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Sam Ryan review of Jim Davidson, Emperors 
in Lilliput: Clem Christesen of Meanjin and 
Stephen Murray-Smith of Overland

(Carlton: Miegunyah Press, 2022), 467 pp., HB $59.99, ISBN 9780522877403

Jim Davidson, the second editor of Meanjin, introduces his book Emperors in Lilliput 
by noting that, while ‘there’s nothing so dead as last week’s newspapers’, literary 
journals are different. You ‘may have picked up an old one, lying in a corner, and 
been surprised by its quality’ (p. vii). The contents of a newspaper last a week at most, 
but the contents of a literary journal can be timeless.

How appropriate to begin a biography of Clem Christensen and Stephen Murray-
Smith, and the journals they founded, with such a musing. Indeed, in Emperors in 
Lilliput, Davidson does just that: he picks up and trawls through the histories of the 
journals and their founders to reveal for the reader the value and worth of these two 
important figures in Australian literature. He approaches his subjects with affection, 
using ‘Clem’ and ‘Stephen’ in place of the last names used in other biographies. 
Perhaps, as a former editor of Meanjin, Davidson views them both as peers. But he 
does not play favourites: barring a single chapter towards the end of the book, in 
which he details his somewhat tense encounters with Clem, his subjects are granted 
equal attention.

The book’s title seems to poke fun at a world Davidson knows well. He is as familiar 
with Australian literary cultures as he is with Clem and Stephen. He imagines Lilliput, 
the fictional island from Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels, as the world of Australian 
literary cultures. An important debate on Swift’s imaginary island was whether eggs 
should be broken on the longer or shorter end—there were long-enders and short-
enders. On which end one should break an egg seems to be trivial to most, but surely 
important to connoisseurs of eggs. Both Clem and Stephen, and so their journals, 
believed that literature should play a key role in the development of a national culture 
and identity, but they had different ideas on what that role would look like.

Overland began life as the Realist Writer, the newsletter of the Melbourne Realist 
Writers’ Group. It was edited for several issues by Stephen before, in 1954, turning 
into Overland. The Realist Writers’ Group had strong links to the Communist Party 
of Australia (CPA)—Davidson describes those links as an ‘association’ (p. ix), but that 
word may diminish the strength of the connection. In many ways, the Realist Writer 
was the literary newsletter of the CPA with many of its writers being members of 
the party. For Overland, that link was somewhat looser at its founding, before being 
completely broken when Stephen left the party in 1958. Stephen’s close friend Ian 
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Turner was expelled for writing a letter protesting the Soviet Union’s execution of 
Imre Nagy, the leader of the Hungarian Communist Party, following the invasion in 
1956. Stephen resigned in protest.

Overland’s ‘association’ with the CPA was, however, evident in its early issues with its 
embrace of what can be called social realism, rather than what the CPA would prefer: 
socialist realism. In short, social realism seeks to further the plight of the working 
class through a warts-and-all, realistic depiction of their lives; socialist realism seeks 
to do the same sans the warts. For writers of the socialist realist school, the working 
class should be depicted in a purely heroic manner. This distinction, among other 
things, led to criticism from some members of the Realist Writers’ Group. Although 
Davidson does not include the specifics of those criticisms—the inclusion of A. D. 
Hope in the first issue was for many members a waste of ink1—he does note that Vic 
Williams, a waterside worker and poet, thought that the journal’s editorial board was 
‘overwhelmingly middle class’ (p. 152).

The first editorial of Overland reveals Stephen’s conception of a national literature 
and  culture. The new journal would aim high, ‘but has no exclusive or academic 
standards of any kind’. He, and his journal, believed in ‘developing writing talent 
in people of diverse background’ as long as they shared ‘our belief in the traditional 
dream of a better Australia’ (p. 1). The employment of social realism to further the 
idea of a better Australia, and the view that Australia had specific conditions that 
created a unique working class, was part of a movement called Radical Nationalism 
of which Overland was a chief proponent.

Clem chimed in on Overland’s first issue with a letter printed on the right-hand side 
of its first page. In it, he endorsed the journal and its mission—as long as it ‘honestly 
adheres to its progressive editorial policy’ (p. 1). He was a supporter of its mission, 
but suspicious of its ability to stay the course. It is unclear if that suspicion was aimed 
at Stephen or if it was a more general suspicion of any journal to be able to uphold 
such values. I suspect it was the latter.

Meanjin was founded in 1940. In his first editorial, Clem wrote of the importance 
of national literature, art, poetry and drama that is neglected in wartime. He wrote 
of it as a living thing at the risk of dying like an unwatered houseplant. The name, 
meaning spike in the local First Nations language and referring to the land on which 
Brisbane was founded, was for Clem a nod to continuity; Australia’s true history was 
in its Indigenous past. And the past had to be accounted for in a literature that looked 
to the future.

1	  John McLaren, Writing in Hope and Fear: Literature as Politics in Postwar Australia (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1996), 41, doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511470127.
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The early issues of Meanjin, as with Overland, were not without criticism. P. R. 
Stephensen, a writer and political activist, first of the communist ilk before shifting 
towards fascism, welcomed Meanjin but commented that Queensland poetry should 
be ‘hot, rich in colour, tropic or sub-tropic in atmosphere’ instead of echoing ‘the cold 
neurosis of English experimentalists’. He felt this would be possible if ‘the Meanjin 
modernists would let themselves go a bit’ (p. 18). A. D. Hope recalled an early 
Meanjin call for poetry that would assist in ‘the development of a strong and virile 
Australian culture’ (p. 24). The rest of Hope’s anecdote includes his witty reply, which 
I will leave readers to discover in the book.

The key difference between the two journals, for Davidson, was that Stephen wanted 
to articulate a national culture, while Clem wanted to articulate the general will in 
cultural matters (p. 303). This may be evident in the larger volume of critical works 
in Meanjin and, for Davidson, a higher concern with authenticity and less with 
quality in Overland. It should too be noted that Overland was generally left wing 
in its politics—less so as Stephen aged—while Meanjin, contrary to voices from the 
right, was less committed to either side of politics. Clem would publish something 
that was good regardless of its political leaning, while Stephen was more selective. 
And Stephen would publish something not so good as long as it broadly agreed with 
his side of politics. Both did so in the hope of developing and nurturing a national 
culture. Perhaps Meanjin was a long-ender and Overland a short-ender.

That distinction is drawn out in the some four hundred pages of Emperors in Lilliput. 
Davidson does so using stories of the two men and the people around them. There is 
also granular detail on the material features of the journals throughout the book: what 
they published, problems with publishers, controversial pieces and disagreements in 
writerly circles are all included. Davidson even goes into what we might call the 
editorial habitus; he is interested in how Clem and Stephen managed their journals 
and how that informed the journals’ direction.

It is difficult to discuss the history of Overland without discussing the history of 
Meanjin, even in passing. Davidson has chosen them as his dual figures for the 
cultural focus they both had as well as the overlaps and interactions in their stories. 
The same could be said of Quadrant, that other postwar and Cold War Australian 
literary journal. While Davidson does make mention of it, he does not provide the 
level of detail or in places accuracy that it deserves given the role Meanjin had in its 
founding. In her 1991 essay ‘The Question of Literary Independence: Quadrant and 
Australian Writing’, Susan Lever (née McKernan) writes that Quadrant:

was the brainchild of a group of people who were not writers nor interested in 
promoting literary work in Australia. It was conceived as a political counter to 
the left-wing attitudes of Meanjin and Overland.2

2	  David Carter, ed., Outside the Book (Sydney: Local Consumption Publications, 1991), 166.
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Davidson calls James McAuley Quadrant’s founder (p. 103), which is not exactly 
right. Quadrant’s founder was the Australian Association of Cultural Freedom 
(AACF), at the behest of a man called Richard Krygier, a Polish importer based in 
Sydney, who had since 1952 been employed as an Australian agent for the Congress 
for Cultural Freedom (CCF). In 1954 he founded the CCF’s Australian arm: the 
Australian Committee for Cultural Freedom (it was later renamed the Australian 
Association for Cultural Freedom). In 1955 he began to lobby the AACF, and so the 
CCF, for funding to create a literary journal. In notes from meetings of the AACF, 
Krygier calls Meanjin a ‘fellow travelling publication’ and asserts that ‘the task of any 
organisation which is dedicated to freeing men’s minds from the spell of Communist 
influence must include very close attention to the matter of prestige and fashion’.3 
Clearly Meanjin and its perceived communist bent loomed large as a factor in the 
founding of Quadrant.

In those same notes from meetings of the AACF are statements from Roger Covell, 
John Thompson, Kenneth Slessor and McAuley, who had all been approached to 
consider the editorship of Krygier’s proposed journal. McAuley’s was the most anti-
communist and so he was selected.4 To say that the journal was ‘founded’ by McAuley 
and to completely omit Krygier misses these nuances and ignores the distinction 
between those journals in the postwar and Cold War ideological spectrum. This 
omission, however, does not detract from the quality of the book or from Davidson’s 
thesis on the cultural mission of both journals. This is a history of Meanjin and 
Overland and their founders, after all, not of Quadrant.

Davidson has an appreciation for the literary journal as a genre. He knows that 
a  journal is more than its contents, and its history is larger than its contributors, 
hence the heft of detail that he provides. He also knows that a journal’s cover is 
immensely important. Throughout the book are images of the front covers of several 
issues of the two journals. These cover shots are, for me, some of the book’s most 
engaging content. They are beautifully presented with the issue number and date 
and captioned with a very brief blurb of each issue’s contents, including the authors 
published therein. In including these images, Davidson reminds readers of the work 
that these two men produced. These issues were the fruits of their labour.

This book’s cover makes clear the differences between Clem and Stephen and 
their journals. On it are photographs of the two men, in opposing corners. The 
composition draws a stark distinction between them. Clem is in an immaculate suit 
with his hair neatly combed and Stephen is in a woollen jumper with an unironed 
collar protruding, his hair brushed loosely to each side. Both men have a pipe in 

3	  McLaren, Writing in Hope and Fear, 94.
4	  Susan McKernan, A Question of Commitment: Australian Literature in the Twenty Years after the War, 1st ed. 
(Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 1989), 59–60.
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hand. In many ways, the Meanjin of Clem’s time was an immaculate suit with hair 
neatly combed, and the Overland of Stephen’s time a comfortable jumper that would 
clash with an ironed collar. Both would of course smoke a pipe.

In Emperors in Lilliput, Davidson employs his sometimes-intimate knowledge of his 
subjects and their journals and his appreciation for their publishing practice to present 
for readers a fascinating history of a very particular, even formative, time in Australian 
literature. There are many tales of the two men and their journals, told in an easy yet 
descriptive prose, that will be of interest to any scholar of Australian literature.
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