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Preface

The sixth Australian International Religion, Literature and the
Arts Conference, Seeking the Centre, was held in February 2001
at Sancta Sophia College within the University of Sydney.

In selecting such a theme for the conference it was never realistic
to hope that the proceedings would reflect a well structured and
comprehensive study of any particular area of investigation.
Rather it was a call to those interested in RLA to proffer
individual and personal, albeit scholarly and artistic approaches,
to the spiritual idea of a 'centre'. The result is an exciting
reflection of the diversity of imagination on the subject.

That the invited guest speakers addressed a diverse range of
subjects is evident at first glance: Ana Binet studied the esoteric
poetry of Pessoa, Tony Bond spoke of artists' striving to paint the
transcendental experience, Jane Williams Hogan traced
S\vedenborg's influence on generations of painters and musicians
and lan Weeks, with Plato in mind, claimed that 'Love is the
Centre'. Roslynn Haynes' socio-spiritual reassessment of two
centuries of literary and visual treatments of the Australian desert
\vas the creative catalyst for the entire conference vvhich took its
name from Roslynn's book, Seeking the Centre: the Australian
Desert in Literature, Art anti Fibn. The last word belonged to
Elaine Lindsay who argued that \vomen's writing in Australia has
an affinity \vith the fertility of the coast rather than the more
ascetic 'male' spirituality of the desert.

The call for papers yielded an overwhehning interest in a diverse
range of subjects constellated around the theme of the centre. The
perennial interest in literature, film, painting, music, drama,
dance, theology and philosophy \vas reflected in papers on
Aboriginal \vomen's spirituality, streetscape, fantasy, literary
biography, dreams, architecture, esotericism, mysticism, genocide
and pain. Unhappily, many papers are not included in this
collection; a sad but necessary result of an elnbarras de richesses.

It is heartening to see that RLA is attracting specialist interest in
the poetry, philosophy and religions of Asia. It is also exciting
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that many painters, storytellers, composers, sculptors and
contemplatives are trusting their creativity to paper so that there
can be a record of their contributions to such an event as Seeking
the Centre.

There were several other events at the conference which are not
preserved in any media: a fine performance of the University
Gamelan Orchestra under the direction of Vi King Lim;
performances of Alanna Valentine's play, Savage Grace, staged
at St Paul's College; an exhibition of painting, Spirit-Level
curated by Rod Pattenden at the Tin Sheds Gallery; many
unscripted presentations by prominent painters, sculptors,
photographers and curators co-ordinated by Bronwen Bassett; and
talks and discussions by writers organised by Irene Stevens and
sponsored by the Literature Board of the Australia Council. There
were also invitations to join sessions on dreams, storytelling,
weaving and meditation.

There will be as many concepts of the centre as there are people
who think about it. It is our hope that these proceedings serve as a
record of some such thinking in the intellectual and artistic
environment of this time and place.

CRandMLB
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