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Les Murray, born October 1938, is a prominent Australian
poet who has published 16 poetry collections since 1965.
He lives on a small former farm at Bunyah, the rural
district in which he grew up. Some of his collections have
been published in translation, notably in German, Dutch,
Danish, Norwegian, Swedish, French, Italian, Slovenian,
Macedonian and Spanish, and he has won notable prizes
in several of the listed languages. Prominent prizes in
English that have come his way home have included the
Petrarch Prize, the T. S. Eliot Prize, Queen’s Gold Medal
for Poetry and the Mondello Prize in Italy. Conflict is a
diminishing theme in his writing, and plays a lesser role
now than in earlier years, being set aside very largely by
subjects of rural life and the Lord. He has tended to resist

urgings to concentrate on urban subjects.
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Les Murray



Kiss of the Whip

In Cardiff, off Saint Mary’s Street,
there in the porn shops you could get
a magazine called Kiss of the Whip.

I used to pretend I'd had poems in it.

Kiss of the Whip. I never saw it.
I might have encountered familiar skills

having been raised in a stockwhip culture.
Grandfather could dock a black snake’s head,

Stanley would crack the snake for preference

leap from his horse grab whirl and jolt!

the popped head hummed from his one-shot
slingshot.

The whips themselves were black, fine-braided,

arm-coiling beasts that could suddenly flourish
and cut a cannibal strip from a bull
(millisecond returns) or idly behead an

ant on the track. My father did that.



A knot in the lash would kill a rabbit.
There were decencies: good dogs and children
were flogged with the same lash doubled back.

A horsehair plait on the tip for a cracker

sharpened the note. For then or twelve thousand
years this was the sonic barrier’s

one human fracture. Whip-cracking is that:
thonged lightning making the leanest thunder.

When black snakes go to Hell they are
affixed by their fangs to carved whip-handles
and fed on nothing but noonday heat,

sweat and flowing rumps and language.

They writhe up dust-storms for revenge
and send them roaring where creature comfort’s
got with a touch of the lash. And that

is a temple yard that will bear more cleansing



before, through droughts and barracks, those
lax, quiet-speaking, sudden fellows
emerge where skill unbraids from death

and mastering, in Saint Mary’s Street.
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