
PREFACE

A chance meeting with A. D. Hope in a lift in 1983 might be seen as a
source of this work. At the time, I was studying for a PhD in Literature
at the Australian National University, and Hope, although retired from
academia, occupied an office in the A. D. Hope Building from which he
conducted his vocation as a poet. A humorous exchange between us
led to a lunch that became a weekly event for the next three years.

If I were to identify the nature of the intellectual rapport between
us, I would characterise it in terms of our common experience of
knowledge as provisional, subjective and ultimately elusive. On my part,
I was drawn to Hope’s view, implicit in his poetry and other writings,
that art (poetry) was a superior force as a means for the creation of
new being, of new values and as a guide for the conduct of our lives; and
that it was no less trustworthy than the arguments of philosophy, the
demonstration of science and the supposed ‘certainties’ of revelation.
Indeed, I had found in Hope’s poetry a metaphysics that drew from all
of these areas yet simultaneously transformed into music.These meet-
ings involved Hope telling me about his life, the philosophies that
informed his poetry and his reading or asking me to read his poetry.
Hope asked me to write his story and, in the early weeks of our conver-
sations, he stressed the significance of his notebooks. It was not until
1986, when I received a Harold White Fellowship at the National
Library of Australia, that I first came to read them.

It would be an understatement to say that I found the experience
daunting.The range of Hope’s knowledge seemed in those early years
impossible to negotiate. It occurs to me now as I survey the final selec-
tions how influenced I might have been by the entries written in the first
folder I opened.This folder was different from the notebooks in that it
contained nine entries only, which had been written between 1955 and
1964. Some of them are dated by year instead of by month.They were
loose-leafed, unlike the other notebooks, which were bound. The
content of this folder tells a tale that I could come to understand only
after the dozens of readings I gave the bound notebooks.They are also
possibly the most ‘personal’ of Hope’s entries. Applying the term

 



‘personal’ to any of Hope’s writings is problematic, as when he does
come to speak of himself in an emotional way it will invariably be about
his role in this world as a poet and as a thinker.

His first entry, dated 11 September (1955?), deals with his love of
the sea and is titled ‘Eastern View’. Hope is holidaying by the sea and
relishing the effects of lying naked in the sun. At night-time, watching the
‘lights of home wink from the far end of the bay, and the waves crashing
and sighing on the beach’, he recalls his earliest memory of empathy
with the sea when, as an eight-year-old, he had camped with his family at
Swansea: ‘I awoke to hear the sea sobbing mysteriously on the beach
and found that I was crying. I had been crying in my sleep. I felt whole
again — every tension relaxed. Finished a poem.’ Hope concludes the
entry with his resolution: ‘I must always return to the sea.’

A week later (18 September), Hope writes about the possibility of
writing a journal.The thoughts expressed in this entry explain why Hope
in the end rejected the idea of writing one and why instead he decided in
favour of writing what he preferred to call ‘notebooks’. Hope writes that it
is ‘Probably impossible to keep a readable journal: something spontaneous
and unpremeditated. But writing for me is always composition, the
thinking out of what is to be said, the choice and rejection of forms and
the intensive struggle of rival ideas. It is a habit hard to oppose — I don’t
know whether I want to oppose it … these habits of composition have
been built up for poetry which is necessary.Another initial difficulty is that
I have so much the habit of talking to myself that to write to myself seems
as silly as writing letters to a friend one sees every day.’ Hope goes on to
debate the arguments against preserving his habits of composition: ‘To
leave a record of mind? Have I anything to say that I do not think better
embodied in other forms? To leave a record of daily events, happenings,
fears and disappointments — it is my general principle to cheat the
gossip-mongers if I can — no letters, no memoirs, no biography — to
leave simply the body of verse to speak for itself.To record the secret life?
— Yes, if I could without leaving it to the gossips.To keep a record of the
passing reflections, ideas and experiences, which I find so often that I have
forgotten when I want to use them? I think this is the only real justification.’

Six months later (3 March 1956), James McAuley asked Hope at
dinner whether he had ever thought of keeping a journal. Hope
acknowledges in this third entry that the fact that McAuley asked and
also intimated that he had begun one was ‘probably part of the myste-
rious doppelgänger effect between us’.
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In the fourth entry (26 September 1956), Hope records that he
has an inclination not to read any more: ‘a feeling that I have taken
enough in, and that to take in more will be mere stuffing the over-fed
beast of the mind.’ This entry emphasises a choice Hope was plagued
with until his retirement: between profession and vocation. When he
wrote this entry he was adamant: ‘by vocation I am a poet.The poet has
had as much, perhaps more than he can profitably use and he needs the
next ten years for himself.’ It is the case, however, that Hope continued to
read and engaged in many scholarly projects.

The entry that follows this (7 December 1957) relates to a
comment made to Hope by Tasmanian poet Norma Davis. Hope writes
that her comment — ‘All your life you have been trying to write
someone else’s poems. Now it is time to write your own’ — was the
‘most perceptive and the most disturbing thing anyone has ever said to
me’. His next entry is in March 1960 and was written when he heard
that Norma Davis had killed herself. He wonders if, ‘when she wrote to
me three years ago asking for advice, comfort, help — it was difficult to
know what, but she seemed in some desperation — I put her off with
my own trouble — could I have helped? Would it have made a differ-
ence?’ Hope had a Nietzschean attitude towards regret, believing that it
served no purpose in life. In all my conversations with him, the only
regret he ever expressed was in relation to Norma Davis, whose book
of poetry he had reviewed negatively just before her death.

Hope’s seventh entry (7 May 1960) concerns his fascination with
the fact that he, as an adult, never expressed rage, particularly given his
memories of himself as a small boy: ‘I had an ungovernable temper. I was
not an insatiable child but when anger was aroused it burst out in a fury
that quite overwhelmed me.’ He concludes that rather than this childish
rage having atrophied, it was instead ‘sealed away like a subterranean
lake of unused rage’. He compares it with ‘wine laid away in a cellar’ that
matures — waiting to be drawn from when he comes to write satirical
works.

His eighth entry (June 1960) begins: ‘I see colours differently with
one eye than with the other.Which tells the truth?’This leads to a discus-
sion on the subjective nature of sensual perception and the degree to
which it offers different messages at different times, whether referring to
the colour of wheat, or to how a woman appears when one is in love
with her and when out of love with her. Similarly, he applies this to ideas,
noting that in one moment he writes an idea down that has the utmost
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significance but when he returns to it later it is quite ordinary.This view of
Hope’s, in time, will lead to his views on ‘negative capability’ discussed in
chapter two. His last entry (July 1960) involves Penelope, his wife, telling
him of an overwhelming and growing passion to own a house of her
own in a good suburb, as she says, ‘to join the establishment’. Hope is not
keen on the idea, disinclined as he is ‘to own anything or to ally [himself]
with any group at all, a time, moreover when my children [are] almost
grown up, I see a chance at last to free myself from encumbrance and
involvement.When I cease to be Dean of the Faculty next year, I plan to
resign from all bodies and societies and perhaps in a year or two I could
retire and write’. It would be another seven years before Hope resigned.
At the time of his retirement, he was elected Professor Emeritus, and he
occupied an office in the A. D. Hope building for 25 years. Nevertheless,
this entry emphasises not only his determined commitment to his voca-
tion as a poet but also his awareness of his lack of loyalty to ideas or
institutions, his ‘indisposition to belief and commitment to parties and
customs’. Instead, Hope notes: ‘To myself I seem to have gone through life
like a gipsy — not rebelling or conforming, but making my way in consid-
erable indifference to the concerns of those around me though I am
interested and often sympathetic. Perhaps it would be better to say that
I have lived in this country, this civilisation and this age like an anthropolo-
gist living for the time being with a native tribe, involved in the common
life but not in any way committed to it. But from what country did
I come and to whom do I make my report?’

Thirty years later Hope returned to this early entry and wrote the
poem, Visitant, which appeared in his last book of poetry, Orpheus
(1991).The last stanza reads:

Now it is time to return,
I shall miss this world more than I thought.
All I came merely to learn
Holds me now with such love and concern,
To whom do I make my report?

These entries, floating in a separate folder, and written prior to his deci-
sion to compile his thoughts in notebooks, tell a story of their own,
covering as they do pivotal moments of reflection concerning his
passions and buried rage; his sole recorded experience of regret; a rarepage xviii
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expression of empathy experienced with his friend and fellow poet; his
insistence that his vocation is one of a poet rather than a scholar ; his
curiosity at the way sensual perception, given its subjective nature, has
an arbitrary relationship with ‘truth’; the process that led him to writing
his notebooks; and how, despite his empathy with the nomadic lifestyle
of his mythical hero Odysseus and the writer Tolstoy, his decision at his
wife’s request to buy a home and settle ensured that his ‘dance of the
nomad’ would be primarily one of the mind and spirit.

I have attempted to tell Hope’s ‘story’ in many ways over the years:
filmed interviews, six programs of filmed documentary, and other critical
writings. It is my belief that the story of A. D. Hope is the story of an
extraordinary mind and that this mind is contained in his notebooks
and his poetry. I am aware that the selections I have made could be
construed from another perspective; however, as stated above, this
selection is one informed and shaped by that initial encounter with his
1955–1964 folder.And I was also guided by the conversations and inter-
views I had with Hope, and the weeks we spent discussing a number of
the notebooks together. Nevertheless, although the writings belong to
Hope, this selection is my own and it inevitably reflects an interpretation
on my part. Apart from the sheer complexity and breadth of Hope’s
work, the other greatest obstacle in bringing this work to fruition
was Hope’s often illegible handwriting; some entries were excluded
because it was simply impossible to decipher the script. In the end,
it was because Hope’s work resists categorisation that I drew on a
Deleuzian mapping of thought, as explained in the next section, in pref-
erence to a structure that might suggest a concise, logical breakdown of
his theoretical and aesthetic interests.
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