, African, Canadian, New Zealand and
Australian manpower, resources and wealth at its disposal. Another comment was that the film was ‘superb Brexit
propaganda’.
People see what they want to see. I see a message that says: If you give in to bullies you lose; if you stand up against them
you will get battered but you might win. Hitler was a bully. Today we have a few mega bullies. Vladimir Putin and Xi
Jinping to start with. We must stand up against them.
Darkest Hour is a dramatic and powerful film with many tender moments, beautifully written, directed and photographed.
It has won a handful of awards including an Academy Award for Best Picture and Gary Oldman for Best Actor.
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One critic wrote ‘it’s a deliciously unsubtle testament to the power of words and their infinite capacity to inspire’. Spot on.
Brian Nicholls

MITCHELL LIBRARY CONSULTATIVE GROUP MEETING REPORT
29 September 2018
Minutes
The joint copying project with the NLA is progressing
The record of the AJCP presentation will be forwarded to members of the Consultative Group.
Information Update
Richard Neville reported that the new Galleries are looking very good and 301 paintings are now hung in the old Galleries.
A collection of items –––material objects –– will be exhibited on the eastern side of the Reading Room by Open Day.
Open Day will be held on 6 October for the public to view the new and refurbished areas of the Library.
The New Learning Centre opened Monday last and appears very successful.
A new Manager of Indigenous Engagement – Damien Webb – has been appointed, to start 2 October. He will have a
curatorial function and liaise with Aboriginal communities in their engagement with the Library, for instance in the
archives with the records of G A Robinson.
Building Updates
Accessibility to the Mitchell Library
Heritage approval has been granted for the installation of a ramp. It will not be constructed in time for the Open Day for
which a temporary lift will be installed.
Significant changes have been made to arrangements on the Lower Ground Floor, including, as Andy Carr noted, the
reference collection has been moved and the Oz tapestry relocated to the south-west wall. Feedback from users would be
welcome.
Frequency and purpose of Group meetings
It was agreed that meetings with the Consultative Group were valuable but that a quarterly schedule with an option for
extraordinary meetings would be sufficient. Consideration will be given on how to expand and diversify membership of
the Group. Maggie Patton suggested including information about the Group on the Library website and e-newsletter
would provide a useful source of information about its purpose.
Library Research Program
Andy Carr reported on the success of the four programs held this year: the two on family history were sold out; that for
using images for research and that for writing popular literature were quite well attended.
Catalogue workshops
The issue of attendance at catalogue workshops was considered. Christine Yeats agreed to report back on interactions of
members of the RAHS with the catalogue.
Catering
Richard Neville reported that the contract for catering serviced in 2019 had been awarded.
Next meeting: 28 November 11am-1pm
Gretchen Poiner

BOOKS THAT SHAPED ME
Looking at this curious miscellany of writings I see the selection as reflecting my age at the time of reading coupled with a
smattering of external influences that have imbued the works with particular significance.
Taking a lead from Alice (…in Wonderland) I start from the beginning, or at least early in my reading, and being-read-to, life
with the works of A A Milne. Here was a world I had no trouble inhabiting, the personalities and foibles of the characters
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(neither human nor even actual animals) came with a sense of easy familiarity and close connection; I delighted in their
whimsy and the quirky embroidery of an imagined reality. They were, and still seem to me to be readings for all ages: the
beguiling impression they had on me has had a ripple effect through my children and grandchildren.
Then there have been so many classic works that deeply impressed the youthful me, (and continue to) with the marvel of
their writing. They are too many to list and, embarrassingly, in their details, my memory has not served me well. Standing
out, no doubt because of its grip on the horror of history and my desire to intervene in the narrative, is Dickens’ A Tale of
Two Cities. Quite unreasonably, I had hoped it would have a different ending. It was a reaction that was expressed years
later, and painfully so, in the hopes of my young daughter as she wished so fervently that with each rereading of Ping that
this duck would not be the last to board the boat and avoid that whack on the back.
In the early 50s I binged on the novels of writers celebrated at the time –– Waugh, Huxley, Greene, Steinbeck, Murdoch,
Faulkner. They were unflinching in their social comment, sometimes raw, even savage, sometimes funny and full of wit but
in their satire and cynicism exposing the social vacuity, hope and hopelessness of the period. The frontispiece that Huxley
borrowed for his novel Antic Hay stays with me –– ‘My men, like satyrs grazing on the lawn, shall with their goat feet
dance the antic hay’. I doubt that these writings had any formative impact on me but they did, at the time, chime with the
person I was, my age, my views, my understandings (or misunderstandings, and the outlook of the world I lived in.
On the other hand, The Leopard by Giuseppe di Lampedusa, continues to serve for me as one of the most potent examples
of the exercise of the power of privilege and of hegemony. As a slice of family history, published I believe as a novel, it
offers biting, sometimes humorous, insights into a private community of Sicilian patricians. At the same time it connects
this family narrative to a momentous national revolution –– the Risorgimento. It reveals how Fabrizio, the Prince of
Salina, manages his fiefdom, is paralysed by the prospect of change but then cleverly accommodates it; a concession made
in order to retain the structure of power.
I read W E H Stanner’s collection of his 1968 Boyer lectures when I returned to pick up the threads of anthropology that I
first studied in the early 50s. In this physically slender volume Stanner examines the relationship of Aboriginal and white
Australians. He exposes a relationship characterised by white indifference, exploitation, extermination and paternalism,
disappointed that the hoped-for improvements of recent decades were so painfully slow. Were I to reread this collection
today I suspect that my reactions would not only be with a sense of unfinished business, with futurity on hold, but clouded
by attitudes that prevailed at the time of his writing –– Stanner himself was trapped in a mindset of ‘we/they’. What stays
powerfully with me though is his wary optimism and the force of his critique of misremembering and of the distortions of
both benign and malignant racism.
Well after its publication in 1938, I read Virginia Woolf’s Three Guineas, when the times and I were really ready for this
work (1982). The essay, essentially a polemic on sexual inequality, was written as a response to the question of how to
prevent war. In it, Woolf draws together her pacifism and her feminism, grounded here on the unequal participation of
women in education. It is true that there is more than a whiff of elitism as she asks ‘where are the daughters’ of the
educated men in the academic procession of those destined for high office and achievement in the public world. But her
answers to that unsettling question actually have a much more general cast being intimately tied to a central pillar of
patriarchy –– women’s place in the private world of domesticity. A good deal has changed but so much hasn’t.
If I were say, in a month’s time, to revisit the question of what books have mattered to me, my selection might well differ.
Certainly, as I trawl through my memory I am horrified by the number of all of those writings, fiction and non-fiction, I
have left out. How is it in a lifetime of reading I could possibly elevate one, two or even a handful of works from such a
treasury of literature? Gretchen Poiner

If you have any comments on the Booknotes or other items that are published in the Bulletin send them to the editor at
cjennett@ozemail.com.au and they will be published in the next issue of the Bulletin (deadline 30 January).

& & &
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Verbalising can Clarify
Do you wonder what other people might think of your ideas?
Tired of keeping them to yourself?
Want some genuine, helpful and considered discussion of your work-inprogress?
If an ISAA Work-in-Progress meeting interests you, please contact:
cjennett@ozemail.com.au
Book Notes
If you have read a book lately that you would like to share with fellow ISAA
members send in a piece (up to 300 words) containing its key arguments to:
cjennett@ozemail.com.au
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