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A CRITICISM OF ADELAIDE’S “ANGRY P GUINS”,

{(VIC O’CONNOR)

USTRALIA §8 experiencing a great increase in cul-

tural actlvity and interest, and as many of {ts
younger artists are seeking the source of their creative
problems and imagery In the life ahout theni, the next
décade promises to be a vital period in the development
of an Australian cultural tradition,

Most younger artists depend entirely on magazines
of local circulation to publicise thelr work. Because
most such publications are lliinlted in thelr objectives and
circulation, the annourcement in 1943 that the Adelaide
magazine, "Angry Penguins,” was to be enlarged to serve
as a forum for local creative work and crlticism, was
recelved with great interest.

Three issues of the new “Angry Pengulns” have
proved that it has notbing to offer Australlan art, and
that its efrect will be to destroy, not raise Australlan
standards.

The fostering of a high level of cultural develop-
ment and mature art traditfons are integral factors in
the struggle to advance standards of social and economic
life in Australia, and the editors of any cultural magazine
have a responsibllity to its contributors, creatlve work-
ers, and the public arising from this fact. Ediorship
is a serlous and responsible task, and it is from this point
of view that “Angry Penguins” must be judged.

The editors of “Angry Penguins” are In fact com-
pletely Indifferent to the exlstence of this responsibillty,
and consequently critical standards of any type are lack-
ing in the magazine.

In the editorial to the first enlarged edition, Max
Harris says, “The pollcy of the magazine I3 to stand for
no brand or branch of culture--neither pseudo-modern-
stic nor retrogressive. It will be purely a forum for the
highest literary and art level emerging from this coun-
try.”

If we examine the last three issues of "“Angry Pen-
guins,” we find that the hulk of the work puhlished has
Iittle literary talent. Thls in itself is not a had thing—
if the editors accepted the fact and sought to stlmulate
and attract better work. However, Reed and Harris, far
from acknowledging the faults of the work of their cou-
tributors, publish it with praise grotesquely dispropor-
tionate to tts value. We are told that Harrls’ novel, “The
Vegetatlve Eye,” “has already taken its place in Australian
Iiterary blstory and wlll exerclse a profound influence
wherever it |8 read.” Poets are measured against the
“Angry Penguin" writers, e.g., “Here, perhaps, he (Ern
Malley) transcends ANGRY PENGUIN writers and con-
temporary English writers.” We read that Ern Malley
and the late Donald Bevis Kerr (whose work was also
published by Reed and Harris), “are'the two giants of
contemporary Australlan poetry.”” Harris surpasses all

_ these efforts, however, when he speaks of himself in re-

Jation to the editing of the poems of Ern Malley. “I have
been placed In somewhat the same quandary as was Max
Brod in dlaposing of Kafka’s writings.”

By way of contrast, artists who do not come within
the sphere of “Angry Penguins” activity are treated to
“relentless”- critlctsm® and ridlcule. We are pompously
informed by John Reed, when he speaks of a work of the
artist, Josel Bergner, “he does not long deceive us hy
the use of a soft and delleate plnk which appears for the
first time in his work and charms one Into a momentary
oversight of the weakness of what lies underneath,”

Sueh an edjtorial policy must destroy any prestige
which the magazine may have earned, the self-critical
gnalities of jts more credulous contributors and cast
ridicule on all people assoclated with [t; and, from the
number and range of contributors., it Is clear that its
character has already limited the serious materlal which
authors will make avallable to the paper.

An exception is the article, “Has Australlan Aboriginal
Art A Future?” by L. Adam, the sertous and scholarly
character of which is a welcome change from the general
atmosphere of the magazine,

A situation of farce developed when
fssue, the editors published with such a fanfare, the
spurious work of the supposed “late Ern Malley.” Only
the complete lack of talent, common sense, and critical
standards of the editors, and their blind ohedlence to az
art ldeology which exalts obscurantlsm and fantasy above
meaning and profundity made posslble the success of this
unscrupulous attack on experimentation and cultural
development.

The most culpable aspect of the matter was not the
publication of the work, but the attitude of John Reed
and Max Harris on being taxed with the hoax. Then
thelr complete spiritual bankruptcy became apparent. In
the circumstances, there was only one honest answer—
to admit the deception, but to make a stand and expose
the hoax as a “hooligan” attempt to discred!t experimen-
tation in art, and to demonstrate that it was slmply an-
other way of implylng the things stated laat year by Sir
Lionel Lindsay in his reactionary and anti-Semitic hook,
“Addled Art.”

Unfortunately for Australlan art generally, the only
answer the editors were capable of glving was that, while
they did not acknowledge either of the two people re-
sponsible for the hoax as good poets, they confirmed thelr
earller judgment that the fictitious “Ern Malley” was a
good poet! Or translated ioto Adelaide parlance, “The
myth is sometlmes greater than its creator.”

Further evidence ot this irresponsibility Is the editors’
lack of regard for publishing standards, Inslanced by
such things as the continual mis-spelling of contributors’
names, the mla-printing of quotations {n arguments, and
the Interminahle personal a domestic references.

“Angry Penguins,” which 18 claimed by the edltors
to be “the authorltative statement of immedlate Austral-
fan culture” Is in fact the private vehicle of a small num-
ber of contributors whose work and outlook form only
a small section of contemporary Australlan art and
writing. Instead of hclping to hroaden Australian crea-
tive work, the editors are attempting to create a cult of
obscnrantism, more insular, and more artificial than has
hitherto appeared in Australian soclety.

Worse than any other aspect of the magazine, is its
growing anti-working class sentiment,

The editors hegan hy professing some sympathy for
class-consclous art. John Reed speaks as follows early in
1943, “A larre percentage of the world's finest paintings
have been devastating Indictments of society and . .. if a
painting s not to convey social criticism, then painters
must eschew everything related to poverty as suhject
matter for tbeir art.,” By the time the last copy ap-
peared (May, 1944), the magazine had become a reaction-
ary vehicle for provocateurs, and a channel for their ex-
presslon of anti-Marxist, antl-Communist and anti-Soviet
propaganda. Any attempt to refute the allegations ot
these writers is met with hostillity, not only from the
contribntors In question, but also from the editors, In
the latest fssue, Communism is subjected to hostlle critic-
ism in no less than four articlee—but we find no men-
tion of fascism from these champions of “liberty."”

We are told that, “At the present time, a Soviet
composer’s duty is to compose sultable and reasonably
slmple music for the benefit of the Russlan people.”
{Alice Brown—Thbhe Leningrad Symphony), and that
“Sclentific Investigation for its own sake unrelated to
gocinl utility is frowned upon; and art, that fraglle bloom
of the spirit. is reduced to the role of a peashooter In
the political armoury.” (A, Tucker),

in the latest
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To begln with, such statements are based not on ig-
norance, but on a deliberate disregard of fact.

‘This d-hapd lie d-hand because it has
been the tool of every provocateur, informer, and forged
document writer since the establisbment of the Soviet
Union) of Tucker's has been disproved by actions show-
ing the attitude of the Soviet people towards its creative
workers, by the prestige they are accorded, and the pro-
ducts of Soviet culture itself. To give one example: The
Soviet, early In its struggle against the fascist invader
demobilised all its poets, writers, painters, and muslc-
jans, contending that their work as creators and execu-
tants was of greater Importance to the Sovlet, and world
culture than their physieal participation in the struggle.
The “Angry Penguin writers” are horrifled that 80 many
Soviet artists should dedicate their work to a people who
hold such a magnificent opinion of man’s spiritual worth!
Because these Adelaide quacks bave never pald more than
lip-service to progress, they cannot understand that
people of integrity and real talent belleve in the fight for
man’s advancement and seek ways of expressing this in
thelr work. The works of Shostakovich, Prokofieft,
Sholokhov, Ehrenburg, Alexel Tolstoy, and Gerasimov,

to name only a few artlsts, give proof of the high standards

of Soviet art.
However, for these Adelalde critics, creative merit

does not depend on the profundity or universality of an
artist’s statement. The florid, fantastic, ‘exotlc utter-
ance, no matter how slight. seems better to them than the
most profound reflection on homan existence. All this
other-worldliness. their falge sbow of erndition, is sim-
ply an easy way of avolding facing the truth of their own
mediocrity. and the very concrete problem which faces
any serlous artist of speaking originally and creatively
throngh the conditions of his own time and locallty.
This attitude in the fleld of art fs echoed in thelr
approach towards the people and the eclesa strugele,

Unable to reconcile their personal ambitions and 'com=
forta with the conditfons of the fight for progress, they
seek to justify their position with selt-righteous. hypo-
critical platitudes, “We should, perhaps, be tolerant it
the interests of an important economic goal, but unfor-

tunately it i{s enveloped in such an active and deadly.~

form of spiritual vandalism, that those who don't, think
with their stomach can be excused If they cease fighting
for that form of soclaliam.” (A. Tucker). These people
will never be creative, for although thelr talk is full of
spurious references to “man,” ‘“humanity,” *freedom,”
“liberty”—they have no conception of the dignity: and
qualities of man, and no honesty or reaponsibility. to-
wards the struggle for his economic and spiritual libere
ation, as this last quotation from Tucker’s: article shows.

Thig {8 not a new tendency in Ausirallan -eculture,
Its appearance in this e and the - and
distrust expressed for the working class in such refer-
ences as that to the “Australian Marxist-in-the-strest™
(Sam Dunn—“The Leningrad Symphony) démonstrates
the magazine's social and spirltual link with other groups
which they claim to oppose on esthetic grounds — for
example, the “Lindsay tradition.” .

In attempts to Justity this attitude, their arguments,
ltke their painting and writing, descend to mywsticiem and
“gquackery.” Like their more welghty, bnt still insig-
nificant English counterparts, Read, Treece. Lehmann and
Co., they will end up indulging in esoteric religions, and
spiritualist table-rapping for Tucker’s “superwave forma-
tlon.” (“After all, who can say that the numerous gods
that dot the mythological history of man are not clumsy,
intultive personifications of a snperwave formatlon?’)

If “Angry Penguina” continues on this path it must
finish in open alllance with all the worst and mogt ré-
actlonary sectlons of Australlan society, in opposition to
the development of a free sortety and n free art,




