James Ley

| am here today in my capacity as a literary critic, and more specifically as a public critic. Though |
have had some dealings with the world of academia over the years, most of my work has taken the
form of cultural journalism — essays and book reviews predominantly — written for various
newspapers and literary publications. The position | occupy with the ecosystem of Australian
literature is thus precarious and relatively minor; the nature of my work is distinctly unglamorous.

| do nevertheless believe that the kind of criticism | write contributes in its own small way to the
general health of the literary culture, that it performs a necessary function. Criticism is an essential
activity, in my view, because the meaning of literary work is never self-evident, nor is it fixed. The
contexts in which a work might be understood are always changing and can never be taken for
granted. By its very nature, the act of interpretation cannot be pre-emptive. The very first demand a
work of literature makes upon its readers is that they open themselves to the aesthetic experience
of that work, engage with its specific view of the world, try to understand and reflect upon the
ideas it seeks to convey, whatever these may me.

There is, in this sense, something inherently outward-looking about the critical act. As a mode of
occasional writing, it always starts from a point at which the perspective of the critic has been
provisionally suspended. His initial concern is not what he thinks, but what someone else thinks.
And he is no less interested in how they think. Critics fail at their task most conspicuously, it seems
to me, when they neglect this primary duty to interpret, when they abrogate their responsibility to
approach the work on its own terms, when the necessary attentiveness is not in evidence and they
lapse into mere prejudice — which is to say, when they quite literally pre-judge.

This is not to suggest that any given act of literary criticism will escape the limitations or personal
biases of the critic, or that it will transcend the cultural myopia of its particular time and place.
Exercising one’s judgement is an unavoidable part of the critical process — in fact, the word ‘critic’
is derived from the Greek kritikos, meaning ‘to judge’. What | am suggesting is that judgements are
secondary and, in certain respects, less significant than the process of arriving at them. | am
suggesting that criticism is best understood as a practice, rather than a theory. Its importance
resides in its necessary element of pragmatism, which acknowledges the fact that a literary culture
is a living entity that can only sustain itself through a process of constant renewal, a willingness to
strive towards new understandings, an openness to new connections and external influences.
Traditions must evolve; established notions of value can endure only to the extent that they resist
ossification and face the future. The job of criticism, as | see it, is to engage with this ongoing
process, bring the arguments and ideas that are latent in literature to a degree of explicitness. It
does this by taking the solitary experience of reading and making it communal. The public critical
discussion, which | take to include all attempts to articulate some kind of response to a work of
literature — whether the response is that of an amateur reader or a professional critic, a journalist
or an academic — is not extraneous or external to the evolving literary culture, but an intrinsic part
of its development.

For these reasons, | am inclined to reject the common characterisation of literary critics as cultural



arbiters or ‘gatekeepers’, who are supposedly seeking to impose their values and interpretations,
and who are assumed to be interfering with the otherwise natural and unproblematic relationship
between writers and readers. | think critics are better characterised in a way that is more or less
antithetical to this view — a way that is, not surprisingly, rather more positive. | prefer to see
criticism as a natural and indeed inevitable extension of a substantive interest in literature. Critics
do not divide writer from reader; they collapse the distinction, insist that these identities are not
separate, but entwined and complementary. They are themselves writers, whose work is a modest
contribution to the corpus of literature, and the nature of that contribution is to be visible and (one
hopes) articulate readers.

Australian culture has long been haunted by the twin spectres of insularity and parochialism, but
there are some indications that it is outgrowing the inferiority complex that comes with being a
relatively young nation with a colonial past. Our literary culture at the present time is notable for its
energy and confidence. The local poetry scene is particularly robust. We are currently enjoying
something of a renaissance in Indigenous writing, as any number of talented First Nations authors
are stepping forward to claim their rightful place at the centre of the national imagination. There is
also a welcome process of diversification going on. Australian writers from many different cultural
backgrounds are finding their voices and testifying to their experiences, writing works that are
beginning to reflect the true richness of our multicultural immigrant society. These developments
are supported by a lively array of literary journals, old and new, and a no less lively publishing
industry, in which the creative impetus comes overwhelmingly from small independent publishers,
who have come to set the cultural agenda precisely because they are willing to take risks. It perhaps
goes without saying that this activity is sustained almost entirely in defiance of commercial
imperatives.

Faced with this wealth of creativity, it is hard not to feel that we still lack a critical culture equal to
the task of assessing and articulating its full significance, interpreting it in the light of existing
Australian literary traditions, and positioning it in the wider context of world literature. The reasons
for this are complicated, not easily summarised. They are partly institutional, and partly to do with
the intellectual climate more broadly, which has come to place an inordinate value on
expressiveness and personal testimony, to treat authenticity as the ultimate arbiter of meaning.

The definition of criticism | have been advocating here takes a different view. It sees the value of
criticism in the fact that its origins are responsive rather than expressive. It is a practice that seeks
not to foreclose meaning, but to open lines of communication. At the risk of generalising, | think
that one of the reasons Australian poetry is animated by such diffuse energies at the present time is
that our poets tend to be critically engaged, something that would appear to be less true of our
proliferating memoirists and novelists. Poets tend to be highly conscious of the history of their
genre, appreciative of its formal innovations, alert to its definitive arguments and to the mercurial
power of influence. This kind of critical receptiveness suggests creative possibilities. It takes
categories that seem to be static and rigid and puts them in motion. In doing so, it reveals the
extent to which literature has the ability to convey very different experiences, transmit ideas across
cultural boundaries. Criticism is in this sense fundamental. After all, the most important thing for
any book is that it be read.
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