
OVERVIEW AND ARGUMENT:

MAPPING THE MAZE

This book presents an argument. It is one that subverts slick categorising
of a writer too readily represented as conservative, sexist and old-fash-
ioned.The argument asks readers to enter into the Hope world, which
is contradictory, nomadic and incessantly dedicated to the capacities of
human beings to act, contemplate and create. It is not a world in which
answers are anticipated but rather one in which they are nevertheless
relentlessly pursued. It is said of Hope that he was stuck in old forms
and was therefore unable to deal with himself as subject. This book
argues an opposite view. The extent to which he experimented with
ideas in the guise of another testifies to his philosophical conviction as
a nomad.

The subject is Hope, the subject is world,1 and the poem is the
bridge that tenuously connects mind and matter. If this bridge is difficult
to navigate it is because from the chasm below there comes the echo
of the ‘ghostly shades’ of the people he might have been and the ‘truths’
that he almost had, which jostle for recognition in the music of his
poetic form.

In selecting extracts for this compilation, I feel that, more than
anything else, it has been Hope’s ‘detachment’ that has fascinated me;
and it informs each of the areas that I have selected in organising the
material and presenting an argument of a kind. Don Juan, Faustus and
Odysseus were also my ‘guides’ in that the obsessions, travels and
philosophies of life of these mythological figures were influential in the
development of Hope’s poetic vision. Hope indicates in his notebooks
that his obsession with Faustus ‘must at one time have amounted to an
identification’.2 He notes with some humour that when he was in his
twenties he had the idea of making a will in which he would lay it down
that on his tombstone there would appear only his name, his dates and
the first lines of the concluding chorus of Marlowe’s play. He quotes:
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Cut is the branch that might have
grown full straight,
And burned is Apollo’s laurel bough
That sometime grew within this learned man.3

He recognised this as rather silly when older, yet confessed that he felt
even closer to Faustus now: ‘Marlowe’s Faustus, not Goethe’s, for whom
I feel interest and admiration but no sense of kinship. Goethe has re-
made him too much in his own image’; Hope reiterates constantly the
need of a poet to be detached from the personal.

A. D. Hope is a very serious poet but he is also, a lot of the time,
seriously funny.To miss his irony, his humour, his game playing, his detach-
ment, his peculiar way of celebrating the joy and terror of human
existence is to miss out on the music and magic of his dance with
language. When I asked Hope where he thought I should begin in
attempting to represent his work and his life, whether in film or in biog-
raphical commentaries,4 he responded with a poem.The following two
stanzas served to guide me:

Where to begin? — No matter where you start,
You will find three persons in one at least, all real,
All with different roots; How can you tell them apart
Each entwined as they are with others with whom you must deal?

And resist, if you can, the biographer’s natural urge
To tidy the subject up and deliver him neat.
Remember loose ends hang loose, won’t mix or merge,
But without them the portrait must always be incomplete.5

In an attempt to follow this advice, I have chosen chapter headings that
I hope will be construed as the names of pathways in a maze, separate
yet merging with each other.They attempt to map an intellectual life and
the point of emergence of the art; yet equally they form frameworks in
which it can be seen how precarious the connection is between the
two.We are, Hope told me often, the result not only of the choices we
made but of those we did not choose:

We are shaped by our choices, even those we did not make
Or which were made for us, sometimes against our will.
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Where pathways diverge, the ones that we did not take
Mostly forgotten, serve to determine us still.6

Hope does see living as partly composed of blind choices, and he has
noted that in looking back one sees that comparatively trivial choices
have often determined one’s course. I believe that he would like his
notes to be read in this spirit. It is within the context of the maze that
my selections from Hope’s notebooks appear; a reader might choose
any of the chapters as a starting point when negotiating the pathways.

Hope writes narratives with philosophical questions in poetic form.
These questions often emerge from the most unlikely of sources. In the
preface to a selection of his literary essays, Hope identifies with the
Autolycus of The Winter’s Tale who said of himself: ‘My father named
me Autolycus; who, being as I am, littered under Mercury, was likewise
a snapper-up of unconsidered trifles.’7 These ‘trifles’ that Hope becomes
interested in form not only the content of his literary essays, but often
the subject matter of his poems and his notebooks. The ‘trifles’ Hope
refers to were ‘snapped-up’ because of ‘an idle curiosity which led me
into all sorts of corners and byways of literary history. Curiosity begat
speculation and speculation in turn led to an attempt to solve a problem.’8

It is characteristic of Hope to undermine himself as an expert in the
fields he dares to enter; yet one is nevertheless overwhelmed by the
knowledge that informs his writings. It is clear that despite his naming
himself a ‘rogue’, albeit an entertaining one, his aim is to ‘solve a problem’
and to push knowledge beyond known frontiers as a means of discov-
ering new ways of being and seeing.

As a poet, Hope recognises that human beings engage with the
world as contemplators and people of action; these activities might well
be subject matter for his poems.Yet, specifically as a poet, Hope is fasci-
nated, perhaps even obsessed, with his view that beyond the ways of life
of contemplation and action, there is a third way; and together the three
comprise ‘all the modes of man’s existence’. Hope argues:

The third way of life I should call the creative way. It is
distinguished from the others in the same manner: by a
distinct relation of man to the ends he proposes and desires
and by a distinctive emotion which attends the pursuit and
fruition of these ends. As the mark of the active way of life
is to possess the objects of desire, and the mark of the
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contemplative way of life is to enjoy the knowledge of the
objects of desire, so the mark of the creative way of life is to
bring new objects of desire into being. Those who have this
gift or urge have it as Dante says, as bees have the instinct
to make honey.9

During the extensive time I spent with Hope, in my attempt to make
sense of what often appeared to me to be as a philosophy of contradic-
tions, he referred me back to his essay The Three Faces of Love more
than to any other. In reading my selections from Hope’s notebooks, it
would be wise to remember the significance he gave to this creative
way of life; it haunts and invigorates his excursions into all those ‘trifles’
he hunts down in order to solve some related problem.

In creating ‘new being’, Hope ventures into worlds of mystery
where moments of insight slip and shift and often resist ultimate 
illumination. He enters his ‘stories’ (drawn from mythology and socio-
cultural activity) with philosophical questions (couched in an argument
that relies on analogy) and he resists the ‘quick fix’ of the emotional and
the confessional (wearing armour in his stance as the detached
observer). Hope questions the habits of mind and heart that deliver
metaphysical and phenomenological world views across time and
cultures.There is an ebb and flow of belief against disbelief, engagement
against detachment and form against content.

I decided to treat Hope’s notebooks thematically, with entries
selected under each theme, to be presented in chronological order.This
method allows the reader to ascertain whether there have been changes,
developments and breaks away from belief and disbelief entertained at
different points in Hope’s life. Hope’s entire life and work was influenced
by a philosophical propensity termed ‘Negative Capability’, which Hope
first encountered when he read the letters of John Keats.10 It must have
been a rare moment of intellectual empathy for Hope, who recorded in
his notebook in 1969 that his generation of poets and critics, given their
obsessive need to write — as if a new method was necessarily a better
method — might be better served if they employed a ‘degree of negative
capability’ that would allow them to ‘enter into all theories and all tech-
niques, to test and taste with no irritable concern with rights and wrong,
with mine and thine’.11 It is not the case, however, that Keats provided
Hope with formulae in which to couch his philosophies. Keats’ writings
about poetic processes, his view that ‘memory should not be called
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knowledge’, which might cause poets to be ‘led away by custom’, and his
insight that poets can create from a variety of sources, from diverse areas
of knowledge and experience in a ‘beautiful circuiting’,12 are ones that
testify to an elective affinity between the two poets.

Keats’ explication of ‘negative capability’ represents the states of
commonality experienced by poets whose poetry has a philosophical
nexus. Neither Keats nor Hope were interested in developing theories,
nor did either of them have an absorbing interest in public affairs or any
aspirations to being the voice of their age. Although each can be
described as having a philosophical mind, this does not mean that they
were at all interested in creating new theoretical systems for poetry.
Creating such theories was alien to their minds.

This lack of interest in theories, in constructing linked maxims
posing as knowledge, is what defines them as poets guided in their
creative process by the spirit of ‘negative capability’.This perspectivism,
however, involved paradoxes, which manifested themselves when the
main ideas they shared were positioned against each other. Keats spoke
of the value of ‘disinterestedness’, of fleeing from the need to construct
one’s identity in terms of what one knows, and of being able to live with
‘uncertainties, mysteries, doubts’. He argued against an irritable need to
extend our identities in terms of feeling certain about ideas or notions
of ‘truth’ — in fact, he advocated a ‘negating of one’s own identity’.
Hope’s views on the necessary ‘detachment’ of a poet, and his disaffec-
tion with confessional poetry, work within Keats’ world view.
Nevertheless, an ego persists in another sense, and, as I have argued
within the body of this work, Hope might not always be as ‘detached’
and ‘disinterested’ as he argues he should be.

Yet he has much in common with Keats’ philosophy of entering
into the imagined self of another; that is, to ‘become’ someone who
might hold views that Hope himself does not. As Keats wrote, ‘[I can]
abstract myself from my present being and take an interest in my future
being [only] in the sense and manner in which I can go out of myself
entirely and enter into the minds and feelings of others.’13 Priority here
is given to the imaginative process itself. It is as if the process of imagina-
tion, unleashed by acting out the world of others, is the identity of the
poet. This hypothetical ‘future being’ is perhaps the one that discovers
the means to represent in poetry that ‘beauty is truth’.Truth here does
not mean ‘knowledge’ but rather a reality disclosed by poetry. Keats,
referring to Shakespeare’s King Lear, writes:
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The reality disclosed may be distressing and even cruel to
human nature. But the harmony with truth will remain,
and even deepen, to the extent that the emerging reality is
being instantly matched at every stage by the ‘depth of
speculation excited’ — by the corresponding release and
extensions, in other words, of human insight.

Keats, in pursuing examples of how this poetical insight might bring
‘power and passion’ to an object, speaks of the affinity of many senses in
a kind of unison: ‘There is a gusto in the colouring of Titian. Not only do
his heads seem to think — his bodies seem to feel.’The poetic interest is
in the ‘interplay and coalescence of impressions’, the fusion of ‘both
sensual and spiritual’ or a moment captured in which the poet might be
‘thinking of the past and future while speaking of the present’.

Keats and Hope agree that ‘at any point [of constructing poetry]
one point may serve as a fruitful beginning’. For Hope, as demonstrated
in the chapter Source of Poetry, a poem might find its beginning in a
dream, a conversation with a friend or a newspaper clipping; for Keats,
man ‘on a certain day may read a certain page of full poesy or distilled
prose, and let him wander with it, and bring home to it, and prophesy
upon it, and dream upon it … When Man has arrived at a certain
ripeness in intellect any one grand and spiritual passage serves him as a
starting post towards all “the two-and-thirty Palaces”’14

Given Hope’s tendency to enter many ideas, or the minds of others,
or emulate or satirise a poem or poet, or rewrite a play or subvert the
notion of ‘truth’ or concepts of ‘normality’ (whether dictated by axioms of
science or morality), or to simply entertain a passing thought, it was
impossible to order his notebooks in a logical, structured manner that
would suggest a kind of answer to the questions one asks of Hope’s work.

The arrangement of these selections, therefore, consists of a
mapping of Hope’s territory that conforms to the rhizomic model
created by Deleuze and Guattari. As such, it resists the more rigid,
ordered systems of thought and chronology. Instead, the 12 points of
entry, designated as chapters, that follow this one — a first entry point
into the mind of Hope — entail an implied analysis that has grown like
the rhizome entwining disparate elements into its unmapped
expansion.15 I have created a map, but only with the recognition that it
is one ‘that must be produced, constructed [anew by each reader]. A
map that is always detachable, connectable, reversible, modifiable, and
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has multiple entryways and exits and its own lines of flight’.16 This
rhizomic model is to be distinguished from more familiar models of
knowledge that function like a tree, with an ordered root system below
(logic, a priori knowledge, concepts of the norm) and branches radiating
off a central trunk (resultant knowledge, universal truth) above. Deleuze
and Guattari denominate this as an ‘arborescent’ or a ‘tap-root’ system.
For them, a more powerful account of how knowledge develops can be
suggested by those root systems known as rhizomes: there is no central
node to which all connections refer, no fixed organisational structure, no
hierarchical orderings. Place a potato in a dark cupboard for a length of
time and the wild growth of labyrinthine roots entangling with each
other and seemingly undirected by any overarching order will give a
sense of the rhizome. Hope’s notebooks are best represented rhizomi-
cally. His writings resist — indeed, part of their intent and virtue is that
they resist — any rigid, easy, external structure of chronology and theme.

When making a decision about how to order the pathways, it was
clear to me that, given the extent to which the themes impinge on each
other, and yet the independence of each, there could not be any ‘correct’
order. My final choice has been to begin with Hope’s philosophical pref-
erence for ‘negative capability’. It is in the selections that focus on Hope’s
interest in cosmology, the dream-team and women, as the source of
desire and poetic imagery, that his philosophical allegiance to ‘negative
capability’ and his view that the most powerful form of argument is
wrought by analogy are seen to be at play.

Categorising the selections from Hope’s notebooks under themes
is not to suggest that the concerns of one are not woven into the fabric
of the selections elsewhere. I have ended with ‘analogy’ because it is
Hope’s preferred form of argument whether writing poetry, prose
or plays — a form of argument that best meets the creative powers of
‘negative creativity’.This created in my mind a circle, with no beginning or
ending; instead there are entry points at any point on the circumference.

These ‘entryways’ and ‘exits’ are named with the following conceptual
frameworks:
Negative Capability establishes the philosophical thrust of Hope’s world
view, emphasising the importance of treating all knowledge as provi-
sional. Hope sees the poet as an actor who takes on a role and asks
‘what if?’ of imagined situations; only weaker, ‘less healthy’ minds, Hope
argues, find themselves obsessed with ‘coherence, control and whatever’.
This means that we shouldn’t be afraid of contradictions in Hope’s
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work. On the contrary, one should anticipate that Hope will enter into
different ideas, sometimes testing them, sometimes merely representing
them, and sometimes satirising them.
Anti-Modernism records Hope’s constant and relentless attack on
modernism, particularly its emergence in poetry as ‘free verse’. Hope’s
insistence that a poem is ‘a creation of new being’, that in communicating a
philosophical idea it must do so in a musical form, possible only if the
poem is crafted according to the rules of rhyme and metre, set him apart
from many of his contemporaries. Hope’s belief in the provisional nature
of all knowledge, it would seem, does not include the question of form in
poetic construction. Hope’s position, though, is more complex than this
contradiction might suggest. His distaste for what he saw as a lack of craft,
a mere collection of poetic images without form, was not disconnected, in
his view, from the modernist tendency to use the poem as a confessional,
as a mere pouring forth of emotional feelings.This lack of control he saw
as being related to the abandonment of rhyme and metre.
A Sense of Detachment might be read with interest when considering
these views. Here there are representations of many sides of Hope’s
belief in being a detached spectator of life and a detached creator in his
poems, and they hint at how these can, at times, reveal a personality in
the act of concealing it. Nevertheless, from the early 1980s, it is clear that
he feels, despite his avowal that the best poetry is distilled, crafted and
‘disinterested’, that he has lost the battle against the writers of free verse.
Argument and Commentary on Critics and Writers selectively represents
Hope’s dialogues with writers, thinkers and artists of his time, as well as
those from the past who influenced his poetic vision.
What is Art? presents Hope’s analysis of the criteria for great art. His
views on ‘genius’ and the relationship between the poet and the voice of
the narrator are explored.
Source of His Poetry outlines experiences from life, or ideas from other
works, which Hope anticipates drawing on at a later period as the
sources of poems.
Cosmology communicates Hope’s excitement when confronted with
scientific interpretations of the world. A half-hearted determinist, Hope
enjoyed taking on the scientists — physicists, astronomers, biologists, etc.
— often because of their inability to accept the provisional nature of
knowledge. In the light of this, scientific concepts themselves are often a
source of inspiration for his work, though simultaneously the subject
matter of the poem might be dealing with further issues.
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Wine, Women and Insectual Song selects from a vast range of material
dealing with sexuality, and with Hope’s passionate interest in women as
muses, as writers and as subjects of his poetry. Central to his vision is his
belief that women provide a way for him to access a distinctive meta-
physical view of life. Sexuality, which for Hope is interchangeable with
love, is the basis of much of Hope’s poetry. His descriptions of the
sexual behaviour of insects include unforgettable images of sensual
beauty, which he draws from in many poems.
A Sense of Destiny consists of Hope’s jottings about how he comes to
see himself as a poet and how others have either attempted to cate-
gorise him or simply to praise him.
The Dream-Team manifests the diversity of Hope’s thoughts. There are
more entries in the notebooks on his theory of dreams than on any
other topic, and many of these seem to be dealing with all his poetic
and personal preoccupations. Hope’s theory is an alternative to Freud’s,
and throughout his notebooks he has recorded numerous dreams,
delighting in how he, in his dreams, is taken over:

… by a throng
of revellers and roisterers who proceed
To invent whole theatres of improbable dreams.17

Argument by Analogy dramatises the ways in which a philosophical argu-
ment can be represented via analogy. Hope believed that all great
poems contained within their music an argument of some kind. He
distrusted arguments based on the assumption that certain facts are
fundamental, elemental and axiomatic and that, in knowledge, no other
facts have to be brought into consonance with them; and he attributed
this insight to the teaching he received from John Anderson as an
undergraduate at the University of Sydney.18 Hope’s use of analogy as his
preferred form of argument follows on from the removal of the dead
hand of 19th-century rationalism, which had formed the earlier basis of
his thinking. This chapter explores the gamut of his views on society,
whether directed at social and individual mores, the processes of artistic
creation or the impact of technology on our lives.
The 12 points of entry that characterise the ‘structure’ of this text are
presented chronologically.The choice of pathways constitutes an argu-
ment of how Hope’s view of himself and his work is a paradoxical one,
hovering as it does between intention and realisation. Hope, of course,
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would concede that to be in charge of self, or the world one wishes to
represent poetically, is an impossible task.The notebooks, however, show
his struggle to control personal and aesthetic boundaries and a certain
amusement at his failure to do so. Endemic to my selections, and the
pathways down which they are accessed, is an implied argument that
Hope’s need to be detached was equally a source of his brilliance as
well as an expression of his personal anguish.19
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Notes
1 See J. Clemens and D. Pettman, Avoiding the Subject: Media, Culture and the Object,

in which they argue that one can grasp the subject only by avoiding it — and
necessarily in new, unprecedented, even unrecognisable ways. Hope’s ‘detach-
ment’, his insistence on traditional poetic forms, is his way of creating poems that
enact subjectivity itself in the guise of avoiding or suppressing it. Clemens’ and
Pettman’s treatment of the object highlights feedback loops between philosophy,
technology and politics. In a surprisingly similar manner, Hope, in engaging in the
precarious relationship between mind and world, sees his poems as ‘objects’ that
nonetheless are loops between philosophy and art, which are generated within
the creative process itself as it carves out constantly changing, always provisional,
‘new being’ in a state of ‘becoming’.

2 Hope,A. D. Book XX, 1978, p. 149.
3 Ibid.
4 See McCulloch, The Dance of Language:An Annotated Chronology, His Life, His Work,

His Views.
5 See poem addressed to Ann McCulloch in its entirety in McCulloch, ‘A Lecture:

Given on the Eve of A. D. Hope’s Eightieth Birthday’, pp. 12–13.
6 Ibid.
7 See Hope, The Pack of Autolycus, p. v.
8 Ibid.
9 Hope, ‘The Three Faces of Love’, in The Cave and the Spring, p. 24.
10 Geoffrey Cumberlege (ed.), Letters of John Keats, Selected by Frederick Page.
11 Hope, Book X, 1969, p. 91.
12 See Letters of John Keats, letter 48,To John Hamilton Reynolds, pp. 78–81.
13 Walter Jackson Bate, ‘Negative Capability’ in Keats:A Collection of Critical Essays, p. 64.
14 The 32 ‘places of delight’ of the Buddhist doctrine. Quoted in Letters of John Keats,

p. 78.
15 See Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, p. 21, where a rhizome is

described as different from the ‘arborescent type … Unlike the tree, the rhizome
is an antigenealogy. It is a short-term memory, or antimemory.The rhizome oper-
ates by variation, expansion, conquest, capture, offshoots. Unlike the graphic arts,
drawing, or photography, unlike tracings, the rhizome pertains to a map’.

16 Ibid.
17 Hope, Orpheus, p. 17.
18 Hope, Book VII, 1964, p. 118.
19 See, in particular, poems written by Hope when dealing with living in an Australian

landscape.
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