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SUCCESS.

NO ONE WAS MORE SURPRISED BY
the book's reception than the author
herself. Its success has led to adapta-
tions of the book into a play and now
into a film directed by Samantha Lang.
Dorothy Porter has taken an interesting
journey, watching her work grow and
metamorphose. On a typically cold and
dark Hobart afternoon, I took advantage

of the 3peakerphones at work to make
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contact with Porter, intending to discuss
her book and its transformation into fitm.
The woman who greeted me was warm
and generous—just what | needed, as |
had been unusually nervous about do-
ing this interview. [ stili don’t know why
I was nervous, maybe the book had
something to do with it.

ousand
pictures

N 1994, DOROTHY PORTER'S VERSE NOVEL, THE MON-

KEY'S MASK, WAS RELEASED. THE BOOK WAS A

SURPRISE SUCCESS, PROMPTLY ENTERING THE
BEST SELLERS’ LIST, WINNING THE AGE POETRY BOOK
OF THE YEAR AND RECEIVING THE NATIONAL COUNCGIL
'BANJO’ FOR POETRY. WHEN THE MONKEY'S MASK WAS °
RELEASED QVERSEAS, IT WAS MET WITH THE SAME EN-
THUSIASM, EVEN NOMINATED BY THE TIMES AS ONE .OF
THE BOOKS OF THE YEAR (1997). THE MONKEY'S MASK
HAS BEEN SEEN AS A KIND OF SAVIOUR OF AUSTRALIAN
POETRY, GENERATING NEW INTEREST IN THE MEDIUM
FROM THE PUBLIC. THIS CROSS-GENRE DETECTIVE-LES-
BIAN-THRILLER AMAZED ALL WITH ITS COMMERCIAL
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{SUSIE PORTER), RICK INAITLAND

DIANA MAITLAND (HELLY MCGILLIS), DY (EBORAH MAILMANY)
TOP LEFT: MICHEY MORRIS (ABBIE CORNISH) TOP RIGHT: DIANA AND JILL

* PHOTOS: THE MORKEY'S MASHL-F: DETECTIVE JILL FITZPRTRICK

[IIIHHIIII BOHHS]. PROFESSOR

The Monkey's Mask takes us into private
detective Jill Fitzpatrick’s head as she
wresties with the various demons at-
tached to murdered student/poet Mick-
ey. The greatest of these demons is
embodled in the object of her desire,

- poet and Mickey's tecturer, Diana Mait-

fand. What ensues is an intimate tale
of sexual obsession within a Chan-
dleresque detective scenario. This is




the kind of book that lovers read to
each other; it is the kind of book that in-
spires the erotic. Porter evokes the infi-
nite abandon of obsession so effactively
through the first person narrative of our
heroine, Jill. There is murder, there is
mystery, but more than this, there is
sexuality, real sexuality. “The heterosex-
ual relationships echo the lesbian ones
in that they're about sexual relationships
between unequals and the catastrophe

and pain that can result from that’, says
Porter. Often the book has been seen to
be about lesbians, but Porter is at pains
to point out she hasn't taken ‘sides’. ‘It's
very much'a book about sexual obses-
sion, but it's sexual cbsession period, not
just leshian sexual obsession'.

Recently Alexander Pushkin's verse
novel, Eugene Onegin, was made into a
film, Onegin. The release of Onegin pre-

e m e —— [P —

ceded The Monkey'’s Mask and as Por-
ter notes,

- Ralph Feinnes and his sister fMartha,

who directed the film] talk of their great
respect for this wonderful verse novel
which they've adapted, but they don't
use any of the poetry. Consequently, in
my opinion, they end up with a pallid
version of Dr. Zhivago. They miss the
paint by not using the poetry. | thought

Often the book has been seen to be about lesbians, but
Porter is at pains to point out she hasn’t taken ‘sides’. “It’s
very much a book about sexual obsession, but it’s sexual
obsession period, not just lesbian sexual obsession’.
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about was, how much
of my poetry they used.
Anne had it In her seript
.and it eventually made it
into the film. | wasn't ex-
pecting that at all.

During pre-production of

it dlfferent from other detective films.

that was one of the great strengths of
the film [The Monkey's Mask]. One of
. the bravest things about the film is not
so much the sex scenes but that the
poetry was used.’

- "z'"" v

'I‘hough Porter wasn't mvolved in the
: scnpt adaptat:on or the productlon of
the f’lm, I"was mterested in the rela—
tlonsmp she had with ‘scriptwriter Anne
Kennedy and Samantha Lang. | imag-
". ine that it is @ somewhat daunting task
- to take a popular and successful work
.' and drag it into another medium, par-
ticularly when the original creator is
around to watch the outcome. | won-
der. how different the' Fiennes family’
version of Onegin would have been if
Alexander Pushkin was alive. The pro-
ducers of The Monkey's Mask, to their
credit, created a. healthy relationship
with. Porter and involved her in the
project’s development:

As far as Sam [Lang] was concerned,
we had a number of informal breakfasts
and drinks and meetings where we
discussed varicus things about the film
and about who the characters ‘were
and what the themes were, how I used
music when | wrote it ... As far as

the work | did with Anne Kennedy is
concerned, the producers, and | feel
very generously, et me ook at some of
Anne's drafts and make comments on
them. | think what | was most delighted

the film [ was chatting with one of the
producers, Robert Connolly, about the
risk they were taking in bringing poetry
to the film. The stage adaptation of The
Monkey’s Mask (performed by Mary-
anne Bryant, directed by Pete Nettell)

was instrumental in their decision to in--
" tegrate the poetry into the script. Dor—‘

othy was with the producers and Sam

at the Openlng night of the play (Belvon' -

8t Theatre, 1998) VRO

They were mcredrbb;']frﬁpressed with
how the poetry actually worked and the
performance and so on. To my great
delight, they decided to have a go at it.
! was quite prepared, even so, for them
fo drop the idea. All along | have been
quite philosophical about the direction
that the film would take and ! knew
that it might not necessarily take the
direction that | wanted, that it mrght not
use the poetry.

After talking with Porfer and watching
the film adaptation against the usual
array of John Huston/Bogart' film noir
masterpieces (The Big Sleep, The
Maltese Falcon, etel), | was keen to
chat with Monkey's Mask scriptwriter,
Anne Kennedy. With Kennedy based in
New Zealand, and myself sentenced to
hard labour in Tasmania, | tracked down
another speakerphone, if only to give
the interviews their own environmental
uniqueness. As Kennedy puts it:

For me, the poetry was
alwaysthere. | couldn’t
counitenance making or writing a script of that book -
without the poetry being there. The poetry is. what mahes L

* the co!!oqu;a! She does that ege:n and

A A .
For me, the poetry was a!ways there oy
couldn’t countenance makrng or wntmg =
a script of that book without e poet:y T
being there. ‘Ihe poetry :s what makes
it different from other detectfve fi !ms .
is what makes it into'a cross—genre fitm. "
The poetry is the reason for.the fil Im If .
Dorothy had wntten a stre:ght teﬂrng of
: the. story then maybe ;
-t would' have, beeri :'
made irito.g film, but, % :
‘it is her words her:
poetry, that made ft -
1ift off the page mto a.- .
film. . s :

_ There is, l believe,
. an extraordmarysub-
conscious compllcu-
ty between Kennedy and -Porter, Due to
the tyranny of distance they had. little,
contact, yet they shared paraltel goals )
best defined by the. mclusron of the po-c-.-e.‘\
etry in the film. Undoubtedly the scnp At
is Kennedys far more so than a 1‘ Im Iike
ft “dir

Alot of the dlalogue from the fil_ N is l_lfte ;
Stratght from the book The" actor's Are,
in a sense, speak:ng poetry Kenned_

used the book as a real base and foun

again, all through the book, lts very easy. L
to use that on the screen: 'ﬂ'rat was.: .
what leapt out at'me to’ start with; that *~
there was this great d.'a!ogue that could

be used and that the poetry wasn't left
behind. You could take the bones of the
story and leave the poetry and you'd
have a different film, But what made The
Monkey's Mask wonderful was the po-
etry, the voice and the dialogue.  ~
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" DOROTHY PORTER
{(PHOTE: ANKE STRCHER)

" cessor. Sowe have word rnSprred by the
. craftmg of Irght (movmg protures) whrch

a‘

s
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the two :‘t was an
amazrngly ﬂlumrnat-
ing talk about how
one rnforms the oth-
er.. ﬂ'hrough thrs]l

reaﬂsed how { have
- been intlvenced by

frlm ’

Dorothy points out that ’Ihe'Was-_tefand’ :

_ by T.8. Eliot was influenced by the work "

- subttety. remrnds .me. of Stavrogin's .’

The way that Porter has wntten Mickeys
poetry. ﬂled wrth teen angst and lackrng

speech to the Brshop Tihon in Dos-
toyevsky‘s novel 'me Possessed. Dos-
toyevsky dellberately wrote outside of the
accepted forms of the Russian nove! S0

it and'how { haye .,«eas to create the experience of Sta\rrogln s

cut -my poems -Irke,n..clunky confessron which is embroiied in
. his. own arrogance and nihilism and re-
- sembles a political pamphlet more than

“an honest revelation. Dostoyevsky is able
to capture a sense of the stunted sp:ntu-

" of Russian fi Im-maker, Sergel’ Ersern— . alrtythat det" Ines the Russran youth

stein. It is ‘interesting to note that Ei< K , PRI

" seinstein acquired his unigue vision and-

rhythm through studying. Blomechamcs ke frlm 1 am ‘impressed with the distorted - -This-year at-the Melbourne- Internatlon- -

(a precise physical actrng technrque
based around the mastering of physucal

etudes} with Meyerhotd He was the star o P

‘74

) krnd of poem as a poem that has been~
rnﬂuenced by early c.-nematography"

verbai Janguage | rs nerther.heresno
there tthrnk in some ways, po
ﬁlm have more in commo'ﬁ tha
ano' prose

Kennedy rerterates the relatronshlp
between the crime "fi Im genre ~and-
poetry e 1 e

L

In cnme frctlon, it's dialogue ‘Boiled =¥

down. Those characters, from_which -
Jill is extrapolated, are pithy, they don't
waste words, Poetry is like that actuaﬂy,

it's been my observation that poetry can’ )
g0 in two directions: it can be :ejther

boiled down, where you have just the
essence of something, or it can just give

You'everything. Dorothy is the kind of

poet that gives you the essence,, and

tf"\’-'t-'spen‘er.:tr'orr:rrrerna R

TR 's

il .r.'.--;q-.r." k.,

'-on the case and confront her relatlon-

B plarnS' :

-

ln The Monkeys Mask both book and

words of Mlckey. the pam that the
character embodles .

T S g
em very1
- e

j14-year:
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3 the tong "Irsttof her lovers. They have
. contempt for her body and for her work

shrp wrth Dtana when she realises that
.she.and Mickey are alrke As Porter ex-

-One ‘thing that I really trke about the

film is how they’ve created Mickey.as a *

- .character how they've woven the poems
throughout the film. There Is a key poem .
‘Love is a Torture’, which as a poern is
rather dreadful, but as a sentiment or
an emotional event, it's crucial to the
book and what's happening to Mickey
and what’s happening fo Jil. The other _

' great theme of thé book apart from sexu-

-.al obsessron rs the nature of poetry ftself: .

why people need it and why people wnte
it It's not neoessanty Just to create great
works of art that are studied at University.
It is also a vent for extreme emotional
pain and the extreme emotionial situation.

.One of the reasons why Mickey's poems :

are very much part of the book—~when in .
many ways they are.dreadful poetry, they
are not great works of art— s that they are
cris de coeur and that’s often the essence
of where poetry comss from, Whether it's
great poetry or utter drivel, it often comes
from the same source, the heart in pain,

© al Arts Festival, Dorothy Porter will re-

old in- inySelf with = 2

- ma e et

'fweren't"f, rrtten th '.tvayq., ‘Baynton) Her work contmues t-
urckly,t accessed 3o,

’ What ] want to concentrate ‘on, to be

lease a new collection of poetry entitled

" .. . Other Worlds. Parter will also work with
; composer Jonathon Mills in the future,

coliaboratang on another chamber op-

‘era -as a follow-up to their. mcredrbly
successful Ghost ere “fan adaptatton nre
of the’ short _story, ‘Chosen , Vessel', by

19"'~century Australlan Wnter Barbara-
make_

e

- honest, is wrttrng books.:. atthemoment -

I'mvery happy for otherpeop!e tooption -

-~

" them and take thent away and piay with-*

them and show .me what they’re dorng

and get on with it. I'm not ruling ou_t
doing something more in-the future 7.

-~, Jonathon [Mills] and | may adapt What A“

Piece of Work,'my fast verse novel, foran

" opera and | would want to do the libretto -

myself for that, But in the meantime, am
fascinated and intrigued by what other
people are dolng with my work, Prob-
ably at this stage, other people would do
a better job at adaptfng my won’r than !
would,

SiNESiE,
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" ate great work in collaboratwe art férms " thh respect notrev-
such as film and stage. Porter is a writer, -

s -a ‘writer, a fundamentaliy sohtary They have consulted ..
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[SUSIE POHTER] .

lt' 'an amazrng talent to ‘be” able td,.
Ulet” go and ailow ones “work to’travel
through other peoples minds; it is aJso :
the essentlal |ngred|ent required to’ cre-

v

a performer of her poetry and a collabo-
-rator in opera. Essentially, however she

amst who understands the process of
collaboratlon and embraces it g

-.~. - 2 (2] .—."..-

“ Ithink that id be amug iff didn’t. 1 c'e{r';'t
see why you wou!dn’t -let go, because
it can be so exc:tmg fo see what other

] ' " people do. ! enjoy theatre a lot and rm
" anabso!ute movie add:ct but!don’tre-

aﬂy understand how theatre works and
o not a ﬁlm-maker so I'm happy to let -
people who know’ mare than | do ‘get .

L. on w;th it. ! feef very, very !ucky so

L .r‘..

- PHOTOS: PROFESSOR D!ﬁl’lﬂ lllﬂm.ﬂllﬂ (IlEI.L\‘ mCGILIJS]. JIU. FITZPﬂTRICH :

A - T 2T -
: L L o

-.,-q

far in the people who. 5

have ‘chosen to do < A
my work, in that they” q’
have treated the work

" ererice; natstult:fymg
paraiysfng reverence,
-but " with respect

~me and they have lis-.
tened to meé; not'al- ..
-._ways, but when :thas
counted B

._.c,

There are many reasons why adapt— : expenence of the book that wewers wil
mg thls book into a film: i 1s a brave act: i Judge the f‘ lm upon ls thrs not a]ways -

not least among these is the dlff”culty - ‘|
~of effectively’ taking a verse novel and'
“piitting’it on the.screen.:The Monkey's
Mask began its ilfe asa book a poputar d

book W|th a onal and pass:onate fol-

€




