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it’s simple. A young woman, her 
love for her partner slipping 
away, looks at their suburb, and 

him, and their relationship, and 
writes bronze-clad poetry about 
it. Then she takes to the bush, de-
scribing its towns and picking at its 
history with the same clear eye she 
uses to examine her lost love. she 
combines a photographic exactness 
with a resounding turn of phrase 
and an ability to use a refrain just 
enough and no more.

People often say of a child that 
they are ‘an old soul’. At the risk of 
patronising vanessa Page, author 
of this adamantine, lyrical first col-
lection, she has ‘an old eye’, which  
she trains on her experience and 
surroundings. in five lines in ‘sanc-
tuary’ she does everything that  
sappho does: elsewhere, many lines 
echo Brecht’s mimetic gestures. 
none of this feels deliberate, and it 
is wonderfully encouraging to find 
a young Australian poet who can  
traverse and claim terrains so appar-
ently foreign and unforgiving.

Brett Dionysius, launching this 
book, said that Page had ‘foregone 
20 years of writing juvenilia to 
spring from the forehead of the 
Queensland poetry scene as a fully- 
fledged post-Athena poet’. He was 
almost right, except that in the final 
section, with new love and a guarded 
happiness in play, Page lets her 
Cyprian rigour slip. it may simply be 
that sadness is a more contemplative 
state than happiness – in the same  
way that pessimists are said to be 
those who see the world most clearly 
 – but the book ends on an artless, 
breathy note, and now the verse has 
a more obviously youthful feel to it. 
The poet’s attention, her language, 
undergo a carefree diffusion, but, 
after so much control and clarity, 
acquired at such cost for our ben-
efit, we should take pleasure in it, 
as she does.

Peter Kenneally
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it is possible to imagine a culture 
that treats art merely as decoration, 
but to inheritors of the european 

tradition this idea of art’s function is de-
meaning. We expect great art to express 
or reflect the spiritual and philosophical 
preoccupations of our cultural heritage. 
no system-building philosopher in 
modern european history would have 
failed to incorporate an aesthetic theory 
into his theoretical scheme. Philosophi-
cal system-building has been debunked 
and largely abandoned, but contem-
porary european thinkers continue to 
pronounce on art from the perspective 
of their philosophies. 

robert l. Wicks puts the aesthetic 
theories of thinkers from the enlight-
enment to contemporary times into 
a narrative that begins with enlight-
enment reason as embodied in the 
philosophy of immanuel kant, and 
then explains why and how succeeding 
generations of philosophers were led to 
question the value of reason. The cata-
lyst for this development, according to 
his narrative, was the reign of terror. 
reacting to the bloody consequences of 
the attempt by french revolutionaries 
to enthrone reason, philosophers began 
to question whether realising reason 
should be a social objective, and indeed 
whether reason should be regarded as a 
supreme value. 

This questioning of reason contin-
ued into the twentieth century when 
the target became scientific rational-
ity and its contribution to projects of 
social engineering – exemplified by 
fascist manipulation of public opinion. 
it culminates in the refusal of Jacques 
Derrida to be bound by any interpreta-
tion, however apparently well-justified 
by reason. 

Wicks thus divides his survey into 

those thinkers who were favourable to 
reason and who enlisted art in its service 
and those who questioned it in one way 
or another – either by doubting its ef-
ficacy, its value, its authority, or its ability 
to bring about agreement. kant, Hegel, 
Marx, and schiller were rationalists 
and moralists who attempted to bring 
together reason, beauty, art, and mo-
rality in their philosophies. nietzsche, 
kierkegaard, and freud questioned the 
supremacy or value of reason. Ben-
jamin, Adorno, and Heidegger were 
critics of instrumental rationality and 
the dominance of scientific rationality, 
and looked to art to subvert its effects. 
Gadamer recognised that the rational 
agreement sought by enlightenment 
thinkers was unachievable but thought 
that understanding could be brought 
about through the fusion of world views. 
on the other hand, foucault and Der-
rida questioned the very idea of rational 
agreement.

Wicks himself comes down on the 
side of those who, like Gadamer, have 
not given up the attempt to link art, 
reason, and morality. Philosophical and 
historical developments may have un-
dermined enlightenment confidence in 
reason, but not, he thinks, the possibil- 
ity of mutual respect and understand-
ing or the promotion by art of values like  
trust. 

to present the history of the last 
two centuries of Western thought as 
the erosion of ideals of reason – the 
gradual fallout of the reign of ter-
ror – is an oversimplication. it ignores 
the fact that reason can exist in many 
forms and is a hard thing to abandon 
altogether. for enlightenment thinkers, 
reason had both the power of bringing 
into question orthodoxies and traditions 
and the ability to justify universal moral 
and political ideals. The possibility of 
doing the latter has been brought into 
question – by philosophy and by differ-
ences of opinion that are found in every 
society. However, the first idea of what 
reason can accomplish has never lost its 
influence on european culture and its 
inheritors. Almost all of the thinkers 
discussed by Wick are engaged in the 
enlightenment project of questioning 
orthodoxy. The history of aesthetic 
thought could also be written as a his-


