lvor Indyk | The Awkward Grace of John Forbes

: Jobn Forbes was fond of quoting the New
lork poet Frank O’Hara on the question of poetic style — “As
measure and other technical apparatus, that’s just common
nse: if you're going to buy a pair of pants you want them to
¢ tight enough so everyone will want to go to bed with

Sydney is not New York; nor is Australia the most power-
nation on earth. We miss the appearance of ease, the
idence in articulation, the assurance that all things count,
the most ordinary, which a powerful culture confers on
oets. What we have in abundance is irony, springing from
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ep sense of limitation, and intractability.
when Forbes, in ‘“To the Bobbydazzlers’, addressed the
erican: poets from Sydney, thankful for the relaxed style

urve / of the Pacific / gets in the way / & I see stars
instead knocked / out by your poems / American poets, /
cat Dead / are smiling / in your faces. / I salute their/

m!” Nothing could be more characteristic of

(Photo courtesy of Len Forbes) ir luminous hum!” That is Forbes’s style, pratfall and
John Forbes, ¢. 1990. (Photo cou .
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fecovery, awkwardness and gr.

ace. It %ab t make everyone Australia, a sign that you were fortunate enough to have been

MM Mw.m MMMMMH.MMMMMWWMM@ MMB ﬁm@ﬂﬂ WR mﬂ: of unrequited elsewhere. d@m&abm m._umm against the side of a bus is an old
the time of his death in January memm ) MM ro o._ as a poet. At schoolboy trick, the kind .ﬁrmﬁ comes from .mmm@ boredom.
seven, he must have £l o e ) M € carly age of forty On a Bo.p.m wmamo_um_vsoﬁmv if the _uoﬂ_@.m contained alcohol, or
he felt it 50 muct more porat @Mm han wum:% do, vmwmz oocmmr mixture, %m%.w@ probably not just an analogy mwm the
and lack of recognition, the g vw:zmmﬁoa\m:vw .m:a loneline .omﬁm damaged E&P but the cause om the .&mgmmn in the
| fallen in this county, on which poetry hg m:am place. Hr.ﬂ.o is a ooﬂ.%_mx of m:womosm invoked E .9@
There is something abou awlovardne : wﬁrsm bag simile - nostalgia, Hm.m_,imﬁ gﬂ@.:wm.mu self-recrimina-
by which one comes to terme m.mu about the @ﬁnmm ﬁoP anger — .SFnr :&mwém it from vwsmraw even as wr.o
0 intractable medium  sense of banality from which these emotions have sprung is

given its full due.
, since awkwar  It’s like the beginning of ‘Ode / Goodbye Memory — “Good-
bye memory & you my distances / calling love me across the
vast golf course / to the greens whose flags no wind will ever
#fle” — with its combination of longing and its mockery of
the very idea of longing, the suburban bathos of it. Or the way
tbes presents the idea of adolescent romance, undercut by
e thought of complication, “like a maze of joists beneath the
and soya sauce . o . Eomr&_ / white ants have eaten away”, in ‘Ubi nibil vales'
isi e the simile pitches directly into the sexually-charged world
teenage dances, in which parental responsibility can call
though not, usually, of its pocrry. p . st ;&vﬁ and shockingly, EAW a floor o@:m@&b@ — and w.:o ﬁ.ﬂrm
elements fike 4 prexcher 5%0 r%. . or Mm Fm:&mr.nm _&o ttle . @vﬁvg world which follows it, that of domestic bliss,
fallen word, H.mnﬁ:&:m vou of o wm OEH. his <oowa05 in threatened by the secret activity of termites. The analogue
as he discovers i them the M&M @om:w cw,\woermmm ev ch' case is unexpected, and carries that unexpectedness,
I remember Lo, . wOm.& Hity of significance. : initial sense of unworthiness, into the larger context of

on, e ow eing @mﬂ:n&&? struck by Forbes’s compa ing the poet weaves from it.

Sopmabﬁo /MM MHM: aMwmﬂmm_w.u of W:Q.wa.zmv atomic view of ﬁr goﬁ aggressively still, like a preacher in a suburban church,
> At things are, deep down, made of tea philosopher bent on speaking the language of the people,

; often pursues an argument through his colloquial

M E_i@mm your brain is damaged / [ike an airline bag fyl]
ottles / whacked aga; » : . ,
against a bus”. The image, which won’t imiles, or uses them to demonstrate a proposition, so that the
of everyday life is suddenly informed with the voice of

FCMEUE Virgil or Lucretius, recalls 4 time when plastic oy
ght vags sold or oive irli iqui |
given away by airlines were ubiquitou on. Typically, he begins with an assertion or statement of

Forbes got criticised for his ‘difficulty’, the opposite of ‘sty]

which as everybody knows is confident and elegant and
empowering,
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esired”, “Frank dence, another telling example. It might seem disjunctive —

fact — “Where nothing is valued nothing is d
O’Hara never went skating”, “Each day bears the imprint of
the one that went before”, “Flexed suddenly the muscles of
the stomach / can make the joints in the back of the :on_.a /
go ‘crack’” — which, however improbable as a starting point,
then inaugurates a train of thought, leading &ﬁ.oc.mw a suc
qualifications, exemplifications, rhetorical ques-

“like a piece of elaborate crockery / the boy dropped bringing

 from the storage shed” — but the simile is only taking you to

anoth - of the culture. Since the culture is a hotch-potch

Mg i

ithe shift
~assurance, that with enough agility on the part of the poet —

is likely to be surprising: but there is also this

. ; _and the reader — an answer will always be at hand.)
cession ©O

. d reiected alternatives to a conclusion: It is worth considering the difference between what Les
tions and reje

Murray makes of his vernacular icons, like shorts and louvres
and telegraph poles and broad beans and cows, and the way

Boosting the hula hoop, fates
Forbes handles his suburban material. Murray, the de facto

are gala ridden but aware the
best detectives swallow dice.

poet laureate, treats his sacred Australian objects as if they

were replete with values, spoken and unspoken, the kind of

Who aims at a bunch of lakes? Jues which define a folk, a people, a whole way of life. But

A tree carved to a pencil the
breeze steadies like a degree?

orbes was part of a generation which grew up suspicious of
ven values, especially the unspoken ones, as the concretions
of ideology and social convention. The more natural the
It rembles but delivers. object, from this sceptical point of view, the more likely it is
0 be the agent of social determination, since it is the habit of
(‘Blonde & Aussie’) he social to present itself as natural. The more manufactured
; e object, on the other hand, the more shiny or practical or

In ‘Bvent Horizon an argument about art wends its way chnologically advanced it is, the deeper the fall into the
n ‘Ev :

through record covers, a morning suit ,NSQ sensible shoes, beer.
a season ticket, television, a bettingslip and a box of Kleene
A sequence of logical connectives holds the _‘_wﬁﬂ.wmnw.noﬂ
elements in place, “but”, “so now”, “all this”, “and”, Eﬂn
“although”, “as if’, “because” and so on. As the images insis

’ » &)
aw on common aspects of the Australian suburban

e, the logical connectio;

lutches of capitalism or consumerism. As for the individual
ocially constituted, regulated, surveyed, determined in its
lation to the Other — the individual is the most ideological
of-all.

The antidote to this spectre of determination, which lurks

dy d n in the most spontaneous gestures, is a heightened self-
tently dr:
experience so, with equal insistenc :
asserted between them suggest an inherent rationality, as if th
aterial could be a vehicle for belief, or faith.:
so much a poetic as a logi

SR

fresh piece of

iousness in one’s dealings with the world. Where
Aurray dedicates his celebrations of the vernacular and the

citrant m nary to the glory of god, Forbes’s deity is Doubt, “lumi-
recalcitran

imile | substrate / our views are just a veneer on”:
Forbes’s hands, the simile is not iust 2

device: what “like” habitually announces is 2

s
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i This concern with social determination, and how one
y nassuaged u
We stand to be corrected & sit down u

because of you. You keep us modest
like the stones I used to shift around as a kid
assuming they needed a change of view. That
was the closest I got to playing God,
as if each brick had a message wrapped around it
or, vice versa, the world was a fake parcel

with each layer of tissue

gauzy, ornate 8 gorgeous, keeping us from you.

might escape from its clutches, surfaces often in Forbes’s
poetry. It is the subject of the much discussed poem TV,
which begins with the theoretical injunction “dont bother
telling me about the programs / describe what your set is
like”, on the grounds that what you experience is thoroughly
determined by the framework within which you experience it.
Immediately, though, the television set recalls an African
,_mnm:ou “its strip of white stillness like / beach sand at pools
where the animals come / down to drink”, and hunters stalk
the animals, watched over by an anthropologist with a camera.
he argument cuts two ways. On the one hand, the move-
ment from an event to the framework in which it occurs only
erves to recall other events, and other frameworks: the tele-
ision set itself becomes a program, which has it own frame
there’

Moreover, since nothing can be taken for granted, since
doubt is virtually an intellectual obligation, the fluency of

thought and action is suspended, interrogated, or turned back
deliberate and mannered

upon itself, in what appears to be a . e
awkwardness. In the academy they called this reflexivity

theory’, and in most hands it was awlwardness without grace.

1 As a poet, Forbes had an antagonistic relationship to ‘theory,
but he shared its basic point of view, as “Topothesia’ demon-

turn, s no escape from the loop of determination.

<

n the other hand, it’s important to make the leap from the
vent to its context, since only by doing so can one under-
ind how its value has been determined (in the case of the
rican scene by the colonial gaze of the anthropologist).

Here the understanding gained is cast in political terms.

| strates:

sz

How we see things determines how we act and even
who ‘we’ are, as the fragile temper of our acts

breaks like a bubble from the drowning mouth and into
the air, shaping these identities to begin with.

For as their escape traces like a machine the pattern of
our doubts on to the future, it’s obvious something’s
got to give and keeping the sun over our right shoulder
so the shadow of the past is always in our minds
doesn’t solve the dilemma but merely divides our needs
further from our pronouns so that our whole being
ends up with this double aspect, and hence the idea of
time—our best, because most subtle, delusion about

the meaning of these incessant apologies...

2

Love’s Body’ it is given a transcendental turn:
‘Certain kinds of knowledge leave the field of
all possible experience, apparently to enlarge
the sphere of our judgements beyond the limits
of experience, by means of concepts to which
experience—even after we’'ve made up our minds
oon its blaze of nothing—can never supply

_ any corresponding objects. So our desire for its
 freedom just makes breathing harder and the
_effort to get there curves up to the asymptote
of all our energy still available for thinking. ...
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And so the argument continues, in Forbes’s habitually dis- After breakfast in the Philinp;
ilippines

I take a bath

cursive fashion, revelling in its own paradoxes, espousing a

freedom from determination it knows cannot exist, comparing & iv
. . itsat i
the yearning for this freedom to the take-off of a plane bound otal fucking gas
for Europe, the expatriate’s panacea — and the inevitable failure : .
pe Enjoy that ice cream, Gerald,

to achieve it to bubble-gum, blown into such a big bubble, it

the sun sparkling
. on its white frostiness
is the closest you’ll ever get to St Moritz
racing up the tiny snow fields on the side of a pill
. as beside you the young girl’s
a.EQonm goggles reflect all Switzerland
like a chocolate box at the speed of sound
& like the ashtrays he /she you & it
are a total fucking gas

explodes all over the poet’s face.

For Murray the realm of significance is not in itself prob-
lematic: the real difficulty is in knowing when to stop the
elaboration. For Forbes, however, where the grounds of s signifi-

cance have constantly to be negotiated, and the objects them-

selves, intractable to start with, are to be regarded with sus-
picion as commodities or stereotypes, the poem becomes an
awkward kind of dance, a leaping and a twisting, a juggling
and a reaching, It can look clumsy — “those shaggy repertoires
/ that let you move / from gesture to posture & back again /
like Dick Van Dyke / not falling over the furniture” — but the
clumsiness is an essential ingredient, drawing attention to the n,mo, and ripe plums, fike Theocriny
antics of the poet himself, whose near-falls and triumphs dra 8

matise the complexities under which he has to operate.
Even the windscreen wipers

lectric stage swivel / for Julie, even the Enos bubbling
mEmm. // More precise than a mﬂoo_a..smu
ol"/ she moves like a heatwave in

In a way Forbes’s great creation is the poet whose awk:

wardness he charts in his poems. An essentially comic figur
/ Julie lounges at

o, December. It’s the
,E%Em by \ it'’s the strange coast of Mozambique I've
seen— / no it’s Julie / buying a blazer.”

rm poetic equivalent of skating on thin ice. or as
m,sx.v:E have it, going “on your nerve”, though in
ashion Forbes has a keen sense of the dang

on For ers lurking
(distance, incomprehension, lack of control, violence
the dark be g

| . auties of drugs on i i
bill. ‘Ode to Tropical Skiing’ accumulates the synthetic ideals anner in the intri . o dett Yon o
; ] 1 the intricate works of death!” You could

at any moment — which is why, in ‘Ode / Goodbye
_ after throwing overboard all the complexities that

he is like a Quixote or a Yorick in his combination of id
ism and disappointment. Unlikely as it may seem, given
self-consciousness that is his starting point, this figure rmw
innocent side, a belief in spontaneity and delight, though
knows they always have their price. In his earlier poetry-es
cially, Forbes was able to sound really joyful notes by racin
across the landscapes of contemporary pleasure, taking
best of what was on offer without waiting around to pay

of paradise with such rapidity that it seems to conflat
and space, just like pastoral used to do:
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In fact for Forbes the sense of relaxation or ease was funda-

-mental to what he saw as the Australian style. In “Stalin’s Holi-
ays’ it is presented as having a laid-back or lazy quality, which
won't accept the trammels of ideology, or rule-making of any
kind, and which will resist to the end the oppressive menace of
 authority, represented in the poem by the telegram, “mes vacan-
 ces sont finies: Stalin”. In ‘Antipodean Heads’, which is a delib-
erate attempt to define an Australian style, it is placed “halfway
between / a European sense of style / you can always be at home
in/ & the Aborigines’ knack / of passing the time—they know
/ that nothing matters too much / between now & forever”.
Sometimes the state of grace is presented as a floating in
water or a dancing in air. Forbes liked the effortlessness of
oating or gliding in water, partly because, as he put it in ‘Ubi
hil vales’, “the moral universe of the fish / has no place for
the airtight container” — it provides an alternative to the ideo-
ogical medium in which humans normally move, and which
iably trips them up. “(T)he / best of all possible / poems
axes asleep / in the tropical surf”, he wrote. This relaxed
has its ironic counterpart in the image Forbes offers in
Stunned Mullet’, of the poet as a fish, with “lips bruised
/ from the impact of the shore”.
Forbes’s poet is, of course, perpetually in danger of being
sed. Presenting himself as the victim of circumstance, he
ds by being its scourge. Alongside the streak of inno-
n Forbes’s comedy, there goes a strong current of scorn,
ting between private injury and public spectacle, the one
as an indictment of the other. Scorn, too, is a kind of
the revenge of the awkward on the easy — especially
th the money to pay for ease, or with the indifference
' to enjoy it. Indifferent lovers are a special target. In

stand in the way of the good life, poetry foremost mﬁosmmﬁ
Forbes imagines, not travelling at speed, but lying on

them,
the sand:

So goodbye words
& goodbye writing, more . |
ambivalent than a two-brained dinosaur & just as doomed!
& goodbye to you, poetry

Judicrous sex-aid greasing the statues of my mind

Hello the yellow beach & the beauty
that closes a book. Hello the suntanned skin

& underneath that skin, the body.

: ‘ o .
is isi nd its location is clos
This is Forbes’s vision of paradise, a

to home, the beaches of Sydney, or the QO?.Q om his W:EJ
hood. Given the part played by awkwardness in his mMmﬁ wﬁw
it is easy to see how the naked suntanned vo.% could functio

an ideal of grace. “Your body like a fluent exa
name / no longer taking no for an answer”, is how he puts

‘A Snowman in Miranda’, a poem full of banging msw»
The union of name and

for him as

n
wEmmE:m and spilling and division. ;
body, the sense of fluency and ease, the sun, ﬁro water —
remarkable how often the passage from clumsiness ﬂ.ommnm;
oceurs in Forbes’s poetry, though it is not &ém&m WmmE.ﬂ w MM,.
it happens less and less as time goes on. (Yet .; is sti Y
towards the end of the posthumous n.oz.w“os.om Dm:.&m
Glamour, in the very late ‘poem ‘lassu in cielo k in MTm glim
it offers of Sydney as a remembered M.umwm&_mmv _msnmbw
sandstone, bits / of Harbour out the window \ & thelig
intense & blue”. The glimpse is all the more @owms.mbﬁ%mnmcm
in this poem Forbes imagines himself .mm already in 1
pany of the dead, discussing garlic with the decease

Martin Johnston and David Campbell.)

ng Persons’ Forbes fires off one consumer image after
the hapless offender:
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Authority
in the next life T am Ike
& you Tina Turner, vibrating

between box speakers on a shelf.

to celebrate Australia’s Bicentenary in 19887, the
collection contains some of Forbes’s best satire (“Watching
the Treasurer’, ‘Afternoon Papers’, ‘Elegy 1977’), and an ambi-
tious poetic sequence, ‘On the Beach’, which begins by
looking like the major poem in praise of Australia’s destiny
the Bicentennial Authority would have been happy to own.
Forbes shapes up to the task with due solemnity — “Your
vocation calls / & you answer it...” _ but almost immediately
the poem takes a self-deprecating turn. Since Bicentennial
Australia exists mainly as a marketable Image, composed of
‘milled day-glo ephemera... flogged and true-blue”; so:

next to me is a water-ball

with snow falling on Sydney Harbour
why not invent

a roll of 20s & 50s held together

by a white elastic band? You know
nothing can keep us apart.

i g h the
"This generalising tendency, moving outwards through tl

ic materials from the sense of personal hu ; .
poetic use of public material e es of inno- your vocation looks
ial indictment, takes in the enemi .

- opers and more like a blurred tattoo
or something you did for a bet
& now regret, like a man

walking the length of the bar on his hands
balancing a drink on his shoe

‘to a larger

cence and the des oilers of paradise, property devel

; ers-and. terrorists.
financiers, politicians and @oéoﬁv kers,.traders.an

ti commun
" In ‘Love Poem’, where the title suggests a @Qmo:m_r -
i iti e rejected

cation, but the content is determinedly political, t o@ m o
’ . - . m g ,
lover-poet comforts himself by imagining ﬁTmHM\H th: S
i i ore ex /

for lely for his benefit.
has been performed so ' o

i i ‘ An Ode’, a poe

i ’ -donic ending of ‘Death, ;al
still, there’s the sar : o

through a ser
i i -sonal fear of death works j
in which the persona o serc
public analogues, and then turns suddenly on an HM g mmu
It can se
takes on nothing less than the twentieth nobew\w | mw

-awn-out death-bed scen
ictori so loved drawn-out :
why the Victorians / Soenes

huddled before our beautiful century, they knew /

night nerves were all about. ‘ -
With his power of scorn, and his mastery i
ing natl
nacular, Forbes might have been a great mnocﬁm_bm ,
ﬁ : i no

poet. No doubt he could bave turned an ode in ho

g&mﬂm the nation lacks a substantial identity,
ould celebrate it must appear as a fool. When, in section § of
the Beach’, Forbes considers how he might have written a
itennial poem comparable to Tom Roberts” heroic com-
emoration of Federation in “The Opening of Federal Parlia-
itis only to Imagine himself as a clownlike character
that painting, dressed in feathers and pantaloons,
dling cut sestina form, / developing like a

‘In the open-
ard vegetable bed / bordered by upturned bottles, / nos-
Or anational style” ,

the poet who

the back yard and beer — the iconic elements are to
ut where is the authority that would confirm the poet
blic role, or indeed give that role some meaning? In a

»-appropriately called ‘The History of Nostalgia’,

e

E,.&mmammzonmoP The Stunned Mullet, could .rm<m .nObM.
him in this public role. Funded by the Australian ?nmnp
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Forbes lamented the fact that for poetry, and the poet, there
was no larger perspective, “something that slowly expands as
you grow older, / broadening out like a real view does when
you climb / a spur or wedge your way up a chimney”. Instead,
“you’re here, that’s all, / another miserable subject, composed
of a few jokes / & catchphrases worn smooth with repetition
/ but at the same time almost statuesque, like a bust / of
yourself in marble or bronze”. There can be few writers, poets
especially, who haven’t felt that a literary career in this country
is like wedging your way up a chimney. Now that most pub-
lishers, and the public too in general, have given up on poetry,
one can see how, when his vocation called, Forbes found it
truer to paint himself as a fool, than to deck the nation out in
colours it didn’t deserve.

The thought of failure is very close to the surface in
Forbes’s poetry, and it gathers strength, dominating his later
poems. Forbes thought of himself as a public poet — his
frequent recourse to the ode, and his penchant for both

satirical scorn and celebration, testify to this. Yet increasingly

he portrays the poet, not as the bearer of a public vocation
but as an affront to the society which denies this vocation
The sense of personal failure is paraded, caricatured, enacted
in bizarre balletic routines. “You are as sane / as absolutel
crystal clear TV reception / can make you,” Forbes declares
in ‘Middle Age’, “as if Sisyphus / exchanged his rock for::
frisbee / & had to learn / all sorts of hand signals overnight
/ each one meaning / a different thing had gone wron
somewhere.” It’s as if he were determined to act his partia
poet, though the rationale for doing so was vanishing as

performed. In ‘Night Shift’, he has the poet performing an

essential public service by banging his head against a TV s¢

creating “a rhythm all night dance parties are held to / out in

the park / where a fenced-in generator chugs to the bea
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MEQ all across the city / emergency operating theatres, life /
support systems & the police / need
fun”.

Towards the end of The Stunned Mullet the note of
Dpersonal defeat and unhappiness becomes more insistent, but
it is held from self-pity by Forbes’s habitual comic transfor-
mation of his own awkward stance into one of public indict-
ment. Hﬂ.mmmom:vo you can see the balance breaking down in
Damaged Glamour, in those poems where the objects of
corn seem too obvious, or the personal becomes sentimen-
- I think Forbes recognised this, with some horror. If the
ublic role was lost, if all the poem did was express his

rsonal unhappiness, he would have betrayed his own voca-
on:

you to keep having

... as if the poem

was a funhouse mirror

we go fat & goggle-eyed in,
each phrase suggesting some
distorted aspect of your face
with rubber lips repeating
high speed shaggy dog jokes
until the eyes gleam & the
voice stutters “Ththaat’s

all, fffolkks!’

ohn Forbes was a person of enormous dignity, and he
ntained this dignity to the end, though his circumstances
osed routines on him that he must have found humili-
ng. I broached the idea of awkwardness with him once, but

mn,.% enough that awkwardness is a style, a kind of grace,
pression of integrity.

dn’t seem to find it appealing. Perhaps I didn’t stress suf-




