ENGLISH

You are to research a particular poet’s life and their body of work. You need to present a
reading of a poem (or part of a poem), in the persona of the poet. You should explain why
you have selected this particular poem, and how it is reflective (typical or atypical) of “your”
body of work, and “your” personal, cultural, social and historical context.

Are you adequately prepared to be educated?

Hello! So, your teacher, Margaret, has asked me to talk to you about my context and a bunch of
other bullshit that you’re not really going to need in life, and later, I'm going to read to you a bit of a
poem of mine, Storm. It's this crazy, ranting poem set to jazz music. It's made up of actual
conversations I've had at dinner parties with homeopaths and people who deny, well, the truth and
facts and good ol’ science. And this poem questions that belief and explains why | feel the way | do.

So, | chose to read it to you because of all of that, but also because it's pretty indicative of most of
my work. Yeah, okay, the topic might vary from inflatable dolls to the environment, but most have a
serious undertone disguised beneath layers and layers of humour and ironic eyeliner.

We’'ll come back to that, but first let us delve into my life story so you can understand my poem a
little better.

I was born Timothy David Minchin, so the progression to “Tim Minchin” was quite easy, really. |
moved to Perth when | was about one, and I've definitely been influenced by the time and place |
grew up in.

So, let me take you back to the 1980s, forward-slash 1990s. When | was a teenager, the World
Wide Web and such technology suddenly became wide spread and easy to access, so Australia
was now able to instantly connect to the global community. | guess this affected what | wrote about,
because | knew what was going on around the globe. My poem is only one example, in its
discussion of science versus the supernatural.

But, probably the most significant thing that growing up in Australia has affected is my use of
language, which is pretty much what | do. In Australia, as you know, swearing is incredibly casual,
and that’'s how | express myself in my poetry; | say shit and | say fuck, simply because that’s what |
know to be effective. And then you go to London and they hear you swear and go “Oh, ease up on
the language, old chap” but will laugh at the jokes about videotaping you while you wee.

And now to my childhood. | attended an Anglican bloody private school. And now, | bag out the
place! | think going to a religious school and being exposed to both sides of the argument has had a
great influence on my work; | would listen to the ideas at school and | just never got it. I'm a
songwriter, | have to write about something, and so | write about what I'm interested in. Storm
doesn’t actually speak about religion, but it does speak about spirituality and belief, which are all
closely related.

| had an upper-middle class upbringing and so a lot of my material comes from the
acknowledgement that | don’t really have enough torture in my soul to be a rockstar. And when you
don’t do drugs or drink excessively, and when you’'ve been with the same girl since you were 17 —
which isn’t as sad as it sounds, although it's fucking close — you can’t sing about what's wrong in
your life, because it’s really not that bad. So you sing about what’s wrong in the world instead, and
Storm is about one of those things — the total disregard of reality.

So, moving on to the poem, sans baby grand. I'll see you on the other side.
“By definition,” | begin,
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“Alternative Medicine,” | continue,

“Has either not been proved to work,

Or has been proved not to work.

You know what they call alternative medicine that’'s been proved to be work?
Medicine.”

“So, you don’t believe
In ANY Natural Remedies?”

“On the contrary, actually, Storm —
Before we came to tea

| took a natural remedy

Derived from the bark of a Willow tree,
A painkiller that’s virtually side-effect free.
It's got a weird name...

Darling, what was it again?

Masprin? Basprin?

Oh, yeah, Asprin!

Which | paid about a buck for

Down at my local drugstore.”

Storm to her credit, despite my derision
Keeps firing off clichés with startling precision,
Like a sniper using bollocks for ammunition.

“Your faith in Science and Tests
Is just as blind
As the faith of any fundamentalist.”

“‘Hmm, that’s a good point, let me think for a bit...
Oh wait, my mistake,

That’s absolute bullshit.

Science adjusts its views

Based on what’s observed.

Faith is the denial of observation

So that Belief can be preserved.

The poem continues with that kind of wit. In this piece, and in a lot of my poetry really, | rely heavily
on a few things that, | guess, accentuate the humorous parts.

Firstly, | use a whole heap of punctuation and strict structure to direct how my poem is spoken.
More often than not, the purpose is to emphasise the joke just before it is revealed. Allow me to
demonstrate. In the section “You know what they call alternative medicine that’'s been proved to
work? / Medicine.” | have the long, long question on a line all by itself, followed by a question mark —
pause — and then, the reply is on the next line, short and sharp. Cue laughter.

So, that’s punctuation. Umm, another big thing is repetition. It's particularly strong in the phrase
“Science adjusts its views based on what's observed. / Faith is the denial of observation so that
belief can be preserved”. So, I've repeated variations of the word “observe” and what it does is that
you notice the similarly sounding variation, and you see it in two different contexts, so it gives you
an idea that, yeah, science is looking at what is there, while faith is turning a blind eye. So, really, it
just adds depth to the overall argument.

Next is irony. I'm a comedian so, yeah, my message and all that is serious and | want you to listen,
but if that's to happen I'm not going to preach to you, I'm going to make it funny. My use of irony is
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perfectly clear in that section | read before, “It's got a weird name, / Darling, what was it again? /
Masprin? / Basprin? / Oh, yeah, Asprin!” It's ironic because it's such a common drug, but it is a
‘natural remedy’, and | really emphasise that in my feigned state of confusion.

And finally, allusions and intertextuality. These are everywhere in my poem; allusions to Oprah,
Deepak Chopra, Scooby Doo, Michael Jackson, the Pope, and intertextuality in regards to our good
friend Mister William Shakespeare. An e.g. is “Or what about Satchmo? / | see trees of green, / Red
roses too”. You all recognise this song, and the idea of appreciating the beauty of actual things is
evoked. | use these allusions to make my work more familiar and, through a little tweaking, shocking
you into laughter.

Well, I'll leave it there for now, and I'll finish in the same way | end my poem and in a similar way
Shakespeare ends A Midsummer Night's Dream:

“And if perchance | have offended,

Think but this and all is mended:

We'd as well be ten minutes back in time,
For all the chance you’ll change your mind.”
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