
O bituary

R e m e m b e r in g  J e a n  W h y t e
B rian  M c M u ll in 's  d e fin it iv e  

o b itu a ry  ap p ea red  in the  Age 
re ce n t ly  and  it c a n n o t be im ­

p roved  upon . W h a t  fo llo w s  therefore 
is m e re ly  a personal re co lle c tio n .

M y  first en co u n te r  w ith  her w as  
not p rom ising : I w as runn ing  a sm all 
b ranch  p u b lic  lib rary at the tim e, and  
as part o f ou r co n n ec tio n  w ith  the lo ­
ca l sch o o l, the  ch ild re n  in g rades 5 
and  6 had put together w h a t I thought 
w as  a pretty good exh ib ition  for C h il ­
dren's Bo ok  W e ek , consisting of hand ­
m ad e  papyrus from  reeds in the loca l 
sw am p , c la y  tab lets, c o m p le te  w ith  
c u n e ifo rm  scrip t, rag paper, w o o d  
b lo cks and  w o o d b lo ck  prints. I w ro te  
to the august p ro fessional jou rna l o f­
fering  an artic le , co m p le te  w ith  p h o ­
tographs and  sam ples: I got back  from 
the e v e n  m ore  august ed ito r a letter 
w h ic h  I can  o n ly  d e s c r ib e  as sniffy. 
It w as , o f cou rse , Je an , than  w h o m  
n o b o d y  c o u ld  invest a sn iff w ith  a 
d e e p e r  o r r ich e r range o f m ean in g . 
The A ustralian  Lib rary Jou rna l, it a p ­
peared , w as  o n ly  interested in sch o l­
a r ly  m a te r ia l, an im press ion  w h ic h  
persists to  this day, so lasting are the 
q u a lit ie s  w ith  w h ich  Jean  m arked  any 
p ro fess io n a l con tex t w h ic h  she had 
g ra ced  w ith  her p o w erfu l in te lle c t 
and  fo rm id ab le  d isposition . That w as 
in, oh, 1 959.

I next e n co u n te re d  her a y ea r or 
tw o  later, at a tim e w h en  the o ffic ia ls  
o f her M a je s ty 's  Custom s and  Exc ise  
D ep artm en t had ap pa ren tly  been  a p ­
p o in ted  arb iters in the m atter o f w h a t 
re ad in g  m ate ria l m ight be im p orted  
into this cou n try  for o rd in a ry  c itizens  
[as d istinct from academ ics, w h ose  in ­
te llects  w e re  so m eh ow  thought to be 
stronger, m ore d iscern ing , or less co r­
ru p tib le  than  those of o the r m ortals, 
in c lu d in g  p u b lic  lib ra rians  and  the ir 
c lien ts ] to read. W e  had b rought in a 
non-d escrip t nove l from  the U n ite d  
States, c o m p le te ly  u n rem ark ab le  ex ­
c ep t that on its first page  it had  the 
not w h o lly  u n ex p ected  'four-letter- 
w o rd ' w h ic h  has n o w  resum ed  the 
c o m m o n p la c e  status w ith  w h ic h  it 
w a s  o r ig in a lly  im bued , but w h ic h  at 
that t im e  co u ld  in d u ce  co n n ip t io n s  
in an y  passing M P 's  su scep tib le  teen ­
age daughter. O r  a loca l g ove rnm en t 
co u n c illo r , as h ap p ened  in this case. 
As a resu lt o f his m oral g randstand ing  
[som e things d on 't chan g e], H M  C u s ­
tom s descended  on us to im pound  the

o ffend ing  book, and  a lm ost instantly, 
censo rsh ip  row s erup ted  all o ve r the 
p la ce , not least in the  U n iv e rs ity  o f 
S y d n e y  w h e re  Jean  w a s  w o rk in g  in 
the F isher Lib rary. F red e rick  M ay , 
w h o  held  the cha ir in Ita lian  Stud ies 
took  the  fie ld  on b eh a lf, as I re ca ll, 
o f B o c c a c c io ,  a id ed  and  ab etted  by 
—  Jean . H e r con seq uen t p ie ce  in A L J 
on cen so rsh ip  is still w o rth  re ad in g  
even  at this 32-year rem ove .

In 1979 I w e n t to M o n as h  w h e re  
Jean  had been invited  four years e a r li­
er to establish a G rad ua te  D epartm en t 
o f L ib ra rian sh ip , f irm ly  e m p la c e d  in 
the Facu lty  o f Arts. I had  en q u ire d , 
not w ith o u t trep id a tio n , ab o u t the 
possib ility  o f en ro llin g  for the M  Lib . 
The in te rv ie w  took  ab o u t an hour, 
and  w a s  w itn essed  by tw o  Schn au-  
zers snoozing  in a basket under Jean 's 
desk: I do  not kn o w  w h a t the ir v ie w s  
on m y c a n d id a c y  w e re , but in d u e  
co u rse  I re ce ive d  a letter o f a c c e p t ­
ance , and  the re  en su ed  ten  m onths 
o f un-distracted  a c a d e m ic  w o rk , in 
the p rocess o f w h ic h  Je a n  sh o w ed  
m e that I co u ld  a c tu a lly  w rite . I have  
h a rd ly  stopped  s in ce , in c lu d in g  the 
four years it took m e to co m p le te  m y 
thesis. In 1981 I fo llo w e d  Jean  [at, as 
a lw ays , a respectfu l d is tance ] into the 
A L J ed ito r's  chair, to I m ight say, her 
ap p a ren t d isgust: she fea red  for the 
im pact on m y thesis. Je an  w as  m y ex ­
acting  supervisor, and  in the process 
b ecam e  a good  friend.

Tim e passed, and in 1992 I had the 
opportun ity  to fo llo w  Jean  o n ce  m ore, 
this tim e into the Sch n au zer 's  fo rm er 
la ir in her o ld  o ffice  at M o n ash . W h a t  
happened  there is qu ite  ano ther story, 
but Jean  and  I ren ew ed  and  refreshed 
o u r fr ien d sh ip  w h ic h  w a s  e n r ich e d  
by the successor to the Schn auzers , a 
terrier c a lled  'Q u in g le ',  so nam ed  by 
Jean 's  long-tim e friend  and  c o m p a n ­
ion , the  w ic k e d ly  h u m o ro u s , so m e ­
tim e  pro fessor o f p h ilo so p h y , so m e ­
tim e lib rarian , H ec to r M o n ro , w h o m  
I a lso  c a m e  to lo ve  and  ad m ire . W e  
d in ed , a ll three, o ften  a ll four, o n ce  
a fortn ight, and  Q u in g le  sh o w ed  m e 
w h a t he kn ew  of the parks and  w a lk s  
o f M o u n t W a ve rle y . T h ey  w e re  gen ia l 
and  co n v iv ia l hosts: Je an  w as  a good 
cook, and  they kept an ex ce lle n t c e l ­
lar, an education  in itself. M u ch  South 
A ustra lian  w in e  of cou rse , a ll o f it ex ­
ce llen t, but w ith  good  representation  
from  the o th e r states, in c lu d in g  m y

o w n  T asm an ia . W e  m a tch ed  q u o ta ­
tions, w e  ta lk ed  p o lit ic s , and  it w as  
in the ir c o m p a n y  that I w a tch e d  the 
'u n lo s a b le ' Federal e le c t io n  o f 1993 
lost: by half-past eight, the trend  w as 
c le a r  and  in co n tro ve rt ib le . W e  w e re  
o f cou rse , o f o n e  m ind , p o lit ic a lly , 
and  the red w in e , like ou r con g e n ia l 
d isourse, f lo w e d  in ab u n d an ce .

A n d  n o w  she is g o n e  from  m e, 
from  us a ll. That m a rv e lo u s  m ind , 
razor-sharp, co m p reh en s ive , h u m an e  
yet in to le ran t o f an y  p re tens ions u n ­
w is e ly  o ffe red  it, p re ced e d  her into 
o b liv io n . H e c to r  d ied  d u rin g  her i l l ­
ness, and Q u in g le  found a n ew  owner. 
H e r co lle c tio n s  o f w in e , a rtw orks and 
books, w e re  broken up and  dispersed, 
and all I ho ld  by w a y  of rem inder [and 
it is en o u g h ] is her sm all c o lle c t io n  
of poetry on  lib rariansh ip , The poem s 
o f C a llim achu s, h and-p rin ted  at the  
A n c o ra  Press, o n e  o f her leg ac ie s  
to M o n ash  U n ive rs ity , in 2 00 0 . Je an  
w ro te  the in troduction :

... The poem s ... w ere designed 
to em phasise the h isto ry o f 
the profession and  to express 
its ach ievem ents using ligh t 
verse w ritten  in rhythm s and  
language app rop riate  to the 
sp ec ific  h is to rica l tim e under 
d iscussion ...

Sh e  w a s  c a th o lic  in her range: 
Lan g lan d , Pa terson , Sk e lto n , S h a k e ­
speare , C o w p e r, T enn yso n  and  
L o n g fe llo w  a ll se rved  as so u n d in g  
boards on w h ic h  she p la ye d  w ord- 
games. The co n c lu d in g  poem  is ca lled  
'Last m essage from  C a llim a ch u s , 
199 6 ', and  a short q u o ta tio n  m ust 
se rve  as e x a m p le  o f the  p h ilo so p h y  
by w h ich  she lived  her life:

Ah yes! I know  that know ledge 
walks w ith  p o w er 

A n d  w ithout w isdom  is a dan­
gerous gift.

Soon you m ust turn your eyes 
from the m achines:

The problem s o f yo u r w o rld  
w ill not be so lved  

B y  asking  H ovs? Bu t asking 
W h y? W h at for?

W h a t  for, indeed .

John Levett
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